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Abstract 

Annica Caldeborg (2018): Intergenerational touch in PE - a student 
perspective. Örebro Studies in Sport Sciences 29. 

This thesis takes its point of departure in the research field of intergener-
ational touch in Physical Education (PE). Previous research in the field 
have mainly been conducted from a teacher’s perspective and has shown 
that teachers of PE have become more cautious about using physical con-
tact in recent years. The reasons for this more cautious attitude concerning 
physical contact is above all, the risk f being falsely suspected of sexual 
harassment. Previous research has, in a general way, also shown that phys-
ical contact in PE is a gendered issue with heteronormative points of de-
parture 

The overall aim of this thesis is to investigate intergenerational touch 
in PE from a student perspective. More specifically the aims are to inves-
tigate physical contact between teachers and students in PE from a student 
perspective (paper I), and to investigate which discursive resources stu-
dents draw on to conceptualize physical contact between teacher and stu-
dent in PE in relation to heteronormativity (paper II). 

Six focus group interviews using photo elicitation have been conducted 
with students at an upper secondary school in Sweden. In paper I it is the 
concept of the didactic contract that is the theoretical starting point. The 
results show that, generally, the students support physical contact as a 
pedagogical tool if the physical contact has a good purpose according to 
the students. An implicit didactic contract is formed when student and 
teacher agree on when, how or why physical contact is used as a pedagog-
ical tool. In paper II, the theoretical inspiration comes from Foucault and 
his work with discourses. The results show that the students’ talk is col-
ored by the heteronormative discourse in society. This is especially ex-
pressed when young female students talk about male PE teachers. Heter-
onormativity is taken for granted and is not really challenged.  

Students generally support physical contact as a pedagogical tool in PE, 
however it is a very complex issue and puts high demands on PE teachers’ 
professionalism. 

Keywords: intergenerational touch, Physical Education, PE, student 
perspective, didactic contract, heteronormativity 

Annica Caldeborg, School of Health Sciences, Örebro University, 
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Förord 
Jag är 14 år och går i årskurs 8 på Tunaholmsskolan i Mariestad då jag 
bestämmer mig för att jag vill bli idrottslärare när jag blir stor. Det verkar 
vara hur kul som helst. Trettio år senare och många erfarenheter rikare har 
jag inte bara arbetat som lärare i idrott och hälsa i många år utan har även 
avlagt en licentiatexamen i idrottsvetenskap med inriktning mot didaktik.  

Naturligtvis hade jag inte haft möjlighet att nå hit om det inte vore för 
en ganska stor mängd mycket betydelsefulla personer och nätverk, som alla 
på sitt sätt bidragit till att jag är där jag är just nu. 

Först och främst, vill jag rikta ett stort tack till Mariestads kommun, 
framförallt Johnny Odhner och Maria Appelgren som trodde på mig och 
skrev på alla papper som behövdes för att jag skulle få möjlighet att börja 
studera igen.  

Stort tack också till ni elever som deltog i studien, för att ni delat med er 
av erfarenheter och tankar som gjort denna studie möjlig.   

Varmt tack till medlemmarna i forskarmiljön SMED som läst och kom-
mit med konstruktiv kritik på mina texter, er respons har varit mycket be-
tydelsefull för mig. Tack också till alla medarbetare inom Forskarskolan 
idrott och hälsas didaktik, som även ni läst och kommenterat mina texter, 
samt agerat trevligt sällskap vid resor och internat.  

Jag vill även tacka Ann-Sofie Lennqvist-Lindén, Örebro universitet, och 
Maria Hedlin, Linnéuniversitetet, som var opponenter vid slutseminarium 
samt Licentiatseminarium. Ni gav mig båda värdefulla råd och tips gällande 
avhandlingsarbetet. Ann-Sofie genom vägledning i framförallt i kappaskri-
vandet och Maria genom vägledning gällande avhandlingen i stort men 
framförallt när det gäller mitt förhållningssätt till det stora genusfältet. Tack 
också till Christer Ericsson, Örebro universitet, som agerade examinator vid 
mitt licentiatseminarium, även dina kommentarer är värdefulla för mitt 
framtida akademiska skrivande och tänkande.  

Tack alla kollegor i korridoren vid institutionen för hälsovetenskaper, 
enheten idrott, för ert stöd i stort och smått. Jag har arbetat mycket hemi-
från, men har alltid känt mig mycket välkommen då jag varit i Örebro. Ett 
speciellt tack går även till Mikael Quennerstedt som läst och granskat 
mycket av det jag skrivit under de här åren.  I såväl bra som mer osamman-
hängande texter har du förmågan att plocka fram det positiva och ge syn-
punkter på hur det skulle kunna bli bättre. Att du dessutom har svar på de 
mesta har underlättat för mig många gånger.   



Avslutningsvis vill jag naturligtvis även rikta ett stort och varmt tack till 
mina fantastiska handledare. Ninitha Maivorsdotter, Skövde högskola, jag 
uppskattar din peppning och din förmåga att lyfta blicken och se utanför 
boxen då jag själv närmar mig ett tunnelseende, du är en värdefull kritisk 
vän. Marie Öhman, Örebro universitet, du har varsamt lotsat mig in i det 
akademiska tänkandet och skrivandet. Jag lämnar varje handledningstill-
fälle med en känsla av att jag just blivit påfylld med energi, vilket är en 
ynnest. Du släpper inte något förrän det är tillräckligt bra, och den ärlig-
heten uppskattar jag. Ditt stöd, din värme och din vänskap är av stor bety-
delse för mig. Jag ser fram emot ett fortsatt samarbete med er båda. 

Sist men inte minst ett tack till mina närmaste. Niklas, du peppar och 
stöttar och får ner mig på jorden då jag ibland svävar iväg. Utan ditt stöd 
hade såväl arbetsliv, studieliv som familjeliv varit så mycket svårare, tack. 
Mamma och pappa, tänkt om ni inte sett annonsen om en nystartad idrotts-
lärarutbildning den där hösten 1993, då hade jag antagligen sysslat med 
något helt annat just nu. Även ert stöd och även hjälp med mycket då arbets-
/studielivet tar lite för stor plats betyder mycket för mig, tack. Johan och 
Otto, ni ger mig energi och mycket glädje, och ni har också förmågan att få 
mig att snabbt kunna lämna doktorandbubblan och vara i den riktiga värl-
den tillsammans med er, tack. 

Mitt 14-åriga jag har bara ett tydligt yrkesmål och det är att bli idrotts-
lärare. Trettio år senare har jag uppfyllt det och många fler mål i livet, och 
nu har jag även börjat fundera över vad jag egentligen ska bli när jag blir 
stor. Men, det får väl framtiden utvisa.  
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Introduction 
Physical contact is a fundamental need for almost all people regardless of 
age. It can provide safety, pleasure and undemanding social togetherness. 
Some also argue that a lack of physical contact in a person’s life can lead to 
feelings of loneliness or meaninglessness, also called “skin hunger” (Buis, 
de Boo & Hull, 1991; Koenig & Spano, 2004). Physical contact can thus 
be seen as a basic human need that is essential in peoples’ lives for healing, 
development, communication and to ease tension or stress (Buis, de Boo & 
Hull, 1991; Koenig & Spano, 2004; Uvnäs Moberg, 2018). However it can 
also generate fear, vulnerability and infringement, and peoples’ different 
previous experiences in terms of physical contact also reflects how they re-
spond to it, which can make this issue difficult to discuss. In addition, in the 
aftermath of the #metoo movement in the fall of 2017, professionals in dif-
ferent areas, such as care providers who use physical contact in their daily 
work, for example among people with disabilities or the elderly, have be-
come uncertain and worried that they might be misunderstood (Bergstrand, 
2018). In this particular study, the general research field is intergenerational 
touch in the school subject Physical Education (PE). Although this research 
field started out long before the #metoo movement, this movement has shed 
new light on and reinforced how significant and prevailing issues of physical 
contact between people, in several settings, are in our contemporary society. 
The tension between physical contact perceived as sexual harassment, and 
physical contact perceived as an essential human need is more strained than 
ever. In this thesis it is specifically physical contact between teacher and 
student in PE that is of interest. Anxiety concerning physical contact in ed-
ucational settings has both emerged and increased in recent years. In PE, 
previous research has revealed that teachers of PE, in many countries, have 
become more cautious in their approaches to students and avoid physical 
contact that could be regarded as suspicious (Fletcher, 2013; Öhman, 2016; 
Piper, Garratt & Taylor, 2013). Research on intergenerational touch in PE 
educational settings has previously mostly focused on the teacher’s perspec-
tive. It has shown that fear of touching is a pedagogical problem where the 
tension between the necessity of using physical contact and the ‘contempo-
rary discourse which supports a categorical avoidance of touch between 
adult and child’ (Fletcher, 2013, p. 701) has become increasingly uncom-
fortable for these teachers. This tension risks influencing subject content as 
well as student learning and development in PE in a negative way (Öhman 
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& Quennerstedt, 2015). In addition, research in the field of intergenera-
tional touch has, in a general way, also shown that physical contact is a 
gendered issue with heteronormative points of departure (Berg & Lahelma, 
2010; Foster & Newman, 2005; Johnson, 2013; Öhman, 2016). From this 
research, it is also possible to discern that male teachers are more troubled 
by fears and anxiety surrounding physical contact than female teachers 
(Foster & Newman, 2005; Johnson, 2013; Jones, 2004; Munk, Larsen, Le-
ander & Soerensen, 2013; Öhman, 2016). Questions of how the heteronor-
mative discourse in relation to physical contact take shape in PE practice 
has however not been in focus in this line of research, nor has the voices of 
the students been investigated on this issue to any great extent. There is in 
other words a knowledge gap making research on students’ perspectives in 
relation to physical contact imperative in order to get a more balanced and 
multifaceted picture of the research field. The overall aim of this thesis is to 
investigate intergenerational touch in the school subject Physical Education.  
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Background and previous research 
This section begins with a short presentation of the didactical research field 
in Physical Education. This is followed by a description of when and for 
what reason physical contact is used in PE. Thereafter follows a presenta-
tion of the research field of intergenerational touch, as well as of research 
concerning physical contact in relation to heteronormativity. Lastly, there 
is a presentation concerning heteronormativity in society, school and in PE.  

