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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this integrative review of research is to contribute to
knowledge about the relation between teaching physical education
(PE) and discourses of body weight. The review consists of
summarising and synthesising features focusing on how
discourses on the relation between teaching PE and body weight
in scientific literature in different ways shape the idea of the role
of PE. The results of the review reveal that the purposes, content,
and forms for teaching PE constitute three discourses of teaching
PE in relation to body weight: (i) a risk discourse, (ii) a critical
obesity discourse, and (iii) a pluralistic discourse. From these
discourses, five different roles of PE are identified; (i) Solving
obesity and inactivity, (ii) Including overweight pupils, (iii)
Rejecting an obesity epidemic, (iv) Supporting and understanding
overweight pupils, and (v) Transforming PE in relation to a
plurality of perspectives on body weight. As a consequence, we
urge practitioners to take a reflective distance towards the
purpose, content, and the pedagogies they are employing in
relation to discourses on body weight in order to make informed
decisions regarding PE curricula.
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Introduction

Obesity is often presented as one of the greatest contemporary threats to global public
health, and an alarming discourse about the ‘obesity epidemic’ or ‘obesity crisis’, perme-
ates health research and public debate (e.g. Demetriou, Gillison, & McKenzie, 2017;
McKenzie & Lounsbery, 2014; Wolfenden, Ezzati, Larijani, & Dietz, 2019). The World
Health Organisation further positions obesity and being overweight as one of the
more severe risk factors for a number of diseases. The prevalence of obesity in children
is considered a major health threat with strong concerns that it will cause serious health
problems throughout life (Lee & Yoon, 2018). Hence, there are convincing suggestions
for interventions in school and in after school programs (Demetriou et al., 2017;
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Kahan & McKenzie, 2015; Nerud & Steiner, 2019). On the other hand, this crisis dis-
course problematises people’s bodies and projects ‘slim and slender’ as the way to be
healthy. The slim, fit, and active body has become normalised while other kinds of
bodies are framed as aberrant or deviant (Gard & Wright, 2001; Pluim & Gard, 2016;
Powell & Fitzpatrick, 2015; Rich, De Pian, & Francombe-Webb, 2015). Evans, Rich,
Davies, and Allwood (2008, p. 13) go so far as to suggest that the obesity discourse
now serves as a ‘framework of thought, talk and action concerning the body in which
‘weight’ is privileged not only as a primary determinant but as a manifest index of well-
being surpassing all antecedent and contingent dimensions of health’.

A number of scholars have further proposed that schools, and specifically the school
subject physical education (PE), has an important role to play in the curriculum in miti-
gating the ‘obesity epidemic’ (e.g. Kahan & McKenzie, 2015; McKenzie & Lounsbery,
2014; Pate, O’Neill, & McIver, 2011). Educational resources, programs and special teach-
ing strategies have been developed in many countries in attempts to encourage children
and young people to certain physical practices that either prevent or reduce the risk of
overweightness and obesity (Cale, Harris, & Chen, 2014; Pluim & Gard, 2016).
However, it has also been argued that the strong emphasis on body size and weight in
the curriculum that follows from an obesity focus also excludes other ways of doing
PE and that these obesity discourses are refracted through the cultural context and
national curricula of PE in each particular country (e.g. Barker, Quennerstedt, Johansson,
& Korp, 2020; Powell & Fitzpatrick, 2015; Webb & Quennerstedt, 2010).

