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Abstract 
A national evaluation of Swedish compulsory schools was undertaken in 2003. This evaluation 
covers 16 compulsory school subjects in Year 9, including physical education (PE). The PE study 
includes a sample of 6,788 pupils and 1,688 teachers in Year 9 for background data and school 
subject comparisons.  A questionnaire was also sent to the parents of the 6,788 pupils, and register 
data was collected on pupils’ final grades and parents’ educational levels. A smaller sample of 
2,407 pupils and 82 PE teachers has been used in order to analyse pupils’ and teachers’ attitudes 
towards PE.  
 
The main focus of this article is the subject content in PE, with a particular focus on the teaching, 
the learning, and the teachers’ and pupils’ attitudes towards the subject. The results of the study 
show that PE is valued highly by both pupils and parents. Pupils active in sports enjoy PE the 
most, and the subject content is characterised by enjoyment in movement. The majority of the 
pupils are physically active during the lessons (85.2 percent), although at the same time a 
significant minority of the girls are present but inactive during PE. Of all the school subjects in 
Sweden, PE is the only ‘boyish’ subject and boys attain higher grades, enjoy it more and are more 
involved in and able to influence the content. The most important determining factors affecting 
grades in PE are leisure sport activity, parents’ educational levels, gender and cultural capital.  
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Introduction 
A national evaluation of Swedish compulsory schools was undertaken in 2003. The 
evaluation is a unique study that includes most of the school subjects taught in 
Sweden’s nine-year compulsory schools. Moreover, the relationships between different 
aspects of the school subjects, pupils, teachers, parents and different background factors 
can be analysed. The evaluation also makes it possible to analyse various important 
determinants and contexts (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2004). The 
purpose of the evaluation is to ‘provide a basis for national decisions on the compulsory 
school by:  
• providing an overall picture of goal attainment in the compulsory school, by subject 

and from an overall perspective,  
• showing changes that have taken place since the national evaluation of 1992,  
• pointing out the need for measures’ (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2004: 

8).  
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 Physical education (PE) was one of the evaluated school subjects, and the main 
focus of this article is the subject content of PE. The purpose of this paper is to 
summarise and discuss the findings from the Swedish evaluation of the subject of 
physical education with a primary focus on subject content. Some comparisons have 
also been made with the first national evaluation conducted in 1992 (Mattsson, 1993). 

 
Swedish Physical Education 
During the last century the subject content in Swedish physical education has been 
influenced by different traditions. Ever since 1842, when PE became a compulsory 
subject in the elementary school, Ling-gymnastics, with its focus on good posture, a 
strict self-discipline and moral development, has dominated the content. From the turn 
of the century the subject became more and more influenced by physiology, and 
between 1950-1970, PE was almost entirely dominated by a physiological discourse 
(Annerstedt, 2005, Lundvall & Meckbach, 2004). In 1980, when the subject changed its 
name to ‘Sports’ the content - apart from physiology - also became influenced by sports 
performance and social development (Lundvall & Meckbach, 2004; Quennerstedt 
2006). Today, PE in Sweden is known as Physical Education and Health, and 
Annerstedt (2005) states that the change of name from ‘Sports’ to ‘Physical Education 
and Health’, together with the new syllabi introduced in 1994, implies that health has 
become the main focus for PE in Sweden. This shift towards health issues can also be 
recognised in various other European countries, e.g. Denmark (Rønholt, 2005), England 
(Fisher, 2005), Finland (Heikinaro-Johansson & Telama, 2005) and Germany (Balz & 
Neumann, 2005), as well as in Australia, New Zealand and the USA (Evans & Davies, 
2004). Health thus not only appears to be an imperative argument for legitimising 
physical education in school, but also for the choice of subject content in PE. 
 In the present national syllabi for Swedish PE in the nine-year compulsory school, 
the aim of the subject and its role in education is described as:  
 

Sports, outdoor life and different forms of exercise and recreation are of great importance for 
health. Children and youth need to acquire knowledge of how the body works, and how habits, 
regular physical exercise and outdoor life are related to their physical and psychological well-
being. The subject aims at developing pupils’ physical, psychological and social abilities, as well 
as providing knowledge of the importance of lifestyle for health. For generations a variety of 
physical activities and outdoor life have been developed. The subject provides a knowledge of 
their growth, experiences of participating in and carrying out such activities. The subject should 
also contribute to arousing curiosity and creating interest in new activities. A basic aim of the 
subject is also to create conditions so that everyone can participate in different activities on their 
own terms, develop a sense of community and the ability to co-operate, as well as an 
understanding and respect for others. Physical activities provide a common denominator for 
different cultures. The subject provides opportunities to strengthen the sense of comradeship 
between children and young persons in a multicultural and international society. (Skolverket, 
2000: 1). 

