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Transformation of complex movements from policy to practice – a
discourse analysis of Swedish physical education teachers’
concepts of moving
L. Janemalm , D. Barker and M. Quennerstedt

School of Health Sciences, Örebro University, Örebro, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Background: How teachers enact policy has been of significant interest to
educational scholars. In physical education research, scholars have
identified several factors affecting the enactment of policy. These factors
include but are not limited to: structural support available for teachers,
provision of professional development opportunities, the nature of the
policy, and the educational philosophies of the teachers. A recurring
conclusion drawn in this scholarship is that official documentation and
teachers’ work often diverge, sometimes in profound ways.
Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to investigate how physical education
teachers in Sweden describe their enactment of policy regarding the
concept complexmovement, which features in the latest Swedish curriculum.
Methods: Interview data were generated with six specialist physical
education teachers. Three questions guided the interviews: What is
complex movement? What is not complex movement? And, can you give
examples from your teaching of complex movement? Data were analyzed
using a discourse analytic framework. Meaning was understood as a
production of dialectical relationships between individuals and social
practices. Two key concepts were utilized: intertextuality, which refers to
the condition whereby all communicative events, not merely utterances,
draw on earlier communication events, and interdiscursivity, which refers
to discursive practices in which discourse types are combined in new and
complex ways.
Results: We identified three discourses regarding the teachers’ enactment of
policy: (1) Complex movement as individual difficulty, (2) Complex
movement as composite movements, and (3) Complex movement as
situational adaptation. Several features were common to all three
discourses: they were all related to issues of assessment; they suggested
that complex movement is something students should be able to show or
perform, and; they left open room for practically any activity done in
physical education to be considered complex.
Discussion: Three issues are addressed in the Discussion. The first concerns
the intertextual nature of the teachers’ statements and how the
statements relate to policy and research. The second concerns the way
that knowledge, and specifically movement knowledge, becomes
problematic in the teachers’ statements about complex movement. The
third concerns more broadly the language used to describe the
relationship between policy and practice.
Conclusions: We propose that modest levels of overlap between teachers’
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discursive resources, policy, and research is unsurprising. In line with earlier
research,we suggest that thenotionof ‘enactment’ is amoreproductiveway
todescribepolicy-orientedpractice thannotions suchas ‘implementation’or
‘translation’, which imply a uni-directional, linear execution of policy.

Introduction

The formulation and transformation of new educational policy has been described as a challenge
for physical education practice (Brown and Penney 2013; Macdonald 2013; Penney et al. 2009;
Thorburn and Collins 2006). Enright and O’Sullivan (2012) for example, suggest that policy trans-
formation is rarely straightforward. Examining how PE teachers translate ‘practical experiential’
principles into performance-led practice, Thorburn and Collins (2003) suggest that there exist
‘profound disparities’ between official documentation and teachers’ work (1). Penney (2013)
too, suggests that a number of factors affect how practitioners eventually implement policy. Inves-
tigating the enactment of Health and Physical Education in the Australian Curriculum, Penney
(2013) suggests that policy actors, agencies, policy artefacts and indeed, the interaction between
these factors, play a critical role in determining how curricula come to be expressed and experi-
enced (see also Alfrey and Brown 2013; DinanThompson 2013; Lambert 2018). This multifaceted
transformation process from policy to practice has lately been problematized in terms of policy
enactment (Ball et al. 2012; for research in PE see e.g. Brown and Penney 2017; Lambert and Pen-
ney 2019).

Again, in an Australian context, Alfrey, O’Connor, and Jeanes (2017) investigate how three tea-
chers transform policy into practice. The authors claim that the structural support available for
teachers and learners, along with the time available for training and development are crucial fac-
tors to consider when practitioners are implementing new policy, especially if the policy chal-
lenges teachers’ existing philosophies. Alfrey, O’Connor, and Jeanes (2017) suggest that given
the multiple alternatives for understanding and teaching health and physical education, it is unli-
kely that calls for faithful implementation from academia and policy-makers will amount to much
unless there is an appreciation for teachers’ philosophies and school cultures. The authors con-
clude that while policy itself creates a particular context, it is the ideologies and histories that
permeate teachers’ philosophies and school context that will ultimately determine how policy
finds form in practice.