According to Tinning (2015), physical educators in many countries have in a sense
joined the ‘war on obesity’ and the eradication of fat bodies has become the primary
goal. At the same time, the uncritical acceptance of obesity discourses in PE runs
counter to the ambition to promote health and wellbeing among all children and
young people (Evans et al., 2008). Stigmatisation and discrimination on the basis of
weight is prevalent within schools, and research suggests that oppressive ‘fat-phobic’ dis-
courses are rife within PE (e.g. Lynagh, Cliff, & Morgan, 2015; Pausé, 2019; Sykes &
McPhail, 2008). Young people are suffering from all kinds of body anxieties (Walseth
& Tidslevold, 2020) and research further suggests that physical educators are the most
important factor for making PE experiences positive for all (Doolittle, Rukavina, Li,
Manson, & Beale, 2016). At the same time, other studies suggest that teachers who
should be helping young people are actually contributing to body anxieties (e.g. Evans
et al., 2008). There is consequently an urgent need to consider the work of physical edu-
cators in relation to discourses on obesity and thus the health and wellbeing of children in
school. An important contribution to this discussion is a review and synthesis of current
research offering potential ways forward. The overall purpose of our integrative review is
accordingly to contribute to knowledge about the relation between teaching PE and dis-
courses of body weight. Our specific aim is to identify how discourses on the relation
between teaching PE and body weight in scientific literature in different ways shape
the idea of the role of PE.

Method

In this study, an integrative review of research was performed to specifically explore the
relation between teaching PE and discourses of body weight (Andrews & Harlen, 2006;
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Cornelius-White, 2007; Greenhalgh et al., 2005; Marston & King, 2006). An integrative
review is a broad review method with the potential to examine different aspects of
research on a particular topic (Whittemore, 2005). Integrative reviews can consist of
quantitative and qualitative empirical papers, conceptual papers, practitioner-based
papers, policy documents as well as theoretical literature. They include summarising
as well as synthesising features involving, as Quennerstedt (2011) argues:

… produc[ing] knowledge that reaches beyond the sum of its parts […]. Individual studies
are thus combined and integrated to a whole, bringing themes and concepts together to
make new concepts and theoretical insights possible. (p. 663)

The searches in the review were initially performed in January and February 2019 in
the full-text databases ERIC, EBSCO and Sociological abstracts. Additional searches were
made in February 2020 in order to complement our initial searches. These specific data-
bases were selected since our ambition was to focus on educational and pedagogical lit-
erature. The search strategy combined search terms relevant to the specific aim of our
investigation and involved academic journal articles as defined by each database pub-
lished between 1999 and 2020, which provides a 21-year reviewing period. The time
frame was chosen because we wanted a contemporary picture of the field. In our
initial searches, the first papers addressing this issue appeared in 2001 and most
papers in the final sample appeared after 2010 (Table 1).

We are aware of the limitations of this study, occasioned by the sole use of keywords in
the English language. There is consequently no comprehensive claim for the review, and
the results of the study reflect the relation in countries publishing research in English.

Inclusion/exclusion criteria were as follows: (i) published between 1999 and 2020; (ii)
published in an academic journal as defined by each database; (iii) focuses on PE in
school as a pedagogical practice; (iv) involves the teaching of PE or PE practice including
teachers as well as pupils’ voices. Regarding this last criterion, articles focusing on specific
obesity prevention programs, physical activity interventions, energy balance, physical
activity or food habits, measurement of physical activity levels, BMI or overweight,
and studies outside of school or in universities were excluded. We also excluded
studies on parents or young people’s experiences, perceptions or perspectives on over-
weight that were not related to education, or studies on overweight young people in
general (outside of school contexts). A first reading of the online abstracts of all articles
in the searches using the inclusion and exclusion criteria resulted in 36 articles. Further,
by means of so-called snowballing, the reference lists of included articles were examined
for additional articles within our inclusion criteria since search criteria rarely reveal all
relevant literature (Streeton, Cooke, & Campbell, 2004). The final sample consists of
45 articles (see Appendix A).