 
The Swedish historian, Sandahl (2005), regards the new syllabi as a paradigm shift in 
Swedish PE, where a one-sided focus on sports or physiology is replaced by a concept 
of health where exercise, together with different aspects of bodily movement, food, 
aesthetics, outdoor life and social and psychological well-being, are all seen as aspects 
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of health in PE. Health is further described in the national syllabi as physical, 
psychological and social well-being. It could therefore be argued that a subject of 
‘health (with)in motion’ is being described in the syllabi in that health is understood as 
something more than just a healthy lifestyle and fitness (see also Pühse & Gerber, 
2005). 
 What, though, are pupils’, teachers’ and parent’ attitudes towards this ‘new’ 
subject? In this article we present the results of the Swedish evaluation of PE and 
specifically highlight those questions in the study that are related to subject content, the 
body, learning, gender, goal attainment, work forms and pupil influence. 
 
 
Methodology 
The national evaluation mainly covers Year 9 in the Swedish compulsory school. All 16 
compulsory school subjects were evaluated, and a statistical sample of around 10,000 
pupils and 1,900 teachers at 197 schools participated. In the evaluation, the Swedish 
National Agency for Education was responsible for the general pupil questionnaire, the 
general teacher questionnaire, the questionnaires sent out to parents, head teachers and 
schools, as well as the collection of data. All the questionnaires included similar 
domains in order to facilitate comparisons. Furthermore, the development of separate 
questionnaires for different school subjects directed at pupils, teachers and the specific 
analysis of school subjects has been the responsibility of specific subject-oriented 
research groups in an attempt to capture the particular character of every school subject.  
 The evaluation was divided into three distinct phases (Öquist, 2001), as follows:  
1. A pre-analytic phase consisting of an analysis of the questionnaires from the 1992 
national evaluation in an effort to determine which questions could usefully be repeated 
in 2003. The Swedish National Agency for Education wanted to balance ‘the new’ in 
the new syllabi with ‘the old’ in a methodologically appropriate way that would 
facilitate the use of the evaluation as a repeat study. The pre-analytic phase was 
concluded by a conference where the pre-analysis and other methodological issues were 
discussed;  
2. A construction phase where the different questionnaires were constructed, tested and 
re-constructed on the basis of the tests;  
3. An analytic phase where the Swedish National Agency for Education and the subject- 
oriented research groups concluded analyses of the different questionnaires. 
 The sample of schools participating in the evaluation was determined as being 
nationally and statistically representative, with the specific requirement that schools that 
had participated in the 1992 evaluation should also be included in the frame of the 
sample. The sample of pupils from Year 9 was determined through a random sample of 
one third of the pupils from each of the 120 participating schools. A total of 6,788 
pupils from Year 9 participated in the evaluation (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2004). In the next step the pupils 1,688 teachers were identified. 
Furthermore, through the agency of Statistics Sweden (SCB), the sample was divided 
into three equally sized sub-samples, thus constituting a miniature of the total sample. 
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The general pupil questionnaire was completed by the main sample grouping, but in 
order to keep the time consumption per pupil to around 15 lessons, the different school 
subject questionnaires were completed by one of the sub-sample groups (Öquist, 2001).  
 For the results of the physical education study presented in this article, we 
consequently use the representative sample of 6,788 pupils and 1,688 teachers from 120 
schools in Year 9 for background data and subject comparisons. A smaller sample of 
2,407 pupils and 82 PE teachers was used to analyse pupils’ and teachers’ attitudes 
towards PE and their experiences of the subject content in PE. The questionnaires also 
included the pupils’ and teachers’ attitudes to a set of statements relating to the central 
goals stated in the national syllabi (Skolverket, 2000). 
 The questionnaires were mainly collected electronically and in some cases by 
ordinary post by the Swedish National Agency for Education (2004). Electronic data 
collection had not previously been tested in national data collections in Swedish schools 
due to the generally low standard of school computer equipment. As a first step in the 
evaluation of whether an electronic collection of data would be possible, the sampled 
schools answered a questionnaire regarding the quantity, placement and standard of 
their computers. The result showed that the majority of the schools fulfilled the 
conditions necessary for the electronic collection of the questionnaires. The remaining 
schools used questionnaires in paper format and the Swedish National Agency for 
Education dealt with the optimization of the combined paper and electronically data 
collected (Öquist, 2001). In addition, the questionnaires distributed to the parents of the 
6,788 pupils were collected via ordinary post, and register data was collected on the 
pupils’ final grade and the parents’ educational level (Öquist, 2001).  In the physical 
education study, 9.1 percent of the pupils and 17.1 percent of the teachers declined to 
complete the questionnaire. The statistical package for social sciences (SPSS) was used 
to analyse the data extracted from the questionnaires. 
 