It is also worth to notice that within the field of intergenerational touch 
it is mainly research in sport, preschool and physical education that has been 
conducted. That is also why research from all three of these areas are rep-
resented in this literature review. Additionally, it is important to point out 
that in this thesis, the phrase intergenerational touch refers to the research 
field as such. Thus, intergenerational is to be understood as a difference in 
position between teacher and student in the classroom or gym, not neces-
sarily as a major age difference (generation) between teacher and student. 
The phrase physical contact, on the other hand, refers to the actual action 
of students being touched by teachers in PE. 

The didactical research field in PE 
Although quite short and general, this section aims at placing this thesis in 
the larger didactical research field of PE. Research in or on educational set-
tings can include many different issues, such as assessment, subject content 
or learning. In terms of research in PE, in the Handbook of physical educa-
tion (Kirk, Macdonald & O’Sullivan, 2006), several topics and perspectives 
concerning research in PE are developed by different authors. For example 
issues of learning, teaching, teacher education, curriculum and diversity to 
mention a few. The Routledge Handbook of Physical Education Pedagogies 
(Ennis, 2017), continues in somewhat the same spirit, however, concentrat-
ing on central issues in the field that have been researched in recent years. 
The sections of this Handbook focus on ‘collaborative and critical perspec-
tives on pedagogical issues and trends shaping physical education’ (p. 2), 
such as curriculum, policy and reform, analyzing teaching, opportunities for 
student learning as well as strategies to develop personal and social change 
through gender and sexuality discourses. Physical contact is often used as a 
pedagogical tool in PE, a tool needed for learning and development in the 
subject. Previous research has however also shown that physical contact can 
be connected to fears and anxieties and in addition, a heteronormative dis-
course in society, which can affect both teaching and learning in the subject. 
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As such, research on intergenerational touch in PE, clearly places this thesis 
within the field of didactical research in PE.  

The use of physical contact in PE 
A legitimate question to ask while discussing physical contact in sport or PE 
is when, and for what reason teachers use physical contact in educational 
settings in the first place? In PE, it has been shown that teachers for example 
use physical contact in order to ‘get it right’. This might involve getting the 
right feeling for a movement or performing a movement correctly, in other 
words, learning practical subject content. Physical contact is also used to 
prevent injuries, create good relationships between teachers and students 
(and in so doing also establish good learning conditions for the students), 
sort out social situations such as manner or behavior and to express care as 
a human necessity (Pope, 2015; Öhman & Grundberg-Sandell, 2015; Öh-
man & Quennerstedt, 2015). In addition, Fletcher (2013) describe how 
‘basic athletic instruction necessitate contact’ (p. 701). 

However, several researchers in the field agree that there has been a 
change in attitude towards physical contact in educational settings in recent 
years, where something that previously was regarded as straightforward 
and natural, instead has come to be viewed as risky behavior (Duncan, 
1999; Fletcher, 2013; Öhman, 2016; Taylor, Piper and Garratt, 2014). 

Differences between countries regarding physical contact 
There are however differences in how physical contact is viewed and de-
bated in different societies and countries. For example in some cultures 
physical contact is more common in day-to-day life than in others (Buis, de 
Boo and Hull, 1991).  In Sweden  the debate about physical contact in PE 
or in other educational settings is still fairly new, while in more risk averse 
western countries, such as the UK, USA and New Zealand, it is more accen-
tuated (Öhman, 2016; Öhman & Grundberg-Sandell, 2015). Moreover, in 
a study comparing Japan and New Zealand, on physical contact in early 
childhood settings  the researchers found that in Japan, physical contact is 
taken for granted, and also looked upon as something of value to the child 
and ‘necessary for a child’s development’ (Burke & Duncan, 2016, p. 7). 
Contrary, in New Zealand, physical contact is deliberately limited in order 
to reduce risks of allegations. 
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Policies, guidelines and fears regarding physical contact 
It is however safe to say that the safety of children is a concern shared by 
most people around the world. In sport, sexual harassment and abuse have 
been studied by several scholars in an attempt to create policies that protect 
young people from being subjected to abuse (Brackenridge, 2001; Fasting, 
2005; Toftegard Nielsen, 2001). Furthermore, in many sporting as well as 
educational contexts, policies and definitions that frame cases of abuse have 
also been developed (Piper et al. 2013). Policies and definitions often con-
tain guidelines for appropriate and inappropriate behavior in terms of in-
tergenerational touch, some of which clearly advocate a restricted use of 
physical contact (see for example Johnson 2013; Jones, 2004; Öhman & 
Quennerstedt, 2015; Scott, 2013). At the same time, studies have also 
shown that child protection and risk management policies also have had 
consequences that might not have been expected. That is, most prominently, 
an increased level of anxiety among sport coaches, preschool and PE teach-
ers about intergenerational touch (Andrzejewski & Davis, 2008; Fletcher, 
2013; Jones, 2004; Öhman & Quennerstedt, 2015; Piper & Smith, 2003; 
Piper et al., 2013). What these professionals fear the most is being suspected 
of improper behavior or being falsely accused of abuse, molestation or sex-
ual harassment (Burke & Duncan, 2016, p. 5; Fletcher, 2013; Jones, 2004; 
Piper, Garratt & Taylor, 2013). An aggravating circumstance in this sce-
nario, possibly influencing the heightened awareness in society of children 
being at risk in the presence of adults in loco parentis, is the almost addictive 
interest in western society of sexual misconduct (Brackenridge, 2001, p. 35). 
Also the language used to describe these kinds of issues has great power 
over how people chose to define and shape them (Brackenridge, 2001). In 
other words, people in general are quite influenced by the way issues like 
these are reported. The fear of being accused of molestation or sexual har-
assment has in addition been shown to be more accentuated among male 
teachers or coaches (Berg & Lahelma, 2010; Foster & Newman, 2005; 
Johnson, 2013; Öhman, 2016). 

Physical contact in relation to heteronormativity 
This section aims at developing the reasoning about physical contact being 
a gendered issue with heteronormative points of departure (Berg & La-
helma, 2010; Foster & Newman, 2005; Johnson, 2013; Öhman, 2016). 
Here, heteronormativity is understood as a gender order in which hetero-
sexuality is implicit. From research within the field of in intergenerational 
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touch it is possible to distinguish that physical contact often is interpreted 
as something sexual, specifically heterosexual. One example is the teachers 
in the Öhman (2016) study who showed reluctance to demonstrate move-
ments with students of the opposite sex. One way of understanding this is 
that there is a tension between the sexes in terms of physical contact and by 
showing movements with students of the same sex, this tension is avoided. 
Another example is the Berg and Lahelma (2008) description of a male 
teacher’s reasoning about assisting students in gymnastics, and where it is 
concluded that heterosexuality in PE:  

“…is materialized through the physical contact between the teacher and the 
student… Touching acquired its sexualized meaning only due to the fact that 
it occurred between a male and a female” (p. 39) 

In other words, it can be assumed that physical contact, even in an educa-
tional setting, can be regarded as something (hetero) sexual.  

It is also possible to discern, from research in the field, that males work-
ing in educational settings are more troubled by fears and anxiety surround-
ing physical contact than their female counterparts (Foster & Newman, 
2005; Johnson, 2013; Jones, 2004; Munk, Larsen, Leander & Soerensen, 
2013; Öhman, 2016). For example, Foster and Newman (2005) as well as 
Munk et al. (2013) describe how male preschool teachers face difficulties in 
using physical contact as a pedagogical tool, and how these teachers have 
changed their behavior due to an increased focus on pedophilia in society. 
Research on physical contact in PE and sport show similar patterns, where 
male PE teachers and sport coaches feel more exposed and at risk than fe-
male. For example, Johnson (2013) describes how he, as a caring male 
sports coach, no longer fits in with the role of coaching children, mostly due 
to no-touch and risk discourses in society. Hollway’s (2004) description of 
‘the male sexual drive discourse’ (p. 272) can be of help in understanding 
men’s anxieties concerning physical contact. In this discourse the  male sex-
uality is expected to be unrestrained and out of control, a kind of biological 
drive, which is also supported as well as reproduced in many parts of society 
as a whole (Hollway, 2004). Being aware that male sexuality can be viewed 
in this manner can, assumingly, make men feel anxiety or fear in terms of 
physical contact in educational settings, in that physical contact somehow 
can trigger this unrestrained sexual drive.  
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Heteronormativity in society, school and in PE 
In order to understand this suggested heterosexual tension between teachers 
and students in sport and PE, as well as the viewing of physical contact as 
something sexual, especially connected to men working in educational set-
tings, it is of importance, albeit very generally, to look at this issue from a 
societal level. Heteronormativity is well established in western society and 
a majority of the population are heavily invested in heterosexually gendered 
identities, young as well as old. For example Butler (1990) has coined the 
phrase ‘heterosexual matrix’, referring to a dominant gender model, in 
which a stable sex is expressed through a stable gender (p.151). According 
to Butler (1990), people need a model like this in order to make sense of 
their own as well as others’ bodies. Butler continues by arguing that this 
model is then ‘hierarchically defined through the compulsory practice of 
heterosexuality’ (p.151). There are several other researchers who also de-
scribe compulsory heterosexuality in society (Ward & Schneider, 2009), 
and the role of talk in constructing heterosexual beings (Coates, 2013), or 
heterosexual masculinity as hegemonic in society (Cockburn & Clarke, 
2002).  

Moving over to heteronormativity among children and in school, 
Peachter (2017) has found that the play and games of young children usu-
ally reflect and reinforce heterosexual norms, among boys as well as girls. 
In studying young peoples’ construction of the ideal body, Azzarito (2009) 
concludes that students have quite traditional views of the female and male 
ideal body, in which the students also claim that the ideal body is attractive 
to the opposite sex.  