As well as contextual factors, curriculum coherence has received attention. In the case of Scottish
physical education, Thorburn (2007) suggests that an underpinning mind–body dualism in the cur-
riculum prevents policy and practice from reflecting one another very closely. In this case, Thorburn
proposes that official policy contains inconsistencies and needs reconsideration. In an Australian
context, Leahy, O’Flynn, and Wright (2013) examine how the concept of ‘critical inquiry’ is used
in different ways and with differing intentions in the same document. To show how these differences
result in diverse practices, the authors present examples of HPE preservice teachers’ employment of
critical inquiry in their teaching during their final professional experience.

We agree with assertions of the importance of socio-political context, and find it somewhat
surprising that much of the curricular research focusing on PE has come from only a handful
of English-speaking countries. In line with Englund and Quennerstedt (2008), we propose that
curricular research from different contexts can contribute to existing scholarship and provide
understandings beyond the particulars of each country. The purpose of this paper is thus to
investigate how physical education teachers in Sweden describe their enactment of policy regard-
ing the concept complex movement, which features in the latest Swedish curriculum. We intend to
explore the logic that structures teachers’ transformations as well as render the essentially con-
tested concept (Englund and Quennerstedt 2008) of complex movement open to further
discussion.
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Complex movement in the Swedish curriculum

The latest edition of the Swedish national curriculum in 2011 (Lgr11) was supposed to address criti-
cisms leveled at its predecessor. Namely, it was supposed to provide clear, practical guidance for
practitioners regarding knowledge requirements and it was supposed to facilitate equivalent national
grading (Svennberg, Meckbach, and Redelius 2014). Research conducted since 2011 suggests that the
curriculum has not met expectations. Redelius, Quennerstedt, and Öhman (2015) suggest that some
Swedish PE teachers find it difficult to articulate learning objectives and students have difficulties
stating what they are supposed to learn in physical education. Similarly, Svennberg, Meckbach,
and Redelius (2014) claim that PE teachers do not always make curricular grading criteria explicit
for students and sometimes use criteria more as a way to manage classroom situations than to facili-
tate learning.

At least part of the problem appears to stem from new terms and concepts that were introduced in
the curriculum in 2011. Several of these terms carry particular significance for Swedish physical edu-
cation because they directly regulate grading and, as a result, teaching content (Redelius, Quenner-
stedt, and Öhman 2015; Tolgfors 2018). These terms have been referred to as ‘value terms’ in
curricular support material. In this paper, we want to focus on the value term complex movement
since it occupies an important place in the knowledge requirements and grading section of the cur-
riculum but is at the same time left largely undefined. We have noted in earlier work that complex
movement has caused considerable frustration in professional circles (Janemalm, Quennerstedt, and
Barker 2019). The results of our earlier research suggest that the Swedish curriculum supports con-
structions of complex movement as:

(i) simple and for everyone but also quite specific where particular ways of moving are privileged, (ii)… con-
textual-bound and mainly emerging in discussions of sport or assessment, and (iii)… about knowledge, how-
ever it is not clear if knowledge needs to be articulated in words in order to be authentic. (Janemalm,
Quennerstedt, and Barker 2019, 11)

Working with PE teachers, our focus in the present investigation involves exploring terms and
phrases surrounding the term ‘complex movement’ as PE teachers talk about the concept and its
use in their transformation of policy into practice. We identify discourses in PE teachers’ descrip-
tions of policy enactment as a way of considering how teachers’ interpretations of complex move-
ment relate to broader ideas concerning movement and movement education.

In the next section, we review scholarship on current understandings of complex movement
within PE. We then outline our methodological approach, summarizing principles of discourse ana-
lytic thinking and describing interviewing as research method. Our results follow and we present and
discuss the key ideas that structure how the participants enacted complex movement. We finish by
exploring how their ideas relate to other movement education discourses.