Table 1. Search terms and number of articles.
Search terms Number of articles

‘physical education’ (in abstract) AND obesity AND school (whole document) 189
‘physical education’ (in abstract) AND overweight (whole document) 118
‘physical education’ (in abstract) AND fat OR fatness (whole document) 80
‘physical education’ (in abstract) AND obesity AND body (whole document) 91
‘physical education’ (in abstract) AND obesity AND teaching (whole document) 69
‘physical education’ (in abstract) AND body AND stigma* (whole document) 4
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Of the 45 articles in the sample, 19 were from USA, eight from Australia, seven from
UK, six from New Zealand/Aotearoa, two from Canada, one each from Spain and
Sweden, and one comparative study from Canada/Scotland. The foci of the articles
were; theoretical or practitioner-based arguments about obesity and PE (n = 15), empiri-
cal studies on; pupils (n = 10), PE teachers (n = 9), PETE-students (n = 4), young women
(n = 2), policy (n = 2), plus one on early childhood education, an auto ethnography, and
the presentation of a theoretical model.

The analysis was made in two distinct steps. In the first step, we engaged in what
Culler (1992) calls understanding. This involves clarifying what the texts say about the
relation between teaching PE and discourses of body weight. Culler argues that this is
an analytical strategy where the researcher asks questions that the texts ‘insists on’.
Our analytical question in the first step has been: how does the text construct the relation
between teaching PE and discourses on body weight in terms of purpose, content and
form (why, what and how)? This builds on Quennerstedt and Larsson’s (2015) claim
of the importance of:

…what, how and why, in terms of what and how teachers teach, what and how students
learn and why this content or teaching is taught or learned. (Quennerstedt & Larsson,
2015, p. 567)

Figure 1. Purposes, content and form of teaching PE in relation to discourses of body weight and roles
of PE.
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Here, themes that describe the relation are identified through distinguishing distinctly
different logics regarding purpose and as a consequence content and form. This approach
to analysis is supported by Quennerstedt’s (2019) contention that ‘the question of why
gives education [what and how] its direction’ (p. 617). These themes are presented in
Figure 1. Taking the results of the first step as a starting point, the second step of the
analysis – the synthesis (Greenhalgh et al., 2005; Quennerstedt, 2011), or what Culler
(1992) calls overstanding – consists of a reading where we compare the themes in step
one with other possible ways to explore the literature. This step involves asking questions
about what is taken for granted in the text in order to reformulate the relation using dis-
course analytical strategies (Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates, 2001). In an institutional practice
like PE, certain specific actions structure a field of possible actions, and these actions
form patterns and regularities. By applying discourse analytical strategies, a better under-
standing of patterns in an institutional practice can be acquired. In this step, two analyti-
cal questions are used to identify patterns: (i) What discourses do teaching PE build on in
relation to body weight? (ii) What is the role of PE in relation to the identified discourses?

The synthesis is thus a shift between understanding and overstanding in terms of what
the themes do in relation to PE practice and what is taken for granted regarding the role
of PE in relation to body weight. In this way, we can bring research together and say
something new about what happens in the nexus between discourses on body weight
and the teaching practices in PE.

Results

In the first step of the analysis two major purposes (the question of why) were identified;
two corresponding aspects of content (the question of what) were identified; and six
forms for teaching PE (the question of how) were identified (see Figure 1).

In the second step, our synthesis revealed that the purposes, content, and forms for
teaching PE in different ways constitute three discourses of teaching PE in relation to
body weight through the patterns of actions and practices described: (i) a risk discourse,
(ii) a critical obesity discourse, and (iii) a pluralistic discourse. From these discourses five
different roles of PE are identified; (i) Solving obesity and inactivity, (ii) Including over-
weight pupils, (iii) Rejecting an obesity epidemic, (iv) Supporting and understanding
overweight pupils, and (v) Transforming PE in relation to a plurality of perspectives
on body weight (see Figure 1). It is the results of this second phase of analysis that we
concentrate on below. Importantly, the different roles of PE are sometimes overlapping
and identified within one and the same article. Further, references are provided through-
out the results as examples rather than in an exhaustive manner1 (for all articles used see
Appendix A).

What discourses does teaching PE build on in relation to body weight?