In addition, there are also studies focusing on heteronormativity in PE. 
The focus in these studies have mainly been on what effect this has had on 
the students, for example, how students feel they should act in order to be 
viewed as normal, or how they conform their ways of acting and being so 
that it is not too deviant from the image they feel they have to uphold (Lars-
son, Redelius & Fagrell, 2011; Cockburn & Clarke, 2002). Also, Evans and 
Penney (2002) conclude, in relation to gender differences, that “The expe-
riences that girls and boys receive in physical education are likely to rein-
force stereotypical images, attitudes and behaviours” (p. 4).  Related to this 
apparent differentiating between femininity and masculinity, several re-
searchers have also studied how gender positions are constructed and how 
they might be challenged in PE. For example Amade-Escot (2017) concludes 
considering the results of a number of studies conducted over the last 20 
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years, that gender inequalities are common in PE and that genders are con-
structed as different by both students and teachers in PE. Since teachers to 
a great extent lean on traditional ideas, and avoid challenging gender stere-
otypes the students adhere to the same traditional ideas and do not chal-
lenge these stereotypes either (Larsson, Fagrell & Redelius, 2009). Instead, 
ideas about the sexes as naturally different and attracted to each other are 
reproduced. Challenging gender stereotypes, Larsson et al. (2009) suggest, 
would naturally also challenge heteronormativity in the classroom. 

Some might argue that heterosexuality is the most common sexuality in 
society, so why all this talk and fuss about heteronormativity. The problem 
is however, that through heteronormativity men and women are expected 
to be, appear and act in certain ways that are deemed natural, or socially 
acceptable. In turn, this puts great strain on both men and women (boys 
and girls) who do not quite fit in these socially acceptable heterosexual gen-
der stereotypes. Instead, these people are pressured to conform their ways 
in order to be viewed as normal (Cockburn & Clarke, 2002; Coates, 2013; 
Larsson et al., 2011). As a consequence, heteronormativity in all parts of 
society is reproduced, which makes it very difficult to stray from this “nor-
mal” path, in other words, to be different. For a girl in PE this can mean 
that she is only viewed as normal if she has a feminine appearance, a good 
coordinative and rhythmic ability and is reluctant to appear aggressive or 
competitive in ball sports. For a boy on the other hand, it can mean that he 
has to uphold a masculine appearance, be aggressive and competitive and 
be reluctant to take part in ‘girly’ activities (Larsson et al., 2011, p.79). For 
both genders, this can also mean that their bodies should be attractive to 
the opposite sex (Azzarito, 2009). Students who resist this “given” gender 
regime risk facing alienation from people around them (Azzarito, 2009; 
Cockburn and Clarke, 2002, p. 657), such as friends, teachers, parents, sib-
lings and others. 

To summarize 
The main issues, from this review of the relevant literature concerning the 
topic of this thesis and that are worth stressing, are first of all that teachers 
of PE have, in recent years, become more anxious in terms of physical con-
tact as a pedagogical tool. The main reason for this is fear of false allega-
tions of molestation or of sexual harassment. In addition, it has been shown 
that male PE teachers feel more exposed or at risk of allegations than their 
female counterparts. Furthermore, the presented research has also shown 
that the use of physical contact as a pedagogical tool earlier was seen as 
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something obvious and natural in the subject, but has now instead come to 
be considered risky behavior. Additionally, there are in some instances, pol-
icies and guidelines for appropriate and inappropriate touch, and where a 
restricted use of physical contact is recommended by some. Lastly, the pre-
sented research has shown that young as well as old, in western society, in 
school and in PE, are heavily invested in the heteronormative discourse, and 
that this discourse is difficult to challenge.  

All of the main issues mentioned here also have consequences for the 
subject of PE, some of which have been presented in the above literature 
review, and some of which, hopefully, can be shown by this study.   

Limitations of the exiting literature 
Research on intergenerational touch in PE educational settings has predom-
inantly been made from a teacher’s perspective. There are only few excep-
tions, for example, Scott (2013) who has interviewed children about physi-
cal contact by sport coaches in gymnastics. Her findings reveal that the in-
terviewees did not regard physical contact as problematic or uncomfortable, 
but rather a necessity. Still, very little is known about the views of students 
in relation to physical contact between teacher and student in PE. This con-
stitutes a knowledge gap, making research in this field imperative in order 
to get a more balanced picture of intergenerational touch in PE, and not 
only a one-sided view of the field. In addition, research on intergenerational 
touch in relation to heteronormativity from a student perspective is even 
more limited.  

Finding out more about the student perspective on issues relating to in-
tergenerational touch can help balancing up and deepen the research field 
by also giving the students a voice on intergenerational touch in PE. Further, 
it can also contribute in achieving a more multifaceted understanding of 
physical contact in PE. By giving the students a voice on this issue, it is 
possible to deepen the research field which can be of great relevance in other 
areas as well, for example, teachers in other subjects, sport coaches or even 
professionals in other occupations where physical contact is used.    
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Aims of thesis 
The overall aim of this thesis is to investigate intergenerational touch in PE. 
In addition are also two more specific aims:  

 
• The first of these is to investigate physical contact between teachers 

and students in PE from a student perspective. This is done by ask-
ing students about when, how and in which situations physical con-
tact seem obvious or not to them. On what basis physical contact 
is regarded as straightforward or obvious or not. (Paper I) 
 

• The second, more specific aim is to investigate which discursive re-
sources the students draw on to conceptualize physical contact be-
tween teacher and student in PE in relation to heteronormativity.  
In other words, when, how and why the students talk about physi-
cal contact between teacher and student can be related to heter-
onormativity. (Paper II) 
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Theory 
Several studies of intergenerational touch in PE are inspired by the works 
of Foucault regarding dominating discourses, power relations, governmen-
tality and panopticism (Fletcher, 2013; Jones, 2004; Öhman, 2016; Piper 
Garratt & Taylor, 2013; Taylor, Piper & Garratt, 2014). There are also 
other theoretical points of departure, such as a children’s rights perspective 
(Öhman & Quennerstedt, 2015) and Nodding’s discussion about the para-
dox of caring (Andersson, Öhman & Garrison, 2016). In this thesis, it is 
didactics that is the main point of departure theoretically, however, in paper 
II, inspirations is also taken from the works of Foucault. In the following, 
there will first be a presentations of the didactic research field, followed by 
a presentation of some of the tools relevant for this study, inspired by Fou-
cault’s toolbox. 

Didactics 
Didactics is at the heart of this thesis. The word didactics has, at least in the 
past, had different meanings in the Anglo-American tradition compared to 
other non-English speaking (northern) European countries. In the English-
speaking world, didactics is often discussed in terms of teaching, learning, 
curriculum and curriculum theory (Gundem, 2011; Quennerstedt & Lars-
son, 2015). However, in the long tradition of educational research in the 
non-English speaking countries of northern Europe, didactics is somewhat 
different. Here, didactics is the professional knowledge of teachers, a peda-
gogical discipline and also a research tradition (Gundem, 2011). These two 
ways of viewing didactics are difficult to mediate between since they origi-
nate from different traditions. The Anglo-American tradition has its origin 
in psychology and pragmatism, while the non-English European tradition 
rather lean on traditions such as ethics, philosophy and rhetoric, and where 
didactics can be seen as a pedagogical result of these influences. It is in this 
context also important to be aware that didactics in this sense cannot be 
viewed as only one research discipline, rather didactics consist of many dif-
ferent fields (Gundem, 2011). In addition didactics can be said to be char-
acterized by its fragmentation (Hudson & Meyer, 2011). This means that it 
is very important to describe the didactic field used in specific studies 
clearly. This study takes its starting point in the non-English European re-
search tradition, and specifically the Scandinavian or French research tradi-
tion of didactics. In this field it is ‘the relations between teaching, learning 
and socialization’ (Quennerstedt & Larsson, 2015) that is of interest, so 
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that educational practices can be examined thoroughly. Common research 
topics within this field are what is taught and learned, how it is taught and 
learned, why it is taught and learned and by whom it is taught and learned 
(Amade-Escot, 2006, p. 347; Gundem, 2011; Quennerstedt & Larsson, 
2015, p. 567). 

Analyzing didactic research is often closely linked to different kinds of 
models (Gundem, 2011). One such model is the didactic triangle, in which 
the teacher, student and subject content are situated in the nodes of a trian-
gle to demonstrate the relations between them. This is also similar to what 
Brousseau terms the ‘didactic system’ (Amade-Escot, 2000, p. 86). This link-
ing of the components of the didactic system/triangle helps researchers to 
not only comprehend the complexity of teaching and learning (Amade-Es-
cot, 2006, p. 348; Hudson & Meyer, 2011), but also sharpen the analysis 
focus (Hudson & Meyer, 2011, p.18). It is also helpful in studying the dy-
namics and developments that occur between teachers and students in rela-
tion to subject content. The three nodes in the triangle are dependent on 
each other, and one can only have meaning if the other two are also taken 
into account, in a ‘irreducible three-way relationship’ (Amade-Escot, 2000, 
p. 86; Amade-Escot, 2006, p. 349). In this particular study it is the relation-
ship between teacher and student that is in focus in the didactic system. 
However, PE content knowledge is also of importance in how it is affected 
by this relationship.   

The didactic contract 
In this study, the didactical framework is used to understand the relation-
ship between teacher, student and content knowledge in relation to inter-
generational touch. According to Gundem (2005) there are three main com-
ponents of didactics; the didactic situation, the transposition and the di-
dactic contract. In paper I of this study it is specifically the concept of the 
didactic contract that has been used in the analytical process, since it illus-
trates: 

… the reciprocal student-teacher system of expectations related to a given 
knowledge area. If this contract is broken by one or both parties involved, 
unwanted phenomena will be created/produced. (Gundem, 2005, p. 255) 

Coined by Brousseau in the 80s, the didactic contract was first developed in 
the school subject mathematics. The contract can be compared to an agree-
ment between teacher and student in which both parties know what to ex-
pect from one and other (Brousseau, 2002; Brousseau & Warfield, 2015). 
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It can also be understood as a sort of common understanding between 
teacher and students concerning content knowledge at stake (Amade-Escot, 
2017, p. 67). Another way of explaining the didactic contract is to view it 
as the establishing of a didactical relationship between the students and the 
teacher (Sarrazy & Novotná, 2013). The didactic contract is not to be un-
derstood as a real contract, but rather as a way of analyzing what happens 
in the relationship between teacher and student regarding subject content. 
The rules of such a contract cannot be written or anticipated in advance 
(Brousseau, 2002), because it is not until the contract is broken or breached 
that the rules or borders of the contract itself are recognized or made visible.  