 
The Results and Challenges of the Evaluation 
The results of the study show that the subject content in physical education and health 
in Sweden is highly esteemed by pupils, teachers and parents. For many pupils PE is 
both interesting and a source of enjoyment. 
 PE is also conceived as interesting in comparison to the other 15 school subjects 
analysed in the evaluation. The pupils state that they do their best during lessons and 
take responsibility for their work effort in PE. Many pupils express that the subject is 
beneficial for them and that they want to learn more about PE. They also want to have 
more time in school for physical education. A majority of the teachers (83.8 percent) 
and almost half the pupils (46.6 percent) say that they always enjoy a positive 
atmosphere during PE lessons, while only 2.9 percent of the teachers and 10.9 percent 
of the pupils regard the lessons as noisy and disorderly. 
 Parents were asked to assess which five school subjects were most important for the 
development and learning of their children. Here, more than 56 percent of the parents 
regarded PE as the fifth most important school subject in the Swedish compulsory 
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school, after Swedish, Mathematics, English and Social Studies. According to pupils, 
teachers and parents a rather positive picture of PE thus appears in the study, although a 
small group of pupils (5-10 percent) also express negative attitudes and negative 
experiences towards PE. For example, the study shows that 10.8 percent of pupils feel 
clumsy in PE and 7.4 percent are sometimes afraid during lessons.  
 
Table 1 Pupils’ experiences and feelings during PE lessons, proportion agreeing. (n = 2188) 
 
 Boys (%) Girls (%) Total (%) 
I get inspired to be physically active during 
leisure-time 

45.9 33.8 39.9*** 

I enjoy PE 67.8 57.9 62.8*** 
I never want to get changed in front of other 
pupils 

17.1 10.6 13.8*** 

I get tired and sweaty 52.3 37.4 44.8*** 
I get to show what I can do and know in PE 58.8 39.3 49.1*** 
I feel clumsy 11.5 10.1 10.8*** 
PE is an important school subject 61.2 55.8 58.5** 
I feel afraid   9.0   5.7   7.4** 
I feel safe and secure 64.5 53.6 59.0*** 
I feel inferior   9.9   9.9   9.9*** 
I feel capable 59.5 37.5 48.8*** 
I feel left out 10.7   4.9   7.8*** 
I enjoy the activities 55.1 43.5 49.3*** 
I learn a lot 46.7 34.2 40.4*** 
I am not allowed to participate by my parents   9.3   2.8   6.0*** 

** p < 0.01   *** p < 0.001 
 
A smaller proportion of the pupils also say that they develop a more negative view of 
their own bodies (4.7 percent) and a decreased self-confidence (4.6 percent) by 
participating in PE. How, then, do pupils and teachers describe the subject content of 
PE that these positive and negative attitudes relate to? 
 
Subject Content 
Both pupils and teachers regard enjoyment through movement – having fun – as the 
most important aspect of PE, followed by learning to co-operate and trying lots of 
different sporting activities (see also Table 4). Some interesting gender differences can 
be noted in that 66.4 percent of the boys and 76.0 percent of the girls regard learning to 
co-operate as an important part of Swedish PE. At the same time 52.2 percent of the 
boys and 40.7 percent of the girls find learning to contend, and 46.5 percent of the boys 
and 27.5 percent of the girls find to compete as an important part of the subject content. 
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Table 2 Pupils’ assessment of the importance of different subject content in PE (n = 2188) 
 
 Not important (%) 

Boys            Girls             Total 
Important (%) 
Boys            Girls             Total 

Being able to create own 
movements 

34.7 25.0 29.2 30.9 33.7 32.8*** 

Getting fitter 15.1 10.8 13.0 64.4 62.3 63.3*** 
Gaining better self-
confidence 

17.1 10.7 13.9 61.9 71.0 65.8*** 

Knowledge of sport 
activities 

16.9 11.7 14.3 58.6 60.7 59.6*** 

Learning to co-operate 13.6 7.6 10.6 66.4 76.0 70.9*** 
Learning to contend  16.1 29.7 25.1 52.2 40.7 46.5*** 
Trying many different 
sport activities 

16.2 10.8 13.6 65.2 71.1 68.1** 

Using knowledge from 
other school subjects in 
PE 

23.5 21.6 23.1 43.7 40.7 42.2** 

Enjoyment through 
physical activities 

13.4 6.9 10.2 71.5 80.0 75.8*** 

Get rid of excess energy  18.0 12.5 15.3 61.1 63.5 62.3** 
Learning about health 21.2 11.1 16.2 51.9 67.2 57.6*** 
To compete 27.8 42.6 35.2 46.5 27.5 37.1*** 
Experiencing that my 
body is alright as it is 