Complex movement

Movement learning has received a great deal of attention from scholars in recent times (see e.g. Bar-
ker, Bergentoft, and Nyberg 2017; Rönnqvist et al. 2019). In this literature, the term ‘complex’ occurs
relatively frequently as a descriptor of both how learning occurs and how moving occurs (e.g. Jane-
malm, Quennerstedt, and Barker 2019; Jess, Atencio, and Thorburn 2011; Nyberg and Larsson 2014;
Ovens 2010). Brown (2013) for example, uses Arnold’s conceptualization of movement to describe
the complexity of learning in, through and about learning while other scholars investigating knowl-
edge and movement have discussed how moving can be understood as complex (e.g. Nyberg and
Carlgren 2015; Rönnqvist et al. 2019). In this paper, we focus on complex movement rather than
the complexity of learning. In this section, we recognize three related ways of making sense of move-
ment complexity in the literature and provide a brief description of each. First, complex is used to
connote advanced. In this usage, complex is used to distinguish between ‘fundamental’ or ‘basic’
ways of moving that are learned in earlier years and more sophisticated ‘complex’ ways of moving
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done later in education (Delaš, Miletić, and Miletić 2008; Rukavina and Jeansonne 2009). Complex
here is connected to notions of progression and development (see e.g. Stodden et al. 2008) and is
used to mean more ‘mature’ (Miller, Vineand, and Larkin 2007, 63). Alone, this connotation is
not enough to tell us what complex movements might look like in practice, but combined with
the following aspects, a more detailed picture begins to emerge.

Some scholars use ‘complex’ to signify that the movement is taking place in specific contexts or
situations that place certain demands on the mover (e.g. Chow et al. 2007). A general overhand
throwing movement for example, might be done in a variety of different places and can thus be
referred to as a fundamental movement (Drost and Todorovich 2013). A javelin-throw, in contrast,
with its specific grip and run up and the fact that it belongs to an athletics context, is an example of a
complex movement. Complexity appears in situations where particular responses, defined by others,
are expected of the mover. A corollary is that complexity is possible only when a context allows for
different movements but demands one. From this perspective, a teacher can remove a situation’s
potential for complexity either by not allowing different movements and demanding only one (in
a drill type activity, for example) or by not demanding any specific movement response at all (as
in some forms of creative dance or play, for example).1

Finally, some scholars use the term complex movement to signal that some sort of reflection or
problem solving is involved in the activity. Chow et al. (2007) for example, propose that ‘learning
would be optimized if students were engaged in complex and meaningful problem-based activities’
(252, our emphasis). These claims are part of a wider logic about student centeredness and the pos-
sibilities students have for influencing their learning and moving.

In short, complex movements are generally understood as advanced ways of moving. Complexity
is often further tied to context, with complexity increasing as potential for change or adaptation
increases. Some scholars have also claimed that for movement to be complex, some sort of cognitive
activity or reflection must be involved. These ways of understanding complexity could function as
discursive resources on which physical educators draw upon in their transformation of policy to
practice. In the next section, we outline our methodological approach through which we can address
this proposition.

Methodology

In this section, we describe how we investigated Swedish physical education teachers’ transformation
of policy into practice regarding an essentially contested concept – complex movement. We draw on
principles of discourse analysis, an approach that has proven useful when exploring the significance
of utterances and investigating collective meanings and practices in general (e.g. Taylor 2013) and in
physical education (e.g. Barker and Rossi 2011). Below we provide descriptions of our theoretical
framework, our participants, our data production procedures, and our analytical process.

Discourse theory as a base for discourse analysis

A central idea in discourse analysis is that meaning depends on, and changes with, context
(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Taylor 2013). From this perspective, meaning is socially embedded
(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002) and knowledge is regarded as situated, contingent and fluid. ‘Reality’
is influenced by different representations, an idea that challenges a traditional positivist ontological
standpoint (Seale 1999). In an important sense, language constitutes ‘reality’ and discourses can be
seen as different realities through which we live. Discourses are thus ‘ … patterns of meaning which
organize the various symbolic systems human beings inhabit, and which are necessary for us to make
sense to each other’ (Parker 1999, 3). In this paper, we assume that teachers’ interpretations of cur-
ricular concepts like complex movement have their roots in existing discourses of physical education,
sports and health and that these discourses can potentially be identified and traced in terms of their
historical roots.

4 L. JANEMALM ET AL.



One of the major goals of discourse analysis is to delineate the specific rules that structure the pro-
duction of meanings in different contexts. In our case, we are attempting to analyze the term complex-
ity as it relates to movement, trace the discourses the statements are part of, and also challenge or
interrupt its taken-for-grantedness. By considering how PE teachers draw on different discourses
to describe their enactment of policy, we hope to reveal something of the term’s socio-historical logic.