In paper I the didactic contract is helpful in analyzing the empirical data 
in that the contract makes it possible to understand the relationship between 
teacher and student in relation to physical contact. For example, when stu-
dents and teacher agree on when, how or why physical contact is used in 
PE, this agreement can be seen as a didactic contract. It is usually not some-
thing that is talked about or spelled out, but exists implicitly. 

There are different ways of understanding the didactic contract in the 
analysis process. In this case, the didactic contract is understood similarly 
as by Amade-Escot, Elandoulsi and Verscheure (2015). First of all, Amade-
Escot et al. (2015) find that the breaching of the didactic contract has con-
sequences. The contract can be breached by the teacher or by the student 
and when that happens, new contracts are formed, and these can in turn 
have a negative (or in some cases a positive) impact on the learning of sub-
ject content. Second of all, the didactic contract is changeable, not static, 
and it is different and not the same for all students.  Amade-Escot et al. 
(2015) call this the differential didactic contract, which means that the stu-
dents’ previous social and institutional experiences can affect the meaning 
they ascribe to a situation. In other words, the didactic contract between a 
teacher and a student can differ in certain situations depending on their pre-
vious experiences. Lastly the didactic contract is not explicitly expressed but 
is rather implicitly understood. 

The concept of the didactic contract is normally very tightly linked to the 
content to be taught and learned (Amade-Escot et al., 2015; Brousseau, 
2002). In paper I however, the didactic contract is instead related to inter-
generational touch in PE, i.e. the relationship between teachers and students 
in terms of physical contact from the students’ point of view. The subject 
content is however still an important part of the contract, in that physical 
contact often is involved when teaching and learning certain subject content 
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in PE, such as helping students to perform different movements, the crea-
tions of good relationships between teachers and students (and the estab-
lishment of good learning conditions), the sorting out of social situations 
such as manner or behavior, expressing care as a human necessity and the 
prevention of injury (Öhman & Grundberg-Sandell, 2015; Öhman & 
Quennerstedt, 2015).  

A discourse analytical framework 
Paper II of this study is also influenced and inspired by the works of Fou-
cault, especially in order to understand how dominating discourses in soci-
ety impact on discursive practices. One way of understanding discourses in 
a Foucauldian way is to view them as regular patterns of speaking or acting 
in different situations (Foucault, 1976/80; Öhman, 2007; Gore, 1997). 
Thus discourse is about both language and practice, and as such ‘governs 
the way a topic can be meaningfully talked about’ (Hall, 2004, p. 72). When 
talking about discourses as regular language rules that allow certain state-
ments and actions to be made, there are at the same time other ways of 
talking or acting about a certain topic that are ruled out or limited. In other 
words, if everyone perceive something as true, in a certain society, at a cer-
tain point in time, it will also become true in terms of what effects and con-
sequences it will have, regardless of if it can be conclusively proven or not 
(Hall, 2004). For example, in our western society, speaking and acting in a 
heteronormative way is regarded as true in this sense, and is a major dis-
course in society. Thus, acting and speaking in other ways, that are not het-
eronormative, are instead somewhat difficult or limited. Continually, while 
speaking of things that are true, it is according to Foucault, also important 
to emphasize that things are only true within a certain historical period or 
context (Hall, 2004, p.74). With this in mind, the change in attitude that 
many teachers feel that physical contact between teacher and student in PE 
has undergone in recent years, can be understood as going from one histor-
ical context into another. In this “new” context, physical contact in PE is 
no longer only regarded as obvious or natural as previously, but rather as 
something that can also be regarded as suspicious behavior. This study fo-
cuses how dominant discourses in society (in this case the heteronormative 
discourse) impact on the discursive practices (here the PE classroom) in 
terms of facilitating or restraining actions. Garratt, Piper and Taylor (2013, 
p. 616) maintain that ‘discursive practices are relational modalities, with 
networks and connections, whose “dispersion” across the boundaries of 
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different professional domains gives rise to new practices’. Thus, the Fou-
cauldian perspective can be seen as a lens for exploring how dominant dis-
courses in society are produced in education. 

The public anxiety that is associated with physical contact between stu-
dents and teachers is not only an issue in PE or sports, but has relevance in 
other institutional areas as well. In this study, an empirical question is: How 
can students’ talk about physical contact in PE be related to heteronorma-
tivity? The discourse analytical approach addresses the interest in discourse 
practice, which creates opportunities for an empirical analysis of, in this 
case, the dominant heteronormative discourse. Foucault reminds us that as 
dominating discourses concern all relations in our everyday lives it is also 
important to look at the micro-practices: ‘The only important problem is 
what happens on the ground’ (Foucault, 1980/1991, p. 83). 

In the analytical work, the students’ language use is studied in order to 
determine how they express physical contact between teacher and student 
in relation to heteronormativity. Certain ways of talking about physical 
contact in this context, and in relation to this discourse will appear as more 
correct, acceptable or reasonable than others. This is what is meant by dis-
cursive resources. In other words, what actions and ways of talking about 
physical contact are made possible for the students and what actions and 
ways of talking are more difficult for students to voice or show within the 
heteronormative discourse. This approach can also make it possible to gain 
knowledge on how a dominant discourse (heteronormativity) is at stake for 
the students, what is most important to them in this particular regard. By 
using a Foucauldian inspired approach, the primary research intention is to 
examine the visibility of the issue in question and to critically review and 
discuss physical contact between teacher and student in PE in relation to 
heteronormativity. 
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Method 
The method section involves several segments. First of all, there is a descrip-
tion of the data gathering process, followed by a detailed description of the 
analyzing procedure. Finally there is also a section on ethical reflections. A 
more thorough discussion about the limitations and strengths in terms of 
methods and participants of this study and also of me as interviewer and 
researcher can be found in the Methodological limitations and strengths 
section (p. 40). 

Data gathering and participants 
Both papers draw on interview data collected from 6 focus group interviews 
(four all-female groups and two all-male groups) using photo elicitation. 
The interviews involved a total of 18 students during the last month of their 
final year at upper secondary school in a small town in western Sweden. In 
other words, the students were 18 and 19 years old. The interviews lasted 
between 18 and 30 minutes, and were all conducted, recorded and tran-
scribed by me, the author of this thesis, in May of 2016. The school offers 
a wide variety of educational programs and the students attending the 
school are generally from ethnic Swedish middle class homes with few social 
problems. The students in these interviews represented both vocational (In-
dustrial technology studies, Health and social care studies) and academic 
(Science studies, Social studies and Economic studies) programs. Several 
classes were visited and given the general purpose and method of the study 
and all students who thereafter were willing to take part in the study were 
also interviewed. All contributing students announced their interest to take 
part in groups of 3-4. In other words, it can be assumed that the students 
chose to be interviewed together with friends with whom they felt secure 
and safe. The students volunteering for this study also proved to be students 
who traditionally are doing well in PE in terms of learning outcomes. They 
could thus be described as the ‘most likely’ type of participant (Flyvbjerg, 
2006), in terms of being able to observe and describe learning in PE. This is 
similar to what Flyvbjerg (2006) calls information-oriented selection 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006), a strategy to maximize the utility of information from a 
small group of students. Feeling comfortable with the curriculum in PE as 
well as being willing to share their experiences in physical education, was 
judged as an important criteria for participant selection. In view of the 
study’s potentially sensitive topic, selecting students on a voluntary basis 
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was also regarded as the most ethical strategy. The volunteers were in-
formed about the research design and purpose of the study. Moreover, they 
were all over the age of 18 and had completed, and had experience from 12 
years of compulsory PE at school. Female and male students from voca-
tional and academic programs were represented.  

Focus groups 
The interview questions were inspired by those posed in the Öhman and 
Quennerstedt (2015) study, and covered areas such as when physical con-
tact is used in PE, when it is or is not relevant, and what would be lost if PE 
became a no-touch zone. The complete interview guide can be found as Ap-
pendix I. 

Focus group interviews have previously been used in several different dis-
ciplines such as market research, health education and social research. The 
use of focus groups proved effective. These types of interviews generally 
trigger memories and give rise to not only different but also more and richer 
data individual interviews (Fontana & Frey, 2005; Kamberelis & Dimitri-
adis, 2005; Patton, 2015). This was distinguishable in this study, in that the 
members of the focus groups helped each other remember things. Possible 
disadvantages of focus group interviews, such as limited response time for 
each individual or fear of stating an opinion in the group when in minority 
(Patton, 2015), does not seem to have had an impact in the interviews. Alt-
hough it is, as a researcher, almost impossible to know for sure. On the 
other hand, the students talked enthusiastically about the specific issue 
throughout the interviews.   

Photo elicitation 
The main idea with photo elicitation is to use photographs in an interview 
situation. This approach has been widely used in ethnography studies, an-
thropology, sociology and education (Harper, 2002; Meo, 2010; Wiles, Pe-
osser, Bagnoli, Clark, Davies, Holland & Renold, 2008).The advantages of 
using photo elicitation are, similarly as with focus groups, that it helps trig-
gering memories of events and situations (Collier, 1957; Harper, 2002; 
Katzew & Azzarito, 2013) and gives rise to richer data (Hall, Jones, Hall, 
Richardson & Hodgson, 2007; Meo, 2010). For example, in the first pilot 
studies that were carried out without the use of photographs, students found 
it difficult to understand the researcher’s questions. However, when they 
looked at the photographs it was more obvious to them what the questions 
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were about, which enabled them to discuss the situations in the photographs 
in vivid detail. Photo elicitation can also function as a bridge between the 
researcher and interviewee, in that it can help to overcome potential differ-
ences in their social, cultural and linguistic worlds (Collier, 1957; Epstein, 
Stevens, McKeever & Baruchel, 2006; Katzew & Azzarito, 2013) and facil-
itate the creation of good relationships between researchers and interview-
ees. In this study, the photos helped to create an understanding environment 
and good relationships both between researcher and participants, and be-
tween members of the focus groups.  