14.8 10.8 12.8 63.0 69.4 66.2** 

Knowledge about nature 
and the environment 

36.7 32.7 34.7 34.9 35.3 35.1** 

** p < 0.01   *** p < 0.001 
 
The teachers also state that improved physical capacity and learning about health are 
important learning objectives for PE. At the same time, the most important base for the 
subject content, according to the teachers, is that pupils develop a positive relation to 
their own bodies.  
 According to both pupils and teachers, the subject content also seems to have a 
clear focus on different physical activities and on pupils being physically active during 
PE lessons. But how physically active are the pupils during the lessons? A significant 
majority of pupils (85.2 percent) state that they are physically active during PE lessons, 
while a small group of pupils (7.0 percent) maintain that they seldom or never 
participate in PE. Some pupils (7.8 percent) declare that they often participate in PE but 
are not particularly physically active. Significantly more girls (11.4 percent) than boys 
(4.2 percent) belong to this category. 
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Table 3 Pupils’ assessment of the extent to which they participate and are physically active during PE 
lessons (n = 2104) 
 
 Boys 

 n               % 
Girls 
   n            % 

Total 
  n             % 

I never participate   24             2.3    22          2.1                       46           2.2     
I seldom participate   31             3.0    70          6.6   101         4.8 
I often participate but 
am not particularly 
physically active 

 
 
 44             4.2 

 
 
   120        11.4 

 
 
  164         7.8 

I often participate and 
am physically active 

 
 231           22.0 

 
   352        33.3 

 
  583         27.7 

I always participate 
and get out of breath 
and sweaty every time 

 
 
 718           68.5 

 
 
   492        46.6 

 
 
  1210       57.5 

Total  1048         100    1056      100   2104        100 
 

The Body 
Questions related to the body and pupils’ healthy bodies make up a theme that has 
already been brought to the forefront in PE by many scholars (e.g. Evans & Davies, 
2004; Kirk, 2006; Quennerstedt & Sundberg, 2004; Tinning & Glasby, 2002; Webb et 
al., in press; Wright, 2000). Conceptions of bodies, healthy bodies and how we are 
supposed to consider and manage our bodies are all constituted in different contexts, not 
least in advertising and the media (see e.g. Featherstone, 1991; Phillips, 2005; Slater & 
Tiggemann, 2006; Wright & Burrows, 2004). It seems to us that meeting the pupils’ 
experiences of what a beautiful or a healthy body should look like is a challenge that 
schools might tackle by discussing different cultural aspects and body ideals. This is 
also something that the Swedish national syllabi emphasise: 
 

The subject takes a holistic view of the human being, i.e. the human body, feelings, intellect and 
thoughts are dependent on each other, and in this way contributes to pupils' developing an 
understanding and awareness of the human body. The subject provides an opportunity to discuss in 
a natural context, not only health, but also ethical issues connected to sports and outdoor life. 
Together with a knowledge of the great variety and trends, which are linked to the modern culture 
of physical training, the subject provides opportunities to question the models disseminated by 
different media. (Skolverket, 2000:2) 

 
Some interesting results regarding pupils’ experiences of their bodies are brought to 
light in the study. As we see in Table 1, a substantial proportion of the pupils - 17.1 
percent of the boys and 10.6 percent of the girls - state that they never want to get 
changed in front of other pupils. This factor would seem to constitute a negative start to 
PE lessons for a relatively large number of pupils. This group has also increased in 
relation to the 1992 evaluation. The problematic locker room situation also appears to 
be related to pupils’ grades in PE. Over half of the pupils not reaching a pass level state 
that they never or sometimes don’t want to get changed in front of other pupils. This 
can be compared to pupils with the highest grades (pass with special distinction), where 
only one out of four declare this opinion. 
 Even though most pupils are positive towards Swedish PE in general, a small but 
significant group of pupils express that, in different respects, PE has a negative effect on 



Education-line: 2008, 1-17. 

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents 8 

them. Just over 6 percent of the girls state that PE has contributed to a decreased self-
confidence and to a more negative attitude towards their own body. This is twice the 
proportion in comparison to the boys. However, in this study the proportion of boys 
declaring that they feel clumsy (11.5 percent) is higher in comparison to the girls (10.1 
percent). In the 1992 evaluation this was more common among the girls. An important 
question to address thus appears to be what type of physical education would promote 
positive relations to pupils’ own bodies? 
 
Learning 
When it comes to learning in PE most pupils make positive statements. In addition, a 
desire to learn more in PE emerges. If we look more closely at the questions relating to 
what pupils say they have learnt in PE, and those relating to what they regard as 
important learning in PE, some things in the study become clear with regard to aspects 
of knowledge in Swedish PE (see also Quennerstedt, 2006). One thing is the importance 
of leisure time learning within physical education. One third of the pupils in the study 
declare that they: 1. learn most about physical education in school, 2. learn most about 
physical education outside of school, and 3. learn about physical education as much in 
school as outside of school. The study also shows that those pupils - boys as well as 
girls - who are active in leisure time sports activities enjoy PE the most. This gives rise 
to the question of the influence of the Sports Federation and competitive sports in 
Swedish PE. 
 Earlier in this article we mentioned that a large proportion of pupils enjoy PE and 
also find PE important. Furthermore, pupils as well as teachers regard ‘enjoyment 
through movement’ as the most important aspect of PE, followed by learning to co-
operate and trying out many different sport and movement activities. 
 