Related to historicity, two key concepts are important in our analysis: intertextuality and interdis-
cursivity (Fairclough 1992). Intertextuality describes the condition by which utterances, spoken or
written, reference or draw on earlier communication. Fairclough (1992) points out that one cannot
avoid using words and phrases that others have used before. The analytic value of intertextuality is in
its invitation to consider where discursive resources such as words, phrases and ideas have been bor-
rowed from. Interdiscursivity on the other hand, refers to discursive practices in which discourse
types are combined in new and complex ways. The analytic value of interdiscursivity is in its invita-
tion to consider how different discourses and genres articulate with one another in a communicative
event so that boundaries are changing and new discursive possibilities are being formed. Discursive
reproduction and change can thus be examined by comparing the relations between different dis-
courses (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002). In this investigation, for example, teachers’ statements
were examined for how they related to other formal texts such as the Swedish curriculum and sup-
port material, as well as previously described research and how the teachers were combining
resources in new or unexpected ways.

The participants

Data were produced with six physical education teachers. The teachers were selected because they
had been appointed ‘first teachers’ (förstelärare). This position is comparable to ‘head of department’
in other countries. It comes with a responsibility for promoting professional and academic develop-
ment and first teachers are often in charge of in-service training, subject meetings and so forth. In
Sweden, ‘first teachers’ are appointed by the principal usually because they have shown a special
interest or knowledge in an area. First teachers can for example, be subject-, overall IT- or special
needs specialists. As they have this academic development duty, we suggest that ‘first teachers’ are
likely to have reflected on the curriculum and other policy documents and will thus be able to
describe concepts of the curriculum in detail.2

The process of choosing our interview participants can best be described as a combination of pur-
posively selecting ‘first teachers’ in physical education as a target group for the reasons described
above and ‘convenience sampling’ (Patton 2002) since we used an existing network of ‘first teachers’
presented to us. Contact information to find ‘first teachers’ was initially provided by municipality
administrations. Then, as there is not a great number of ‘first teachers’ in physical education, the net-
work of ‘first teachers’ in physical education was used to find participants. In the end, the sample
consisted of six respondents from five schools (two of the teachers worked at the same school but
one was responsible for the junior school and the other, the senior).

All participants were qualified teachers, which meant that according to Swedish law, they were
eligible to provide final grades for the students. Four male and two female teachers were included
in the sample. Three of the teachers were teaching physical education in years 7–9 (students aged
13–15 years). Two of the teachers were working in upper secondary school (years 10–12 – students
aged 16–18 years) and one was teaching primary years (F-6 – students aged 6–12 years). All respon-
dents gave their informed consent before data production began. Respondents’ names have been
replaced with pseudonyms (Figure 1).

Data collection using interviews

In line with other research aimed at understanding how physical education teachers have made sense
of taken-for-granted concepts (e.g. Barker and Rossi 2011), we approached teachers directly and
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asked them through interviews about complex movement as it relates to their practices. An active
interviewer’s role was used (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002) where prepared questions were followed
with probing questions and requests for clarification, examples and elaboration. We regarded inter-
viewing as a form of social interaction in which the interviewer and the respondent work together to
produce the interaction. The interviews can most accurately be described as in-depth and semi-struc-
tured (Brinkmann 2014) although with three prepared questions, the interviews were loosely struc-
tured. All respondents were asked to discuss the following questions:

. What is complex movement?

. What is not complex movement?

. Can you give examples from your teaching of complex movement?

The rationale for having relatively open interviews was to enable the interviewees to steer the
interviews as much as possible. This was deemed especially important given that the investigation’s
objective was to get close to the ways the teachers enacted complex movement in practice. The inter-
views were designed to give the respondents opportunities to express themselves freely and follow
their own associations. The interviewer attempted to respond to and ask follow-up questions in
response to the participants’ statements. The interviews were audio recorded and lasted between
44- and 53-minutes. All interviews were transcribed verbatim.