The positive sides of photo elicitation are of course valuable, albeit it is 
at the same time also important to realize that for this approach to work it 
is crucial that the photos used ‘break the frame’ (Harper, 2002). This means 
that the photos need to stimulate reflections on the topics the researcher is 
interested in (Harper, 2002; Meo, 2010), and generate discussion on the 
issues the researcher has in mind. In other words, the researcher needs to be 
aware that ‘photos do not automatically elicit useful interviews’ (Harper, 
2002, p. 20). Therefore, the photos used in this study were all tested before 
data collection began and were consequently not subject to any major mis-
understandings or misinterpretations. 

Photo selection 
The photos selected for the study were inspired by and somewhat in line 
with the situations in which physical touch is used by teachers in physical 
education practice as described by Öhman and Quennerstedt (2015). That 
is, touching as a precondition for a certain subject content in PE, touching 
as a way of creating beneficial conditions for learning, and touching as a 
human necessity and an expression of care. The photographs were gathered 
from the internet after googling phrases such as ‘touch in PE’, ‘teacher help 
in PE’, ‘learning swimming’ or ‘teaching PE’ (or the equivalence in Swedish). 

Sometimes the photos used in photo elicitation studies are taken by the 
interviewees or the researcher and thus depict familiar people or areas for 
the informants (Meo, 2010; Hall et al., 2007; Epstein et al., 2006). There 
are however studies in which the photos and scenes used are not necessarily 
familiar to the informant. In our study, as in that of Katzew and Azzarito 
(2013), the photos were selected by the researcher and depict people and 
places that the informants are not acquainted with. Instead, the photos in 
this study depicted situations that the students were familiar with i.e. teach-
ers and students taking part in physical education classes. 
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Focus groups and photo elicitation in this study 
In this thesis the students were interviewed in groups that they had chosen 
themselves, and the groups consisted of 2-4 people in each group. All groups 
were shown 15 photos depicting situations in which PE teachers use physi-
cal contact as a pedagogical tool. Inspiration for the choice of photos were, 
as mentioned previously, taken from the situations in which physical con-
tact is used by teachers in PE as described by Öhman and Quennerstedt 
(2015). In other words, the photos included touching as a precondition for 
a certain subject content in PE, such as a teacher holding on to a student’s 
leg in a handstand or a teacher helping a student doing correct dance moves 
by holding/steering the student’s shoulders. The photos also included touch-
ing as a way of creating beneficial conditions for learning, such as a teacher 
giving a student a high five, or holding an arm around a student’s shoulder 
in a pep-talk. Lastly, the photos showed touching as a human necessity and 
an expression of care, such as a teacher comforting a sad student or a 
teacher giving a student a hug.  

In all interviews, the participants were initially asked to describe the pho-
tos they were presented. Even though the photos were tested before data 
collection began, this also functioned as a way of seeing that the photos 
were interpreted as intended.  

All in all, the combination of using focus group interviews and photo 
elicitation proved quite fruitful. This was particularly noticeable in the first 
pilot studies that were made without photos as mentioned earlier. In addi-
tion, being able to discuss the content of the photos together with the other 
people in the different focus groups also seemed to help in interpreting the 
photos and to trigger memories.     

Ethical considerations 
Discussing experiences of physical contact can be a sensitive and difficult 
issue for some students. The use of focus groups helps to avoid sensitive 
issues arising in the interviews and gives the informants the opportunity to 
speak more generally about a subject, rather than personally (Wibeck, 
2010). In other words, it enables the students to discuss the situations in the 
photos in a more general sense, rather than their own personal experiences. 
Further, when using photo elicitation, it is the photos themselves that are 
the center of attention and not the members of the group (Hall et al., 2007), 
which can help to avoid some of the tensions interviewees may experience 
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in a one-to-one interview context. Thus foremost ethical reasons were con-
sidered when choosing these approaches. 

Ethical reflections permeate the study as a whole, and the recommenda-
tions given by the Swedish Research Council (2002, 2017) have been fol-
lowed. In other words, all the participants were given some background 
information about previous research that has been conducted within the 
field of intergenerational touch in PE from a teacher/coach perspective prior 
to the survey. This included the fact that many PE teachers feel that physical 
contact has become somewhat problematic. Secondly the participants were 
informed that this particular study focused on gaining information about 
intergenerational touch in PE from a student perspective. They were also 
briefed about the method of the study. Participation was of course voluntary 
and the participants were told that they at any time could chose to discon-
tinue with the interview without facing reprisals. Informed consent was re-
ceived from all interviewees, and confidentiality was assured from the inter-
viewer. In the transcriptions, the participants are given fictional names in 
order to protect their identities. Also, all recordings and transcriptions of 
the interviews are stored on a keyword protected university computer, 
which is also backed up by the key word protected university server. It is 
however important to note that the participants were informed that confi-
dentiality could not be assured from the interviewer regarding the other 
participants in the focus group. Lastly, only the fictional names and the 
gender of the participants are used in publications of the study.  

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011), describe how an interviewer can 
be viewed as a threat to the interviewee if they feel that the interviewer can 
impose sanctions on them depending on their answers. In this study, the 
interviewer was also a part time teacher at the school, and could, despite 
the discussions about confidentiality, be viewed as someone who potentially 
could pose such a threat. However this potential threat was minimized in 
that the students no longer had PE as a compulsory subject and were to 
graduate from the school within a month after the finished interviews. In 
other words, there was possibly less pressure on these 18 and 19 year old 
students to answer questions related to PE than on younger students. An-
other issue concerning the age of the participants is that they also have long 
experience of being taught PE in school, which is seen as beneficial in the 
study.  

In addition to these ethical procedures, the school nurses and school wel-
fare counselors were informed about the study in case issues came up in the 
interviews that were sensitive and that students would need professional 
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help to deal with. Should such situations occur, the interviewer would in-
terrupt the interview and let the student it might concern know that this 
help was available.   

A different ethical issue concerns the photos used in the study. The pho-
tos were all gathered from the internet making it difficult to obtain informed 
consent from the people in the photos. NESH (2015) argue that while public 
forums generally can be used in research without consent, it is at the same 
time a balancing act of determining what is public and what is private on 
the internet. Also, the distinguishing line between the two is most probably 
different depending on who is asked. A ground rule is that ‘The greater the 
vulnerability of community/author/participant, the greater the obligation of 
the researcher to protect the community/author/participant’ (AoIR, 2012, 
p. 4). In this study, the internet has been used to gather photos depicting 
ordinary people doing ordinary things (in this context the teaching of phys-
ical education) and are not sensitive in that sense. Also, it is not the people 
in the photos that are researched. Additionally, the majority of the photos 
used in this study come from media or educational websites and are there-
fore not to be considered vulnerable to the participants in them. However, 
it has been decided that the photos used during the interviews will not be 
published in articles or other publications of the study, in order to minimize 
the risk of recognition when the results of the study are spread. 

Analysis procedure 
The analytical work of the empirical data is inspired by the practical steps 
and phases suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) concerning thematic anal-
ysis. As the author of this thesis, I conducted and transcribed all the inter-
views verbatim. Thereafter, I and both of my supervisors (Marie Öhman 
and Ninitha Maivorsdotter) read the transcripts several times individually, 
and took notes of interesting ideas. After this all three of us met and read 
the transcripts together, and started to compare our notes and then jointly 
code interesting ideas and features systematically. This way of comparing 
findings between researchers is similar to what Patton (2015) calls ‘Trian-
gulating analysts’ (p. 665) and is traditionally  a valued, as well as, expected 
strategy to use when analyzing data such as interviews (see also Tracy, 
2010). Based on the coded extracts of interesting ideas and features, we 
created themes which were also checked in relation to the coded extracts 
resulting in a thematic map of sorts. This was not a linear process in neither 
of the studies, but rather a pendulum process, and the thematic map was 
rewritten several times. The themes were refined and adjusted until clear 
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definitions for each theme were decided upon. Finally we named the themes 
and extracted quotations relating back to each theme. This process was 
quite similar in both studies, however coding and creating themes differed 
extensively due the studies’ difference in focus.   

Paper I 
By relating physical contact between teacher and student to the didactic 
contract, two main questions were used to guide the analysis in paper 1: 

• Which rules constitute the didactic contract regarding physical con-
tact between teachers and students in PE? 

• How is the didactic contract between teachers and students in PE 
breached?   

The discussions centered around the questions:  when, why and in which 
subject content is physical contact obvious or not to the students. What is 
at stake for them in terms of intergenerational touch in PE? On what basis 
is physical contact regarded as obvious or not? For example, phrases like 
“it is very difficult to learn new techniques if you don’t have someone who 
can help you” or “how else is he going to lift me then” from the interviews 
indicate situations in which physical contact is regarded as obvious to the 
student, a natural part of the subject. These are in other words situations 
where the student and teacher have some kind of mutual agreement regard-
ing physical contact, a didactic contract. On the other hand, phrases such 
as “you want to be left alone” or “then it (physical contact) becomes un-
natural” indicate situations in which physical contact is not obvious to the 
students and where the mutual agreement, or contract, is breached.  

The didactical relationship between teacher and student regarding phys-
ical contact establishes the didactic contract, an implicit agreement or com-
mon understanding, between the two, where both know what to expect 
from one and other. When students and teachers agree on when, how or 
why physical contact is used as a pedagogical tool, this agreement becomes 
the didactic contract. If the agreement/contract is broken, or breached, the 
contract is no longer valid.  

Paper II  
While reading the transcripts of the interviews, the researchers noticed a 
heteronormative discourse in the students’ talk. As the process progressed 
questions such as when, how and why heteronormative expressions come 
up in the students talk about physical contact between teacher and student 
in PE were of most interest to the researchers. In other words: 
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• How is heteronormativity expressed in the students’ talk about 
physical contact in PE? 

• Why is it expressed in this way? 
• When is heteronormativity expressed in the students talk about 

physical contact in PE? 
In finding the answers to these questions in the empirical data, the research-
ers found that some ways of talking about this issue appeared as more cor-
rect, acceptable and reasonable. For example, phrases such as “I think there 
is a difference in how boys and girls look at how teachers touch you” and 
“… since we are girls, we think of the teacher as a he” are typical examples 
of ways in which the students expressed a heteronormative tension between 
men and women while talking about physical contact in PE. At the same 
time, other ways of talking were instead neglected or not mentioned at all. 
For example there were very few references made to other sexualities than 
the heterosexual.  
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Results 
The results of the thesis are based on the two outlined papers above (p.8) 
and relate to the overall aim of the licentiate, that is, to investigate intergen-
erational touch in PE.  Both papers draw on interview data collected from 
18 students attending an upper secondary school in Sweden. The students 
discuss when how, and why physical contact is used in PE, and also when, 
how and why it is perceived as obvious to them or not in the subject (paper 
I). It is in the interviews also possible to discern a heteronormative discourse 
in the students talk, and the talk about physical contact between teacher 
and student that is related to this discourse in society is also investigated 
(paper II).  