A risk discourse

The risk discourse regarding the relation between teaching PE and body weight is clearly
embedded within wider discourses on risk and obesity in society (e.g. Kahan & McKen-
zie, 2015; McKenzie & Lounsbery, 2014; Pate et al., 2011). Within the risk discourse, the
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purpose of teaching becomes preventing and treating obesity. PE is almost exclusively
about increasing physical activity during PE lessons. Teaching should thereby help over-
weight students to reduce sedentary behaviours in general and in the long term, create
physically active adults (Gard & Wright, 2001; Prusak et al., 2011; Stewart & Webster,
2018; Tingstrom, 2015; Varea & Underwood, 2016; Wrynn, 2011). From this perspective,
PE is put forward as a public health tool (Gard & Wright, 2011; Prusak et al., 2011) and
PE teachers are frequently positioned as the frontline in the ‘battle’ against childhood
obesity (Tingstrom, 2015; Wrynn, 2011).

Within the risk discourse, content becomes physical activity and knowledge about
healthy diets (Gray et al., 2018). This content primarily concerns doing physical activity
here and now. However, the content sometimes involves offering life-long activities and
hence leading students in a ‘right’ direction (Greenleaf & Weiller, 2005; Varea & Under-
wood, 2016). Content within the risk discourse can also concern nutrition and weight
control knowledge (Butz, 2018; Petherick, 2013), and knowledge about fitness and
fitness tests (Petherick, 2013).

Regarding the form for teaching PE, the risk discourse mainly involves providing
opportunity for physical activity at a certain intensity level i.e. moderate to vigorous
physical activity (MVPA). Behaviour modification and thus changing students’ attitudes
and behaviours is another prominent feature of the risk discourse related to physical
activity (Gard, 2011; Pringle & Pringle, 2012). This is done through coaching students
towards correct behaviours (Prusak et al., 2011; Varea & Underwood, 2016), using out-
sourced physical activity programs, self-surveillance, or through introducing weight
management strategies (Petrie & Clarkin-Phillips, 2018; Varea & Underwood, 2016).

The discourse also involves creating supportive environments as well as role model-
ling. Creating supportive environments involves encouraging effort and reducing
obstacles to participation (Rukavina & Doolittle, 2016) including choices, working
with ability groups, and avoiding activities that emphasise weight (Li & Rukavina,
2012). Role modelling is about teachers setting a good healthy example, where teachers
should for example, be physically active, fit and not eat junk food (Cliff & Wright, 2010;
Martinez-López et al., 2017).

A critical obesity discourse

The critical obesity discourse frames the purpose of PE as encouraging all children to
engage in meaningful PE and physical activity. Within the discourse, PE is about criti-
quing hegemonic obesity discourses in society and avoiding stigmatising practices.

In terms of content, the discourse points to the social skills and critical knowledge pupils
need to navigate and critique wider discourses of overweight and obesity (Doolittle et al.,
2016; Powell & Fitzpatrick, 2015; Pringle & Pringle, 2012). The form of teaching relates to
offering opportunities for critical inquiry into discourses of body weight through challen-
ging, negotiating or deconstructing obesity discourses in PE practice (Pringle & Pringle,
2012). Teaching is about helping students to adopt a critical attitude and counteracting
‘obesogenic’ practices in PE and in school (Cale & Harris, 2013). Measuring and weighing
students in PE is framed as an explicit manifestation of fat-phobia (Sykes &McPhail, 2008)
and it is argued that all practices where size or weight is foregrounded should be avoided.
Pringle and Pringle (2012) further argue that PE teachers should practice critical thinking
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in their classes instead of telling students ‘how, when and why to move’ (p. 153). Critical
pedagogies have been highlighted as a way to challenge discourses where ‘young people are
prompted to interrogate arguments and evidence around overweight and the exercise =
slenderness = health triplex’ (Kirk, 2006, p. 130).