Table 4 PE teachers’ assessment of the three most important and three least important aspects that PE 
should contribute to in pupils’ learning and development (n = 68) 
 

 Most 
important 
(%) 

Least important    
     (%) 

Develop creativity   3   7 
Enhanced physical fitness 38   0 
Better self-confidence 26   0 
Knowledge of sport activities 18   4 
Learning to co-operate 47   0 
Learning to compete   0 82 
Trying many different sport activities 35   0 
Learning to use knowledge from other school subjects 
in PE 

 
  0 

 
18 

Enjoyment through physical activities 65   1 
Get rid of excess energy   1 35 
Learning about health 32   0 
Competing   0 75 
Developing a positive view of one’s body 29   0 
Developing critical ability   0 59 
Others 29   0 
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Compared to other alternatives in the national syllabus, the pupils appear to regard 
competing, creating one’s own movements and developing knowledge about nature and 
the environment1 as the least important. According to the teachers, the least important 
aspect of PE, as compared to other alternatives, is to compete and develop a critical 
ability. What, then, do the pupils declare that they have learnt in PE? The study 
illustrates that pupils says that they learn a lot in PE; the most significant being that they 
learn that they feel well if they are physically active (69.7 percent), they learn different 
sporting activities (67.5 percent) and they learn how to enhance their own aerobic 
capacity (62.9 percent). 
 
Table 5 What pupils state that they have learnt in PE divided into different actual grades, proportion 
agreeing (%) (n = 2188)  
 
 Not passed Passed Passed with 

distinction 
Passed with 
special 
distinction 

Total  

I have learnt that you feel 
well if you are physically 
active 

39.3 62.7 73.7 79.5 69.7 *** 

I have learnt to take 
responsibility for my own 
physical training 

34.1 45.5 61.4 70.6 56.8 *** 

I have learnt how to 
enhance my aerobic 
capacity 

38.3 57.7 66.3 69.8 62.9 *** 

I have learnt to train my 
strength and my agility 

35.4 53.0 63.8 67.1 59.6 *** 

I have learnt about the 
relationship between my 
lifestyle and my health 

30.9 35.0 43.2 54.4 42.3 *** 

I have learnt about 
outdoor life during 
different seasons 

22.5 25.8 29.0 34.5 28.2  

I have learnt different 
sporting activities 

39.5 58.2 70.3 82.2 67.5 *** 

I have learnt 
considerateness towards 
both boys and girls  

39.5 47.0 55.3 62.1 53.3 *** 

I have gained confidence 
in movement 

28.0 38.1 51.2 59.5 47.6 *** 

I have learnt to question 
images in the media about 
how ‘you should look’ 

24.4 23.2 30.7 34.0 28.6 ** 

I have learnt about eating 
disorders 

30.9 22.8 30.9 33.5 28.7 ** 

I have learnt about doping 28.0 23.9 36.4 39.8 32.4 *** 
** p < 0.01   *** p < 0.001 
 
The pupils also state that, to a large extent, physical education has influenced their 
physical fitness (76.5 percent), how they feel - their well-being (67.9 percent), their 

                                                
1 This is part of Swedish syllabi in PE through outdoor recreation activities. 
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ability to co-operate (69.5 percent) and that PE has contributed to them having a more 
positive view of their own bodies (54.3 percent).  
 The study further shows some interesting changes between the evaluations of 1992 
and 2003 with regard to pupils’ learning and experiences of the subject content in PE. 
Firstly, more pupils in 2003 than in 1992 state that PE has contributed to an increased 
aerobic capacity. Secondly, pupils’ knowledge about taking care of their bodies and 
their health seems to have increased. Thirdly, pupils seem to have more positive 
feelings during physical education classes in 2003 than in 1992. And fourthly, in the 
2003 evaluation pupils state that they get to show what they can do in PE to a much 
greater extent than in 1992. 