Analytical process

Initially, the transcripts were read as a whole by all authors to develop familiarity with the empirical
material. As the reading progressed, the teachers’ statements were highlighted and grouped broadly
in terms of whether they dealt with: (i) what students are supposed to do in order to demonstrate
complexity, or (ii) the situations or practices in which certain movements occur for them to be con-
sidered complex. Once initial reading and broad categorization had taken place, preliminary dis-
courses in the data were identified. The preliminary discourses were then discussed in the
research team in relation to existing scholarship on movement complexity as well as the national
curriculum using what has been labeled a ‘deliberative strategy’ (Goodyear, Kerner, and Quenner-
stedt 2019). If a preliminary discourse appeared in several of the teachers’ statements and in the
research or curricula statements, it was demarcated as a discourse in terms of intertextuality. Prelimi-
nary discourses were also checked for whether they involved a combination of existing discourses in
a way that we had not previously identified. In other words, they were checked to see if they could be
considered interdiscursive (Fairclough 1992). Remaining statements were discarded. All identified
discourses were then discussed within the research team to evaluate their discursive logic in terms
of what students are expected to do and what actions and practices are included or excluded in
each discourse.

Figure 1. Interview participants.
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As well as close reading of the individual transcripts, the ‘deliberative’ analysis involved compar-
ing the interview transcripts with one another, based on the structuralist idea that statements gain
their meaning by being different from something else (Saussure 1915). The process of describing
how two things are different from one another helped us to develop more refined pictures of the var-
ious discourses. Substitution, or exchanging a word or a phrase with a different word or phrase
(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002) was also used as an analytic strategy during discussions of the data.
The term ‘complex’ for example, could in some places be exchanged with ‘complicated’ or ‘difficult’.
Through this process, three discourses on complex movement in physical education were finally
identified and agreed upon.

Results

In the analysis, we identified three discourses regarding the teachers’ descriptions of their policy
enactment: (1) Complex movement as individual difficulty, (2) Complex movement as composite
movements, and (3) Complex movement as situational adaption. Even if the discourses are analyti-
cally distinctive in that the teachers appeared to be using separate logics in their enactment of these
discourses, there are some common features. We would suggest therefore, that all three discourses are
embedded in a comprehensive discourse on complex movement. First, they are all related to issues of
assessment. Indeed, complexity seems to be of interest mainly because it should be assessed and
graded in relation to the national curriculum. Second, complexity is primarily about something stu-
dents should be able to show or perform. In this sense, complexity is observable at most points of most
PE lessons. Third, complexity can potentially be related to any activity done in physical education.

Below are descriptions of the identified discourses. They are presented in terms of how the dis-
course is built up, the actions that should be performed for movements to be complex, as well as the
specific activities or practices that are complex. Illustrative quotes from the teacher interviews are
used to demonstrate the construction of the discourse.

Complex movement as individual difficulty

As a discourse, ‘complex movement as individual difficulty’ concerns how certain movements or
activities are experienced as difficult by individual students. When employing this discourse, teachers
often drew on a range of ‘difficult activities’ to highlight complexity. Kent for example, stated that a
very complex movement was ice skating: ‘That is almost the most difficult thing you can do… ’.
Similarly, Rose noted that it is:

different movements that many think are somewhat difficult to put together…And in that moment, it is prob-
ably when I explain to the students, that today we are going to work with complex movement specifically.

With this logic, a complex movement ceases to be complex once the student has mastered the par-
ticular movement. It is not the movement in itself that is complex. Instead, complexity emerges in the
relationship between the task and the performer. Sometimes complexity is connected to develop-
ment and progression. The ability to walk for example, was considered complex for a small child
but not for an older child. This relational characteristic of the discourse means that the assessment
of complexity is closely connected to individual development and individual abilities as opposed to
an objective movement performance ideal. A result of this line of reasoning is that most movement
can be complex as illustrated in the following interview extract with Rose:

I: What movements are non-complex?
R: I was just sitting and thinking about that as we were talking and I became like, I was thinking quietly.

Everything we do is really complex movements. So, anything from relaxation to being able to walk to…

The individual difficulty discourse can accordingly encompass any activity in physical education that
is difficult for any student. Activities like gymnastics, which are novel for many students were more
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likely to be cited as examples of complex movement. Nadine for example, noted that movements
such as carving with a knife in outdoor education could be considered complex. Further, activities
in physical education practice that are difficult for some students for reasons other than their coordi-
nation demands is also part of the difficulty discourse. For instance, showing oneself in swimming
gear and physically touching other students when dancing were also cited as examples of complexity-
as-difficulty. In these cases, difficulty was framed as an emotional rather than a physical barrier that
needed to be overcome and had to do with risk of embarrassment, shame or discomfort. Paradoxi-
cally, the ability to not move (as required in relaxation techniques for instance), was also included as
part of the individual difficulty discourse.