A pluralistic discourse

The purpose of the pluralistic discourse is to engage all children fully in meaningful PE in
order to ensure that they can engage fully and safely in relation to a plurality of perspec-
tives on body weight. In this discourse, care is central. Obesity discourses are acknowl-
edged in statements like: ‘all children including overweight children’ (Cale & Harris,
2013), and by emphasising that, promoting the health and wellbeing of all children is
important in PE, not only preventative efforts for overweight children.

Regarding content, activities promoting inclusion, participation, engagement and
positive experiences for all students are promoted (Cale & Harris, 2013; Rukavina &
Doolittle, 2016). At the same time, some authors suggest that certain content in relation
to certain sports should be omitted by the teachers since content like team games, com-
petitions, and fitness comparisons exclude overweight children from participation in PE.
Much content is in this sense presented as potentially harmful (Sykes & McPhail, 2008).

Within the discourse, different ways of creating supportive environments for over-
weight students are further highlighted. Teaching strategies related to caring for over-
weight students’ wellbeing and adapting activities are frequently proposed (Li et al.,
2017; Rukavina & Doolittle, 2016; Tingstrom, 2015). Different strategies of inclusion
are used to reduce obstacles to participation, ensure a positive class climate, and
provide a safe and positive experience (Cliff & Wright, 2010; Doolittle et al., 2016; Li
et al., 2017; Rukavina & Doolittle, 2016; Rukavina et al., 2015; Stewart & Webster, 2018).

In creating supportive environments, some teachers try to celebrate overweight stu-
dents’ strengths and skills (Rukavina & Doolittle, 2016) while others try to treat over-
weight students in the same way as others thus avoid labelling (Li et al., 2012;
Rukavina & Doolittle, 2016). Other supportive teaching strategies include providing
pupils’ choice of activities and individual differentiation. With respect to differentiation,
a frequent claim is that a one size fits all PE approach does not work inclusively because
overweight students have individual differences.

Another aspect of how to teach is, as in the critical obesity discourse, offering oppor-
tunities for critical inquiry through challenging and negotiating obesity discourses in PE
practice (Pringle & Pringle, 2012). Teaching in relation to body weight becomes about
offering opportunities for exploring issues of body weight and, as in the critical discourse,
measuring and weighing students is seen as something to avoid, or at least, critique (Cale
& Harris, 2013; Sykes & McPhail, 2008).

What is the role of PE in relation to discourses on body weight?

We have presented three discourses and the purpose, content and form of PE lessons that
emerge within these discourses. Now we turn our attention to the comprehensive role of
PE as a school subject that arises as a consequence from these discourses (see Figure 1).
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Solving

A central role for PE framed by the risk discourse concerns ‘solving’ issues in society
related to obesity. Here, a strong deficit-oriented risk discourse that builds on an
energy in/energy out rationale intersects with the idea of PE. Childhood obesity and
high levels of inactivity are positioned as one of the main health problems in society
(Martínez-López et al., 2017) and young people are positioned as problematic (Petrie
& Clarkin-Phillips, 2018):

The high rates of overweight and obesity have become a major public health concern…
[and]… school physical education (PE) programs can play an important role in influencing
the PA levels of students and should be seen as a valuable resource in the fight against over-
weight and obesity (Stewart & Webster, 2018, p. 30–31).

It is acknowledged that people may have different causes for being overweight but
there is only really one combination of actions that can reduce obesity – eat less, and
exercise more ‘so you don’t get fat’ (Lee & Macdonald, 2010, p. 208). By targeting inac-
tivity on a societal or individual level, the problem of obesity can be solved.