 
Gender 
Despite the overall positive attitudes towards PE in Sweden, the subject naturally isn’t 
without problems. In the study, as in other studies of PE, gender appears to be an 
important aspect that needs investigation, particularly due to the pronounced gender 
differences within many areas (e.g. Evans, Rich & Holroyd, 2004; Flintoff & Scraton, 
2006; Lentillon, Cogérino & Kaestner, 2006; Olofsson, 2005; Penney, 2002). Generally 
speaking, PE appears to be the only ‘boyish’ subject of all the Swedish compulsory 
school subjects, i.e. boys attain higher grades, enjoy PE more and are more involved in 
and able to influence the content. Of the 6,788 pupils involved in the study, 5.4 percent 
of the boys and 7.3 percent of the girls do not attain a pass level. Furthermore, 65.1 
percent of the boys and 52.9 percent of the girls attain one of the two highest grades 
(pass with distinction and pass with special distinction). The gender differences in 
grades have also increased since the national evaluation of 1992 was carried out. There 
are also significant differences in that, compared to girls, more boys state that do their 
best in PE, take responsibility for their work and get to show the teacher what they 
know or can do in PE.  
 The study further shows that boys are more often physically active during PE 
lessons than girls. Attending lessons but not being especially physically active is three 
times more common among girls than boys. Another interesting comparison between 
the 1992 and the 2003 evaluations is that in 2003 boys find PE more interesting and 
enjoyable, while for girls this has decreased. The interest in PE is still high among girls 
(57.9 percent), however, To a larger extent than girls, boys in the study also state that 
PE has contributed to their self-confidence in comparison with the 1992 evaluation. 
 At the same time it is not certain that gender alone can explain the results of the 
study. Aspects other than gender thus need to be taken into consideration when 
discussing the future development of PE (see e.g. Clarke, 2006; Evans & Davies, 2006; 
Harrison Jr., 2006). In this study this can be illustrated by looking at pupils’ goal 
attainments and their grades. 

 
Goal Attainment 
As in several other European countries (Pühse & Gerber, 2005), grade assessments are 
made on pupils in Swedish PE. In Sweden grades are given from Year 8 in compulsory 
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school and are related to attaining the nationally set goals for PE. According to the 
study just over 94 percent of the pupils attain these nationally set goals in Swedish 
physical education, and in that way achieve at least a pass level, while 20.5 percent 
reach the highest grade (pass with special distinction). But how can variations in grades 
be explained? Can differences in goal attainment measured with grades be discerned 
with respect to different background variables (e.g. parents’ educational levels, ethnic 
background, leisure time sport activities, gender, activity during lessons etc)? 
 As we established earlier, physical education is the only school subject in Sweden 
where boys have higher grades than girls. But the study also shows considerable 
differences in grades explained by parental educational levels. The group of pupils with 
parents having post-secondary school education has a three times higher probability of 
passing with special distinction than the group with parents having only a 9-year 
compulsory school education. At the same time the group of pupils whose parents have 
a 9-year compulsory school education has four times the probability of not reaching the 
nationally set goals for a pass level when compared with pupils of parents with post-
secondary education. However, the study shows small differences between pupils 
whose parents have different educational levels if the pupils state that they take 
responsibility for their work and declare that they are doing their best in PE. 
 There are only small differences in grades between pupils with different ethnic 
backgrounds in the study. Some differences can be discerned regarding their basic 
skills, however. Among those pupils whose parents were born outside of Sweden, or if 
the pupils are themselves immigrants, a greater proportion declare that they can’t swim 
or orienteer in natural environments. When it comes to dancing skills, the opposite 
pattern was found. 
 Another interesting variable is the significance that leisure time activities have for 
goal attainment in PE. It is interesting, but hardly surprising, that that there is a strong 
relation between leisure time sport activities and higher grades in PE. Pupils attaining 
the higher grades in PE are also those who are active in sports in their leisure time. This 
is also interesting from an equivalence perspective, since the possibilities of leisure time 
sport participation is often both economically and socio-culturally dependent (Evans & 
Davies, 2006). The fact that participation in leisure time sports activities affects the 
differences in grades also says something about the teaching content in PE and what is 
valued during lessons. From a gender perspective, it is interesting to note that the most 
popular leisure time sport activities among boys are those activities that dominate PE, 
such as ball games. This means that they probably constitute a large part of the grading. 
It is then not surprising that boys have higher grades than girls in Swedish PE.  
 Goal attainment measured with grades also shows a strong relation to self reported 
activity during lessons. Among the pupils participating in PE, but who are not 
particularly physically active during lessons, 17.9 percent of the boys and 9.3 percent of 
the girls do not attain a pass level. In contrast, very few of the pupils with the two 
highest activity levels during lessons do not attain a pass level. Interesting to note is also 
that a large proportion of the pupils stating that they never or seldom participate, still 
pass PE. What does this say about goal attainment and assessment in Swedish PE? 
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Table 6 The distribution of pupils with fail and pass grades in different categories of participation during 
PE lessons (n = 2104) 

 
 Boys (%) Girls (%) 
 Not 

passed  
At least 
passed 

Not passed At least 
passed 

I never participate 56.6 43.5 65.0 35.0 
I seldom participate 25.8 74.2 22.4 77.6 
I often participate but am not particularly 
physically active 

 
17.9 

 
82.1 

 
 9.3 

 
90.7 

I often participate and am physically active  1.8 98.2  1.8 98.2 
I always participate and get out of breath and 
sweaty every time 