But it is a complex movement also to be able to lie still, know how to relax, know how to focus on oneself. (Kent)

In short, this discourse is built on the logic of actions or activities being perceived as difficult by stu-
dents. Activities or movement that all students find easy might not be complex but as Rose’s comment
from her quiet reflection illustrates, such activities appeared difficult to describe during the interviews.

Complex movement as composite movements

A number of the teachers’ statements also cohered around the idea of complex as an amalgamation
of movements. Specifically, complex movements were ones that involve a combination of different
aspects. Aspects may relate to smaller ‘sub-movements’, such as a run up, a jump, and a landing.
Combination however, may also relate to the physiological and coordinative aspects of movement
such as strength, balance, oxygen uptake, body control, timing, duration, power, direction, and
rhythm. In the teachers’ descriptions, when a person must put several aspects together, the move-
ment becomes complex.

Several respondents used dance as a typical example in their deployment of the complexity as
composite movement discourse. The following extract from Patrick’s interview demonstrates the
cumulative logic of the discourse:

I: That becomes a variable of its own?
R: Yes, that is one, the rhythm. And then we shouldn’t even talk about dancing with a girl for instance. Then

to be able to perform the motor steps, perform them and put it all together, then it becomes very tough.
I: It becomes complex?
R: To say the least.’

In this case, performing the technical steps is not enough to render the movement activity complex.
Complexity arises because the steps need to be performed in combination with synchronizing one’s
movements with the rhythm of the music and managing one’s emotions connected to touching
another person. Patrick’s last comment ‘then it becomes very tough’ – also indicates the overlap
in practice between this and the first discourse.

Also using dance, Steve employs the idea of combination to develop the notion of complexity. He
suggests that,

Again, you put together many movements that will generate something. To just go this way slowly back and
forth, back and forth, is not very complex. But then you should get into the beat, the rhythm, a little feeling,
choreography. That makes it more complex. It is, again, many more aspects that need to adapt to each
other. You should deliver a dance that should look good, it should be in pace, it should be choreographed
and more and I think that makes it more complex than that I go back a bit slowly, I swing a little back and
forth to music.

In Steve’s case, technical movements need to be put together in intentional, choreographed ways.
Intention appears to be observable for Steve and he reiterates that to be complex, movements cannot
be combined in small, slow ways – they should be done ‘in pace’. Further, for themovement to be com-
plex, the student has to take part in an often already defined activity with set norms for how to move.
Within this logic, complexity concerns knowing an activity, game or sport andmovingwith knowledge
of possible sequences or variables. Kent provides an example of complexity from game play:
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But what does the game really mean? Well, you should go from A to B and then you should collect an item at B
and take it back to A. Although you have added 100 variables in between there, so it will be very difficult.

In sum, this discourse is built on the logic of complexity being related to combining different aspects
of movement to a whole, either together in one movement or in combining movements in a particu-
lar activity.

Complex movement as situational adaptation

This final discourse suggests that certain movement situations are complex because the required
response is not known to the learner in advance. In other words, learners need to adapt their
responses as the activity proceeds. Several teachers drew on the idea of problem solving to develop
this kind complexity. Often the notion of cooperative work appeared in examples of this discourse.
Nadine for example, suggested that:

When they should solve a problem, a station for instance, when you are about to clear an obstacle without
touching things and… you get to help each other. That can be complex. And it becomes more or less complex
depending on your role in the group.

The situation provides complexity since the solution is not known, but it is not a blanket complexity
that all students will experience consistently. Nadine notes that complexity remains in part depen-
dent on the learner, not as a function of perceived difficulty but as a function of the learner’s involve-
ment with the task.

Ball games were frequently used as examples of situations in which required responses were
unknown. The teachers referred to ball games as always changing, and suggested that the students
needed to show their readiness to meet different scenarios on the playing field. As in the problem-
solving description, the students adapt their movements to game situations and it is within this adap-
tation the complexity lies. Linda stated:

…And it’s very complex from just being one against one, to pass the ball, to being five players on the court
where I need to relate to the court’s surface. Where should I be positioning myself in order to get open, for
example, becomes a very complex situation.