As mentioned earlier, the interview questions were inspired by those 
posed in the Öhman and Quennerstedt (2015) study, and covered areas such 
as when physical contact is used in PE, when it is or is not pedagogically 
relevant, and what would be lost if PE became a no-touch zone. Summarized 
descriptions of the results of each paper are provided in the following sec-
tions. The complete and detailed results can be found in the respective pa-
pers. 

Paper I. Touching the didactic contract – a student perspective 
on intergenerational touch in PE 
The aim of this paper is to investigate physical contact between teachers and 
students in PE from a student perspective by interviewing 18 students in 
focus group interviews using photo elicitation. The result is then understood 
through the lens of the didactic contract. 

The major finding in paper I is that intergenerational touch in PE is pur-
pose bound, i.e. that physical contact is considered relevant if the teacher’s 
intentions (purpose) with physical contact are well meant. That is also the 
major rule in the didactic contract regarding physical contact between 
teachers and students in PE. The results show that the didactic contract 
mostly consist of implicit agreements or common understandings, that are 
acknowledged by both parties, making physical contact highly relevant and 
obvious to the students. These agreements are however complex and can be 
breached in several ways, which can make the outcome somewhat uncertain 
for students and teachers alike. When the contract is breached something is 
at stake. In paper I, it is possible to elicit that when it comes to physical 
contact between students and teachers, it all depends when, how or why the 
didactic contract is breached. In the following, two specific aspects of the 
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didactic contract are presented: (i) Main agreements regarding physical con-
tact and (ii) Main disagreements regarding physical contact. 

As mentioned above, the main agreement regarding physical contact is 
that it is purpose bound. The students very clearly show that they regard 
physical contact as something obvious and relevant, especially when it is 
used to support exercises, give comfort or encouragement or to prevent in-
jury. In these situations the didactic contract is clear and obvious to the 
students. One level of this agreement is thus the practical learning aspect, in 
which the students specifically talk about the necessity of physical contact 
in order to learn practical content knowledge, such as swimming or different 
gymnastics exercises. It is however not only the practical learning aspect 
that is of importance to the students regarding physical contact, but also the 
emotional aspect. The students argue that children need closeness and en-
couragement and that this can be accomplished through physical contact in 
PE. Examples of such physical contact are high-fives or hugs.  

Sometimes physical contact is viewed as unnecessary by the students, and 
if physical contact is used in these situations the didactic contract is 
breached. Breaches of the contract also dictate where the borders of the 
didactic contract lie. One aspect of these disagreements is interference from 
the teacher when the students want to feel capable, in other words, when 
students want to feel independent and show their capability or skills with-
out help. A second aspect is interference from the teacher when physical 
contact is not required. For example in situations or activities that normally 
does not require physical help, such as dodgeball for example. It is also 
shown that there is a third possible disagreement in terms of physical con-
tact in PE, and that is the matter of personal preference. This means that 
feelings about being touched in PE is very individual and can be very differ-
ent between different students, depending on what they are like, as persons. 
If the purpose of physical contact between teachers and students in PE is 
not clear, the students find the situations odd or strange, and the didactic 
contract is breached. This requires that teachers are able to read and know 
their students well enough to be able to determine where the borders of the 
didactic contract lies. These borders are not the same for all students, and 
so there is not one didactic contract for all students, but rather different 
didactic contracts are developed between different students and their teachers.   
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Paper II. Intergenerational touch in relation heteronormativity in 
Physical Education – a student perspective 
The aim of this paper is to investigate which discursive resources the stu-
dents draw on to conceptualize physical contact between teacher and stu-
dent in PE in relation to heteronormativity. In other words, when, how and 
why is the students’ talk about physical contact between teacher and student 
related to heteronormativity. The result is then explained through Fou-
cault’s work on how dominating discourses in society impact on discursive 
practices. 

As described in paper I, the results showed that students generally sup-
port physical contact in PE as a pedagogical tool. Also, in their talk, heter-
onormativity is not their starting point in their discussions about physical 
contact in PE. However, it is possible to discern a shift in the students’ talk, 
when their language becomes more heteronormatively oriented. This shift 
is noticeable especially concerning discussions between female students talk-
ing about male teachers, specifically when these students refer to physical 
contact between teacher and student as something other than a pedagogical 
tool. The themes identified all concern when, how and why the students 
talk about physical contact in PE turns heteronormative.  

The first theme, gendering with age, refers to the notion, in the students’ 
talk, in which it becomes apparent that the transition from childhood to 
young adulthood is important in terms of intergenerational touch in PE. In 
the students’ talk about this transition, heteronormative assumptions do not 
only become visible, but also appear to be somewhat problematic. As chil-
dren the students do not think of teachers being male or female, but in be-
coming older the students’ gender both themselves as young female women, 
and also male teachers in a heteronormative way in terms of intergenera-
tional touch in PE. One way of understanding this is that the dominant het-
eronormative discourse in society clearly affects not only how these female 
students view themselves, but also how they can view male teachers in this 
regard. The second theme, being wary of men, refers to the fact that several, 
again mainly female students, feel that there is a need to be suspicious or 
wary of men, in general. Here too, age has an important role to play, simi-
larly as in the previous theme, however in this theme the students say that 
as they become older, they are more aware of bad things that can happen, 
such as sexual harassment. The students also discuss possible causes for this 
wariness. Mostly the students say that they have heard or read so much 
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about rapists, sexual assaults and pedophiles in newspapers and other me-
dia and are affected by this. The students acknowledge that issues like these 
have become quite hyped up in society which in turn make them think that 
anyone could be a rapist or sexual abuser, at the same time they also realize 
that is not the case. When the heteronormative discourse in society trickles 
down into the students’ discursive practice, it can be expressed as if women 
always are at risk of being subjected to sexual harassment by men, because 
of males “natural” attraction to women. Finally, in the third theme, feeling 
sympathy for men, several female students voice that they feel some kind of 
sympathy or recognition for male teachers and their somewhat exposed sit-
uation of often being at risk of being suspected of improper behavior simply 
because they are male.   
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Discussion 
The overall aim of this thesis is to investigate intergenerational touch in PE. 
In paper I the aim is specifically to investigate physical contact between 
teacher and students in physical education from a student perspective. In 
paper II, the aim is to also investigate which discursive resources the stu-
dents draw on to conceptualize physical contact between teacher and stu-
dent in physical education in relation to heteronormativity.  

The conclusions that can be made from paper I is first of all that students 
confirm physical contact as a pedagogical tool, as long as the teacher has a 
good intention (purpose) with using physical contact. This is also in line 
with the teacher’s perspective on this matter, that is, physical contact as an 
important pedagogical tool in PE (Fletchers, 2013; Öhman, 2016). It is 
however not quite as simple as that since this is a very complex matter. 
There are situations and activities in which the students do not feel that 
physical contact is needed or required, and also, students are not all the 
same, some are possibly more comfortable with physical contact from a PE 
teacher than others. This means that the PE teacher needs to not only know 
their students well enough to be able to determine which students are com-
fortable with physical contact and which who are not, but also be able to 
read the students and predict in which situations the students feel that phys-
ical contact is not required or needed. The didactic contract between teacher 
and student in terms of physical contact is in other words not one contract 
that is the same for all students. Rather, there are different contracts for 
different students, something similar to what Amade-Escot et al. (2017) 
calls the differential didactic contract. These contracts are not static, but 
change and develop along the way, depending on what happens in the gym, 
differences in personalities and previous experience. This paper has also 
shown that the question of appropriate or inappropriate touch, as discussed 
in previous research (Johnson, 2013; Jones, 2004; Öhman, 2016; Öhman 
& Quennerstedt, 2015; Scott, 2013), is not really what is at stake here. Ra-
ther it is matter of establishing a didactic contract, a common agreement, 
between teacher and student that defines the rules of when, how and why 
physical contact is used in PE. In other words, a one-size-fits-all model, as 
is the case when discussing appropriate or inappropriate touch, is not ben-
eficial or fruitful, due to the differences in contexts, and in peoples’ back-
grounds or previous experiences.  

The main conclusions in paper II are again that physical contact in PE is 
mostly regarded as necessary and obvious in the subject, although the results 
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also show that it is possible to discern a shift to a more heteronormative 
oriented use of the language in the students’ narratives. These shifts are 
elaborated on in three different themes. It is worth stressing here that these 
shifts are most visible in the young (adult) female students’ narratives dis-
cussing male teachers. Going from childhood to young adulthood, the stu-
dents describe a growing heterosexual tension between men and women 
when discussing physical contact in PE. This corresponds well with previous 
research which has shown that heteronormativity is a major discourse in 
our society, as well as in PE, and also in relation to physical contact in PE 
(Azzarito, 2009; Berg & Lehalma, 2010; Coates, 2013; Cockburn & 
Clarke, 2002; Larsson, Redelius & Fagrell, 2011; Ward & Schneider, 2009) 
and that it is very difficult to challenge (Amade-Escot, 2017; Larsson et. al, 
2009; Paechter, 2017). What this paper has been able to show however, is 
first of all that it is foremost the female students who gender both them-
selves and male teachers (in a heterosexual way) as they get older in relation 
to physical contact in PE. Secondly, this paper also shows that it is again, 
foremost female students who feel suspicion towards men in general, be-
cause of all men’s supposedly sexual interest in women, and lastly, while 
looking for reasons for feeling wary or suspicious of men, female students 
also express sympathy for male teachers because of their difficult situation. 
In other words it is the female students who seem to have more issues to 
deal with in terms of physical contact in PE than male students, especially 
concerning male teachers. Previous research has shown that male teachers 
have more issues to deal with and feel more exposed than their female coun-
terparts (see for example Foster & Newman, 2015; Johnson 2013; Jones, 
2004; Munk et. al, 2013; Öhman, 2016). This study in a way confirms these 
teachers’ anxiousness, although, it also reveals that female students have 
many issues to deal too. In addition, these female students can also “see 
through” the discourse and express sympathy for male teachers for their 
unfair or unjust situation. On the other hand, a different interpretation of 
the female student’ feelings of sympathy for the male teachers, can be that 
this is rather a sign of the power of the heteronormative discourse, in which 
heterosexual masculinity is hegemonic in society (Cockburn & Clarke, 
2002). In that case, the female students are bound to feel somewhat inferior 
to men, and therefore also feel sympathy for them in situations when they 
are exposed. In some ways, Hollway’s (2004) description of the male sexual 
drive discourse can, in a way, be used to explain or understand the female 
students’ way of talking about male teachers in terms of physical contact in 
PE. First of all, in the male sexual drive discourse, women are seen as the 
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objects of the discourse, in other words, the male sexual drive is directed 
towards women. Secondly, within this discourse men’s sexuality is some-
what lacking in control, a biological and natural drive.  