 
 0.5 

 
99.5 

 
 0 

 
100 

Total  3.6 96.4  4.4 95.6 
 
But which of the above factors has most importance for grades in PE? There thus 
appears to be a need for an analysis of different factors simultaneously. For the purpose 
of this article ordinal regression was used. In this analysis we have made use of factors 
taken from the general pupil questionnaire, which gives us a larger number of pupils 
(n=6788) than if we only used the questionnaire for PE (n=2407). The question, then, is 
how the actual grades and their variation in PE are related to different factors, such as 
pupils’ sporting activity, gender, ethnicity, parental educational level, cultural capital 
and economic capital (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2004)? The analysis 
shows that the following ranking order of (i) pupils’ leisure time sport activity, (ii) 
parental educational level, (iii) gender and (iv) cultural capital have significance for 
grades in PE. The importance of leisure time sports activity and parental educational 
level was very clear. Cultural capital, here operationalised by a question to the parents 
of how many books are in the home, also independently contributed to the actual grade 
achieved in PE. Ethnicity and economic capital do not have separate significance, 
however, but can be explained within the above factors.  
 There is also another problem with respect to equal opportunity and grades, which 
is that there is a large variation in grading between the different teachers included in the 
study. The focus on physical activity in the practice of PE characterised by a positive 
and active participation seems to be an important foundation for a pass level 
(Quennerstedt, 2006). The consequence of this is that as long as you are participating 
and are physically active, you pass. The pass level seems to have little to do with actual 
performance, learning or knowledge gained. In the study this can be identified, for 
example, by the fact that very few of those pupils with high levels of self reported 
physical activity fail. The study also shows that several pupils attain the higher grades 
without being able to dance or swim. These two skills are given particular attention in 
the Swedish national syllabi (Skolverket, 2000). We thus question just how highly 
valued knowledge, learning and skills are in Swedish PE in relation to pupils being as 
physically active as possible during PE lessons. 
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Pupil Influence and Work Forms 
In relation to other school subjects in the national evaluation, pupils’ influence 
regarding the subject content in PE is high. The influence is lower with respect to work 
forms and the possibility to influence the assessment criteria. Boys more often state that 
they have influence on the subject content than girls. 
 It is interesting to note that pupils taught by qualified teachers declare that they 
have influence in PE to a greater extent than pupils with non-qualified teachers. In 
comparison with the 1992 evaluation, pupil influence has increased in several respects. 
 The study further shows that PE can be characterised by work forms where pupils 
work together in, for example, games or different sports. Discussion and reflection are 
not often included in Swedish PE, for example, and developing a critical ability is not 
anything that either teachers or pupils regard as being an important aspect of PE. 
Opportunities for discussion and reflection also seem to be limited in that the main 
focus is on a high level of physical activity during lessons. This can be interpreted as 
that the subject content is taken for granted and that it doesn’t need to be discussed or 
reflected upon. Another interpretation could be the prevalent perspective on learning, 
i.e. ‘as long as you are active and in gym clothes – you learn’. Reflection on actions – 
on the doing in PE – seems to be lacking, and alternate perspectives on body or health 
that contrast with the dominating physiological perspective are seldom expressed 
(Quennerstedt, in press; Webb et al., in press). 
 