In this case, the cooperative and competitive characteristics of the game provide complexity because
the learner’s movement response needs to be ‘correct’ in relation to the responses of all the other
players. Further, the more players involved, the more complex the situation becomes.

This discourse involves the idea that complexity is related to certain responses students should do
in relation to specific predefined situations. It also provides a kind of spectrum of complexity in that
movements can become increasingly complex when more variables are added. Jogging on a running
track for instance could be described as less complex than running in a forest since it involves less
situational adaptation.

Discussion

While there are a number of points that can be raised about these results, we would like to develop
our discussion around three issues we see as particularly relevant to existing scholarship. They con-
cern: (1) connections between the identified discourses, disciplinary perspectives on movement, and
curriculum; (2) the ways in which understandings of knowledge and assessment are embedded in
teachers’ transformation of policy to practice, and; (3) the support the results provide for under-
standing and researching the policy-practice relationship as a matter of policy enactment rather
than a linear and hierarchical process of policy implementation.

We would like to begin by noting that the discourses drawn on by the teachers in their transform-
ation of policy to practice have moderate levels of intertextuality with both existing scholarship on
movement and movement complexity, and the Swedish curriculum. The idea that complex
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movement is context-dependent and involves reacting, responding and adapting to (changing)
environments is prevalent across the different textual fields. The teachers’ references to situational
adaptation were entirely congruent for example, with research that suggests that complexity is con-
cerned with decision making in dynamic contexts (Chow et al. 2007; Drost and Todorovich 2013).
The Swedish curriculum also states that pupils will be able to ‘vary and adapt their movements to
some extent to activities and context’ in order to achieve an ‘E’ in year nine (Skolverket 2011).

This correspondence is not surprising. Despite research indicating the presence of wide gaps
between policy and practice (e.g. Thorburn and Collins 2003; Thorburn 2007), we would expect
to find areas of agreement. What deserves attention is why consensus gathers around this particular
theme. Our discourse analytic reading is that because ‘dynamic contexts’ is often used synonymously
with ‘sport and game contexts’ (Janemalm, Quennerstedt, and Barker 2019), the teachers’ deploy-
ment of this specific discourse represents a reproduction of a comprehensive ‘physical education
as sport and games’ discourse. In Fairclough’s (1995) terms, the teachers’ use of this discourse to
explain complex movements is a mark of continuity and stability for the school subject. In this
respect, the results provide insight into how physical education reproduces itself as (predominantly)
team sports and games (see Kirk 2010). We can see for example, that when new terms such as ‘com-
plex movement’ are introduced into curricula, there is potential for discursive development and
change. That change is largely absent in our results suggests that complex movement has been suc-
cessfully integrated within the existing logic of the school subject and shaped by the power relations
at work in the policy context (Ball et al. 2012).

There are of course multiple discourses that contribute to the idea of physical education that is
presented in official curricula – it is not only ‘sport and games’ (see Leahy, O’Flynn, and Wright
2013). We would propose that complex movement as ‘experienced by individuals as difficult’ and
as ‘being made up of smaller sub-movements’ are intertextually related to other discourses within
the field of physical education: the first fits with a student-centeredness discourse (Leahy, O’Flynn,
and Wright 2013) while the second fits with a fundamental movement discourse the distinguishes
between basic and advanced ways of moving (e.g. Rukavina and Jeansonne 2009).

The discourse deployed in the Swedish curriculum (see Janemalm, Quennerstedt, and Barker
2019) but least developed in the teachers’ accounts however, relates to knowledge. The curriculum
suggests that it is the combination of knowledge and understanding that makes movement complex
(Skolverket 2011), a logic rehearsed by scholars who propose that reflection and problem solving are
vital aspects of moving in complex ways (Avery and Rettig 2015; Chow et al. 2007). For us, the Swed-
ish curriculum’s introduction of complex movement can be seen as an interdiscursive event (Fair-
clough 1992) and an invitation for practitioners to form new discursive possibilities: namely new
ways to think about and practice knowledge in movement. That the teachers had difficulties impli-
cating knowledge in their explanations suggests a tension or lack of textual fit between knowing on
the one hand and moving in physical education on the other. This difficulty is in line with Redelius
et al’s claims that some Swedish PE teachers find it challenging to articulate learning objectives in
general and that ‘throughout history, physical education has been regarded as a “practical” subject,
with a focus on doing’ (2015, 641, emphasis in the original). Indeed, given the subject’s history, it is
unsurprising that complex movement has become a pedagogical sticking point. It is easy to imagine
teachers’ frustration with complex movement when issues of movement and knowledge become
entwined with demands for assessment and grading and where there is an expectation from school
authorities, parents and students of national equivalence (Svennberg, Meckbach, and Redelius 2014).