Within this line of reasoning it is however also important to be self-criti-
cal in how the results and conclusions are drawn. As Penney and Evans 
(2002) note, it can be problematic, and not always beneficial to focus too 
much on grouping individuals together in relation to gender as in boys and 
girls or male and female, since there is a risk of emphasizing further exactly 
that which we are seeking to move beyond. It is thus important to bear in 
mind that there are differences between individuals within these groupings 
as well, and there are also individuals who would say they do not belong to 
any one of these groups. 

Within the field of intergenerational touch in PE, physical contact is in 
some societies seen as risky behavior (Duncan, 1999; Fletcher, 2013; Öh-
man, 2016; Taylor, Piper & Garratt, 2014), and policies of appropriate or 
inappropriate touch are discussed (Johnson 2013; Jones, 2004; Öhman & 
Quennerstedt, 2015; Scott, 2013). However, focusing on a no-touch dis-
course, or defining the most appropriate physical contact in order to secure 
a safe practice and the safety of all children and teachers, to minimize risks 
of sexual harassment, is not really what is at stake as mentioned earlier. 
Paper II has furthermore shown that problems that can arise in terms of 
physical contact in PE is not really about all children and PE teachers, but 
specifically about young adult female students and male teachers.  

So far, this discussion has been focused on the results of this specific 
study, however, it is also of importance to lift the gaze and look at the issue 
of physical contact on a more societal level. As mentioned in the introduc-
tion, in the aftermath of the #metoo movement, the tension between physi-
cal contact perceived as sexual harassment and physical contact as an es-
sential human need is more strained than ever. Obviously, all people want 
to live in peace and harmony without being harassed, but it is also time to 
scrutinize what kind of society we want to live in. Is it a society in which 
people simply do not touch, outside of family? What are the consequences 
of a society where physical contact is banned or restricted, for example in 
the care or education of children, students, elderly, disabled, or people in 
general? Is it possible to find a balance? The answers to these questions 
cannot be answered here, however, it is important to discuss both sides of 
this issue in order to be able to move forward in how physical contact can 
be dealt with in the future.  
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Main conclusions from both papers 
The main conclusions that can be draw from both papers are first of all that 
communication is very important in terms of physical contact in PE, on dif-
ferent levels. In paper I, the didactic contract developed between teacher 
and student concerning physical contact is something that is implicitly un-
derstood and not a spoken or written down contract, however, by comple-
menting this implicit didactic contract with clear communication about 
when, how or why physical contact is used as a pedagogical tool, teachers 
can help clearing out any further possible misunderstandings or breaches of 
the didactic contract in terms of physical contact. This communication hap-
pens on the ground, in the actual practice. In paper II, communication is 
important in almost the same sense, that is, again communication about 
when, how and why physical contact is used as a pedagogical tool in PE. 
However, in these discussions or communications with students, teachers of 
PE also need to be ready to bring questions of heteronormativity up to the 
surface, and also to challenge and to discuss them. Azzarito and Katzew 
(2010), capture this by stating that without being critical in terms of gender 
discussions in PE, student “behavior and sense of identity will continue to 
be defined by narrow conceptions of the gendered body and restricted by 
“common sense” gender ideals” (p. 26). Paper II has shown that students, 
foremost female, can talk in very heteronormative terms when it comes to 
physical contact in PE, especially concerning male teachers. As girls go in to 
young adulthood, they gender themselves, but particularly they gender male 
teachers as heterosexual beings who are naturally attracted to them as fe-
males. Challenging a dominant discourse as heteronormativity is difficult, 
however, working on micro level, in the discursive practice the student in 
PE encounter, is one possible way of actually bringing about change. This 
is nonetheless a difficult task and not only requires PE teachers to feel both 
comfortable and confident in leading such discussions, but they also need 
to find time and place for such discussions in their already tight physical 
education timetable.  

In speaking of the significance of communication, teacher professional-
ism is the next important conclusion that can be discussed regarding these 
two papers. In paper I the students state that as long as the teacher acts 
professionally, physical contact is not really a problem. But what does it 
mean to act professionally? In paper I, this means that the teachers know 
and can read their students well enough to determine when, how and why 
physical contact is ok with them and not. In other words, developing a di-
dactic contract where there is a common understanding between teacher 
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and student about physical contact. Complementing the didactic contract 
with communication, as mentioned in the previously, can then further de-
velop the professionalism of PE teachers. Additionally, it can be argued, 
with paper II in mind, that a professional PE teacher is someone who has 
the ability to also challenge heteronormativity in the classroom by acting on 
and discussing questions of heteronormativity when they occur. Some 
teachers are already good at this (Larsson, Quennerstedt & Öhman, 2014) 
and continue to work for a more equal education for all students, however 
many teachers still lean on traditional ideas about gender and avoid chal-
lenging gender stereotypes (Larsson et al., 2009). In addition, according to 
the Swedish secretariat for gender research (2016) without a gender per-
spective in didactical decision-making or discussions no change will occur, 
which in turn will limit the development of individuals. Therefore in-service 
training as well as PE teacher education need to focus on matters such as 
how to deal with heteronormativity in the classroom.   

Another issue that can be worth stressing here is that if other actors, such 
as governments, politicians, media, parents or others, than PE teachers who 
are specialists in didactic knowledge, are allowed to alone dictate what hap-
pens in the PE classroom in the form of curriculums or guidelines, PE teach-
ers’ professionalism risk being weakened or de-professionalized (Lennqvist-
Lindén, 2017). 

The last point made in the previous section also lead to the last conclusion 
that can be made from these papers, and it has to do with empowering 
teachers as well as students. It is about the importance of making the voices 
of the teachers heard, to trust their professional ability, and to make their 
voices matter.  Another way of empowering teachers is also to bring out 
and focus on the good stories (Piper, 2015), what PE teachers do well, in-
stead of focusing on the teacher or coach as a predator or threat, which is 
common in news reporting. Of course the safety of all children has to be 
what all adults working with children strive for, however, and as Piper 
(2015) so neatly puts it: ’we will not prevent bad people doing bad things 
by stopping good people doing good things’ (p. 174). It is however not only 
teachers that need empowering, but students too need to learn or become 
better at talking about their own needs or wishes in order to learn and de-
velop as much as possible in PE. The results of this thesis show that students 
have quite much to discuss and say on the issue of physical contact in PE. 
They express opinions, feelings and thoughts on this matter too. Just as 
teachers of PE can need help and assistance in learning how to deal with 
issues concerning physical contact in PE, so do students. They need help 
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from their teachers on how they can talk and act regarding these issues, and 
helping them with this is also to empower them to speak up and discuss the 
matter from their point of view. 

Methodological limitations and strengths  
A study like this thesis always has some limitations and strengths and in this 
section these will be identified and explored. 

First of all, a discussion of my limitations and strengths as an interviewer, 
researcher and writer of this thesis is needed. As a novice researcher, I am 
also of course a novice interviewer, which potentially can have affected the 
conducted interviews in one way or another. On the other hand, and as 
suggested by Morgan (1997) concerning focus group interviewing, I was as 
an interviewer well prepared before the interviews began. I had taken a 
course in interview methods in which practical practice was included, and I 
also conducted several pilot studies before the interviews for this thesis be-
gan. These practice interviews were essential and important in order to later 
on manage the “real” interviews. In addition, Arensmeier (2010) describes 
how her experience as a substitute teacher and coach for young people was 
beneficial while conducting focus group interviews with adolescents. In 
much the same way my 18 years of teaching PE at upper secondary school 
can also be seen as beneficial. In other words, my long experience of teach-
ing this particular age group in PE is helpful since I am familiar with the 
environment, jargon and PE activities of this particular age group in Sweden 
(see also Öhman, 2007). This experience also help in understanding and 
acting on issues that are maybe only implied, but not openly expressed by 
the students in the interviews. Tracy (2010) calls this having ‘tacit 
knowledge’ (p.843), that is, to understand silences or humor of the people 
that are being interviewed. However, Öhman (2007) also reflects that too 
much experience or previous knowledge can color the researcher’s interpre-
tation on what is being said in the interviews.  Thus, as a researcher it is of 
great importance to be aware of such possible biases.  

Two other issues related to me as interviewer that also need addressing 
is that the interviews were conducted at the school where I am also teaching, 
and how the interviewees might have been affected by the fact that I am a 
woman. Concerning the first issue, it can be said that at the time, seven 
teachers taught PE at the school and the interviewees had not been taught 
by me. In addition, during the time of the interviews I only worked part 
time (50%), and was subsequently not at the school every day, and also, the 
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students no longer had PE as a compulsory subject.  To some of the inter-
viewed students I was a familiar face, although I had no personal relation-
ship to any of them. The asymmetrical power relation of an interview 
(Brinkmann, 2017), in this case a researcher who is also a teacher at the 
school vs. students, can of course have affected the students in some ways. 
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) suggest for example that the inter-
viewer can be seen as a potential threat to the interviewees, as mentioned in 
the Methods section. Although all participants were informed about the 
principles and rules of confidentiality that apply to me as both researcher 
and interviewer, this potential threat can have affected some students’ deci-
sions not to take part in the study. To use participants that no longer had 
PE as a compulsory subject and who were soon to graduate from the school 
was one way of avoiding this potential threat. Instead, being a somewhat 
familiar face at the school can even have made some students feel more se-
cure with me as interviewer compared to someone who was not. The second 
issue, concerning me being a woman interviewer, it is possible that some of 
the interviewed students were affected by it, positively or negatively.  