 
Discussion 
The results of the study show that, in Sweden, the subject content in physical education 
and health is highly valued by both pupils and parents. Similar results can be found in 
other European countries, e.g. Finland (Heikinaro-Johansson & Telama, 2005) and 
Spain (Gonzalez Valeiro, Toja Reboredo & Contreras, 2005). PE is also regarded as 
both interesting and a source of enjoyment for many pupils. According to the parents 
included in the study, PE is one of the five most important subjects for pupils’ 
development and learning. At the same time, about one out of ten pupils report negative 
attitudes to and negative experiences within PE. We find that this group is especially 
important to focus on in the future development of Swedish PE, and prompts the 
question as to what kind of subject content is needed to reach these pupils. Is it even 
possible? A further challenge is to study the question of why these pupils do not 
participate, or why and how these negative attitudes develop in PE. 
 Pupils active in sports enjoy PE the most. The most important determining factors 
for grades in PE are leisure-time sport activities, parents’ educational levels, gender and 
cultural capital. However, it is worth noting that pupils can obtain higher grades without 
competence in out-door activities, dance or swimming. At the same time, physical 
education in Sweden also has an ambition to reach out to pupils with different 
backgrounds. While PE is successful in many respects, far too many pupils still do not 
benefit from PE and are sometimes negatively affected. The prerequisites for pupils’ 
physical education are also very different. In this study it can be exemplified by the fact 
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that PE grades are affected by pupils’ involvement in sporting activities in their leisure 
time, by their parents’ educational levels and by socio-cultural conditions. 
 Of all the subjects in the Swedish compulsory school PE is the only ‘boyish’ 
subject. More boys than girls attain the higher grades, enjoy PE more and are more 
involved in and able to influence the content. Furthermore, boys’ self-confidence 
increases more than the girls, and to a larger extent boys develop a more positive 
attitude towards their own bodies. While the majority of pupils are very active during 
PE lessons, a significant minority of girls are present but inactive. But the results also 
show that this doesn’t apply to all boys or all girls. For example, a large group of boys 
feel that PE is not for them (see also Rønholt, 2002). Here discussions and further 
studies are needed to find out which boys and which girls don’t enjoy PE, and why. At 
the same time, a critical pedagogical question for PE is what is needed to give boys and 
girls the same benefit of PE? 
 In the same way as in, for example, Finland (Heikinaro-Johansson & Telama, 2005) 
and Denmark (Rønholt, 2005), enjoyment through movement is regarded as the most 
important aspect of the subject content in Swedish PE by both pupils and teachers, 
followed by learning to cooperate and trying out many different sporting activities. The 
subject content also has a clear focus on physical activities and there is thus little 
discussion and reflection over, for example, health, bodies or lifestyle issues. The 
influence of sport associations still appears to be great in Swedish PE. On the other 
hand, according to the national syllabi, PE in Sweden is supposed to promote pupils’ 
health through movement and the outdoor life. In the national syllabi for PE in Sweden, 
concepts like body, health and learning assume a prominent status (Annerstedt, 2004; 
Quennerstedt, 2006). The bodily aspects of human beings, in terms of what we learn 
about our bodies and what we ascribe to our bodies, are important issues in relation to 
health, learning and physical education (Armour, 1999; Evans & Davies, 2004; 
Quennerstedt & Sundberg, 2004; Webb et al., in press). Pupils’ bodies then come into 
focus, although in the practice of Swedish PE, many aspects of body and health seem to 
be taken for granted and are thus in need of further discussion (Quennerstedt & 
Sundberg, 2004). A physiological perspective on both the body and health – being fit – 
tends to be a dominating theme of pupils’ bodies in relation to health in Swedish PE 
(Quennerstedt in press; Webb et al., in press). We consequently want to highlight the 
importance of discussions about both health and the body from other perspectives, not 
least in terms of meaning, experiences and learning (McCaughtry & Rovengo, 2001; 
Quennerstedt, 2006; Wright, 2000), and especially when it comes to adapting a critical 
viewpoint towards messages of the young, thin and beautiful body that are so apparent 
in consumer culture (Evans, 2003; Evans, Rich & Holroyd, 2004; Kirk, 2006; Rich & 
Evans, 2005). The results of the study that boys feel more clumsy than girls, and to a 
large extent don’t want to get changed in front of others, also highlight a situation 
regarding body discourses in society, where not only the female body ideal is in focus 
but also that of the male body (Gard, 2006). 
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Concluding Remarks 
An interesting aspect related to PE is that a majority of children are already sufficiently 
fit and sufficiently physically active in a health perspective (Kirk, 2006; Trost, 2006). 
As Kirk states, ‘not “everyone everywhere” […] is unfit, inactive and overweight’ 
(2006:125). However, at the same time a small group of children can be distinguished 
as being physically inactive. In the discussions around physical education in Sweden, 
the focus is very often on enjoyment and ‘having fun’ in PE in an attempt to encourage 
the inactive children to be more physically active in a health perspective. The problem 
as we see it is that there is a risk that the discussion within PE will exclusively focus on 
activity versus inactivity in terms of how to make aerobic enhancing and ‘fat-burning’ 
activities more fun. Important aspects of learning and knowledge are often forgotten in 
such discussions. We would argue that many children and young people do not need 
extra physical training each week, especially those who are already very physically 
active during their leisure time. The problem seems to be that physical education is 
legitimated from the point of view of a small group of pupils in need of more physical 
activity. If health in physical education is all about aerobic capacity, sweating and 
burning off fat, the majority of pupils don’t need PE. So what are these pupils supposed 
to learn in PE? Or do they need to participate at all? The question then is whether PE is 
a school subject for recreation, for ‘battling the obesity epidemic’ or a subject for 
learning. If it is about learning, what are all pupils supposed to learn in PE? There is 
thus a tremendous need for ongoing discussions about subject content issues in PE, both 
in Sweden and in other countries (Pühse & Gerber, 2005), where the qualities, abilities, 
skills, competences and knowledge that pupils are expected to develop in PE are in 
focus. One dilemma for PE, as we see it, is that on the one hand a small group of pupils 
is very inactive, which results in PE being legitimated from a health/fitness perspective, 
and on the other a large group of pupils is already sufficiently physically active and has 
the right to learn about and develop their knowledge of PE, including knowledge about 
health issues. One challenge for the future is how we handle this dilemma. 
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