One interpretation of the results is that knowing – and therefore the assessment of knowledge – is
still often framed as an aspect related to the mind rather than the body (or mind and body – see
Nyberg [2014] for a discussion of movement as a form of practical knowledge). This explanation
closely resembles Thorburn’s (2007) observations made more than a decade ago. Our sense is
that discrepancies between dualistic and holistic approaches to physical education are at the root
of a number of debates within the field, debates which continue to transcend national boundaries.
In terms of a way out of recurrent discussions, what appears necessary is the combination of
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discourses in new ways. Here we can be quite explicit: the field of physical education needs to
develop ways to combine discourses of knowing and moving in ways such that it is possible to
‘think’ of movement as being knowledgeable (see also Nyberg 2015). Such ways of thinking and act-
ing could open up opportunities for evaluating and assessing the knowledgeability of moving.

Finally, the data provide support for policy-practice relationships to be understood by research-
ers and practitioners, as a matter of policy enactment rather than a linear and hierarchical process
of implementation (Penney 2013). The consistencies and inconsistencies between teachers and
curriculum identified in this investigation suggest that terms like ‘transfer’, ‘translate’, ‘implement’
and even ‘transform’ (at least when used in a linear and one directional way) fail to adequately
describe how teachers work with policy in physical education (see also Ball et al. 2012). Our
sense is that teachers’ frustration around complex movement (Janemalm, Quennerstedt, and Bar-
ker 2019) – at least in part – arises precisely from the common sense belief that policy should be
transferred, translated or be ‘faithfully implemented’ uni-directionally to practice (see Alfrey,
O’Connor, and Jeanes 2017). This belief discourages teachers from developing their own pedago-
gical practices but simultaneously ties them to policy statements that are flexible and contestable.
Policy enactment suggests a different relationship in which teachers interpret and accomplish cur-
ricula in the enactment process. It would seem however, that such an approach would need to be
communicated to teachers as well as educational policy organizations. Indeed, the convergence
and divergence of teachers’ deployment of discourses with curriculum and movement scholarship
and the confusion that has arisen around this issue suggests that open discussions of policy and
practice, whether they concern complex movement or any other aspect of physical education,
need to take place. Such discussions need to be structured and well supported with time and
resources, and would in our view, alleviate concerns and allow teachers to get on with the business
of teaching as a matter of policy enactment.

Conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to investigate how physical education teachers in Sweden describe
their enactment of policy regarding the concept ‘complex movement’, which features in the latest
curriculum. Through a discourse analytic approach, we have demonstrated how experienced PE
teachers describe complex movement as: (i) movement that individual students find difficult to
perform, (ii) composite movements that are made up of smaller sub-movements, and as, (iii)
movements that require context-specific adaptation. Against a background of curriculum theoreti-
cal scholarship, we have suggested that: (i) situational adaptation is a key way of making sense of
complex movement, and one that is closely linked to traditional views of physical education as
sport and games; (ii) references to knowledge that are present in curriculum formulations are lar-
gely missing from teachers’ descriptions of complex movement; and (iii) teachers’ dissatisfaction
with complex movement as a curricular term is closely related to the notion that curricular con-
cepts should be implemented, transferred or translated. This dissatisfaction becomes particularly
acute in assessment and grading contexts. We proposed that the notion of curriculum enactment,
which has been discussed for some time now in education and physical education scholarship
could be a way to move beyond some of the concerns that arise with the introduction of new
policy.

Notes

1. In many cases, complex tends to suggest that the context is dynamic and changing. This understanding of com-
plexity leads to the term being associated with games and sports (see e.g. Drost and Todorovich 2013; Overdorf
and Coker 2013). References to decision-making and tactical understanding are also made when this approach
to complexity is adopted (Avery and Rettig 2015; Chow et al. 2007).

2. See https://www.skolverket.se/kompetens-och-fortbildning/larare/karriartjanster-for-larare for more details on
‘first teachers’.
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