The discussion about my limitations and strengths as an interviewer can 
also be applied to a discussion about the analysis of the data.  Both inter-
viewee and interviewer bring their own cultural background to the interview 
(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011), which is important to bear in mind 
while conducting interviews. However, as mentioned in the Methods sec-
tion, one of the strengths with the analysis of the data in this thesis is that I 
was not alone in the analysis process. In other words, I did not have total 
‘monopoly of interpretation’ (Brinkmann, 2017, p. 589). Although I started 
the process by myself, preparing, conducting and transcribing the inter-
views, both of my supervisors have also taken part in the analysis. In addi-
tion, the transcriptions of the interviews and articles have been peer re-
viewed in different research environments several times, for example in 
SMED (Studies of Meaning-making in Educational Discourses at Örebro 
university), which has both helped enhance and focus the analysis of the 
data.  

A continued discussion about the interviews, but with a focus on sample 
size and constellation of groups is also needed. The sample size of this study 
is small. With only 18 students in a total of 6 focus groups it can be argued 
that the number of interviewees or groups is too small in order to draw any 
considerable conclusions. However, at the same time, after conducting the 
6 interviews it was basically the same information or data that could be 
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derived from them, there was not really any new information or data com-
ing forth. In other words some sort of saturation (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 
2006) in the data arose. The uneven distribution of girl groups (4) compared 
to boy groups (2) is however a limitation. Even though several of the visited 
classes contained many or even mainly boys few of them volunteered to take 
part in this study. The reasons for this are unknown to me, but some can of 
course be those that have been mentioned previously in this section. The 
downside with the limited amount of boy groups is that it is difficult say 
that saturation in the data was truly acquired among the boys. This is trou-
blesome for the study, but at the same time the two boy groups did voice 
many thoughts and opinions. Another issue worth noticing is that no group 
was gender-mixed. The reason for this is that the students volunteered to 
take part in the study in groups they chose themselves. It is possible that 
gender-mixed groups would have added new perspectives on the issues of 
the study. Several researchers suggest that the outcome of focus groups are 
generally more successful if the interviewees are strangers to each other ra-
ther than friends, although sharing homogeneity in for example ethnicity, 
age or gender (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011; Patton, 2015). Unless 
however ‘the group will discuss something that is usually only discussed 
amongst friends’ (p. 437). Something that has been taken into account in 
this study.      

It is also of importance to address the issue that the interviewees are only 
ethnic Swedish students from middle class homes. People differ in terms of 
ethnicity, gender and socioeconomic situation, among other things, which 
can have great effects on the results in a study like this. This of course also 
limits what claims can be made of the study as a whole. In future research 
on this topic it would thus be both important and interesting to use a dif-
ferent sample.  

Using focus group interviews can be seen as mainly a strength in this 
study. Limitations such as limited response time for each individual or fear 
of stating an opinion in the group when in minority (Patton, 2015), can 
possibly have had an impact on some of the students in these interviews. On 
the other hand, the use of focus groups and especially in combination with 
photo elicitation also proved very effective in this study. It is evident that 
the groups triggered memories in the participants and that the use of photos 
not only triggered memories, but also made it possible for the students to 
talk more generally about the topic, in that it was the situations in the pho-
tos that were at the center, not the group members themselves (Hall et al., 
2007).     
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A last major strength of this study, in this particular research field, is that 
it has a student perspective, a perspective that until now has been neglected 
in previous research, and where most research earlier has been conducted 
from a teacher’s perspective. There is a need for open discussions about 
physical contact between teacher and student in order to achieve a more 
multifaceted understanding of intergenerational touch in PE. The student’s 
perspective on this issue is of great relevance for children’s and young peo-
ple’s encounters with adults in all educational settings where physical con-
tact is used as a pedagogical tool, not only in PE or sports.  

Future research directions  
As just mentioned previously, the papers in this thesis are two of quite few 
studies made within the field of intergenerational touch in PE that has a 
student perspective. A reasonable continuance of research in the field should 
involve teachers as well as students. However, in the following text it is 
research directions from a student perspective that are of most interest. 

Sweden has, as many other European countries, in periods had great ref-
ugee immigration from countries at war. Most recently refugees have come 
from mainly Muslim countries, and it is important to also make these stu-
dents’ voices heard in terms of intergenerational touch in PE (as well as 
voices from students with yet other ethnic or religious backgrounds). In 
terms of Muslims for example, it has been shown in previous research that 
especially PE can become difficult for Muslim girls and boys, in terms of 
mismatches in how the subject is traditionally taught and what is regarded 
as acceptable for Muslim students. Examples of these mismatches can be 
being taught in mixed groups, male teachers teaching girls or swimming 
classes (Benn, 2006). Muslim students can also be reluctant to touch (or be 
touched by) other students or grown-ups of the opposite sex, such as in 
shaking hands (CAIR, 2005). This can of course become problematic, since 
physical contact in PE is still quite commonly used in many Western coun-
tries, and is also regarded as necessary in certain situations, for example in 
preventing injuries, in dance or fitness lessons as well as in different games. 
It is also commonly used in order to create good learning environments, a 
sort of social interaction or a natural way of communicating such as in giv-
ing a high five or in giving a comforting hug (Öhman & Quennerstedt, 
2015, p. 10). This why the voices of this group of students would be both 
interesting and important to investigate on this issue. 

Another future direction of research within the field of intergenerational 
touch is to investigate the student perspective in different countries. There 
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are countries that are both more risk averse (UK, US) and less risk averse 
(Japan) than for example Sweden. Discourses in other countries can be con-
structed differently and a comparison between countries can lead to a better 
understanding of intergenerational touch in PE overall. I believe, that find-
ing out the views of students with different cultural or religious back-
grounds and from different countries is an important knowledge contribu-
tion with regard to children’s and young people’s encounters with adults in 
all educational or sport settings. 

A third possible direction to take is to continue doing research in Sweden, 
but to focus on what impact the #metoo movement, in the fall of 2017, has 
had on Swedish students in terms of physical contact in PE. This is especially 
interesting since Sweden was one of the countries where the #metoo move-
ment, for different reasons, gained most attention (Eriksson & Torén Björ-
ling, 2017, December). This is however not an easy task and thoughts and 
ideas concerning this possible direction is still under development.    

Contribution  
In this section the contributions this thesis has for the research field of in-
tergenerational touch in PE, as well as for the school subject PE are dis-
cussed.  

Previous research has mainly focused on the teachers’ perspectives in the 
research field of intergenerational touch in PE. Thus, one of the contribu-
tions to the field this thesis makes is that is has a student perspective, and 
gives the students a voice. This study has shown that the students too have 
much to say on this issue, and it is very important to the field that their 
voices are also taken into consideration. This study is of course quite small, 
and the claims that can be made of the results limited. However the thesis 
can be seen as a start of a new direction for research within the field.   

It can also be said that the use of the didactic contract has made it possi-
ble to catch sight of a grey area concerning intergenerational touch in PE. 
In previous research discussions center around appropriate and inappropri-
ate touch, however there is difficulty in defining what that really means. 
With the lens of the didactic contract it is possible to make visible the im-
plicit contracts or agreements that exist between teachers and students. This 
is helpful in understanding the complexity of this matter, and it again, also 
shows that a one-size-fits-all model rather limits than promotes student 
learning and development in PE.  

In addition, this thesis brings heteronormativity into the field of intergen-
erational touch in PE. Discussing the safe child and the safe teacher is not 
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really what is at stake for the students in this study in terms of physical 
contact in PE. Rather it is possible to determine that it is specifically the 
tension between young adult female students and male teachers that is at 
stake.  

Lastly, this thesis has a central didactical reasoning, which can be viewed 
as a contribution to the subject of PE. More knowledge has been gained that 
hopefully can help and in some instances also guide PE teachers, PE teacher 
educators and PE teacher students in learning more about and understand 
the complexities of physical contact in PE. Previous research has not really 
focused on the didactical aspects of physical contact or how teachers can 
deal with this issue, something that this study, at least to some extent, can 
contribute with.  
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Appendix I – Intervjuguide 

När används fysisk kontakt? 
Detta är exempel på en del situationer då lärare i idrott och hälsa tar i ele-
ver (visar bilder). 
- Vad är det ni ser på det här bilderna? Kan ni beskriva vad ni ser? 
- Vad händer/försiggår på bilderna? 
- Hur är sinnesstämningen i de olika bilderna? 
- Vilken relation har personerna på bilderna till varandra? 
- Är bilderna verklighetstrogna? Är det situationer ni känner igen? 
- Är det några situationer som inte känns igen? 
- Vad är anledningen till att lärarna på dessa bilder tar i sina elever? 
- Vad hade hänt om läraren inte hade tagit i eleven vid dessa situationer? 
- Finns det andra situationer som vi inte pratat om eller som inte finns 
med på bilderna då lärare tar i elever på något sätt? 
- Vilka situationer är det i så fall? Beskriv dem. 

När är det pedagogiskt relevant med fysisk kontakt? 
-När (vid vilka situationer) är det relevant/ok/befogat att lärare tar i en 
elev? 
- Kan ni berätta mer om dem? 
- Vad är det som gör att de situationerna är relevanta/ok/befogade? 
- Finns det situationer då det inte är relevant/ok/befogat att ta i en elev? 
- Beskriv dem? 
- Vad är det som gör att de situationerna inte är relevanta/ok/befogade? 

Vad skulle gå förlorat om regler satte stopp för användandet av 
fysisk kontakt? 
-Om lärare i idrott och hälsa inte fick ta i sina elever alls, hur skulle under-
visningen påverkas då? 
- Vad skulle bli svårt att lära sig i idrott och hälsa inte fick ta i eleverna? 
- Skulle något gå förlorat i ämnet? I så fall vad? 
-  
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