From this perspective, schools are seen as ideal settings to address eating habits, weight
control and physical activity promotion (Li & Rukavina, 2012; Martínez-López et al.,
2017). Expert knowledge is derived from the field of biomedicine to combat the negative
effects of obesity. The role of PE should as a consequence be to increase pupils’ physical
activity at a moderate to vigorous level which will allow them to expend energy, and
coach pupils in the ‘right’ direction (Gard & Wright, 2001; Varea & Underwood, 2016):

Physical education has two main mechanisms for getting overweight students to ‘go healthy’
and make the choice to be more active. The first mechanism is for K-12 educators to use
their lesson time effectively to promote more moderate-to-vigorous physical activity
(MVPA). The second mechanism is to make the physical education experience sufficiently
motivating for overweight students to choose to be active outside of lesson time. (Wallhead,
2007, p. 26)

It is taken for granted that PE participation done correctly makes students lose weight
(Fitzpatrick, 2011) and the quality of PE lies in heart rate elevation and calorie expendi-
ture (Gard, 2011). The focus of PE thus shifts to burning calories (Clark, 2018; Wiltshire
et al., 2017) and the teaching of physical activity according to Powell and Fitzpatrick
(2015) becomes a weight management strategy. Solutions also involve developing
motor competence, which should lead to more physical activity, which in turn is likely
to lead to health-related fitness not seldom measured as BMI (Wrynn, 2011).

PE teachers in some studies agree that poor eating habits, sedentary lifestyles and
excess calorie consumption to a large extent contribute to overweight (Greenleaf &
Weiller, 2005), and weight, as the issue to be solved, is often constructed as a responsi-
bility of the individual or a result of the immediate context (i.e. either personal or famil-
ial). From this follows that individual actions alone can lead to health benefits (Welsh &
Wright, 2011). That overweight students are a problem to be addressed in PE is taken for
granted (Rukavina & Doolittle, 2016), and body weight is therefore something that PE
should focus on as a way of getting pupils to understand their responsibilities (Gard &
Wright, 2001; Varea & Underwood, 2016; Welsh & Wright, 2011). Teachers are as a
consequence:
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… urged to get students more active during school time, to encourage students to avoid the
so-called ‘bad’ foods, to check student lunch boxes and educate students so that they are
aware of the health risks of obesity. (Pringle & Pringle, 2012, p. 150–51)

There is accordingly an expectation on teachers to make young people physically
active, making them responsible for their activity and thus playing a role in solving
obesity and inactivity.

Including

Within the risk discourse, there is also a more educational and action-oriented view of
the role of PE. This view frames the purpose of PE as preventing obesity but criticises
fat-phobic practices, which lead to teasing and exclusion. This line of research suggests
that being obese has negative consequences such as heart disease, type II diabetes and
joint problems, taking epidemiological and medical research at face value. It also
acknowledges, however, that fat pupils experience stigmatisation and exclusion in PE
practice. The role of PE here takes a clear critical position towards fat-phobia that is
occurring ‘at every corner of the gym’ (Li & Rukavina, 2012, p. 312; see also Li & Ruka-
vina, 2012; Lynagh et al., 2015; Trout & Graber, 2009). It is argued that PE does a poor job
of including overweight students (Rukavina et al., 2015) where teachers show implicit
anti-fat attitudes and adhere to an ideology of blame i.e. that individuals are responsible
for their weight and its negative consequences (Grenleaf & Weiller, 2005).

This line of research argues that PE must abandon a one size fits all approach (Ruka-
vina & Doolittle, 2016), and instead look at inclusive or adapted practices with an empha-
sis on life-long activities and supportive environments:

Teachers need to understand that overweight students have unique characteristics that make
participation in a stereotypical ‘one size fits all’ physical education program challenging (Li
& Rukavina, 2012, p. 575)

Here, it is suggested that physical educators in the role of including should provide
differentiated instruction, give choice to pupils, encourage effort, focus on learning,
maintain an inclusive environment, and avoid spot-lighting (Rukavina et al., 2015). Indi-
vidualisation to fit overweight students’ needs is highlighted as essential (Rukavina et al.,
2015). Even if obesity is emphasised as an urgent problem, the development of strategies
to include overweight and obese students is superior to activity here and now (Li et al.,
2017). Instead, the focus is on positive experiences and making physical activity enjoy-
able. It is accordingly about including individuals. At the same time, teachers expect
‘normal’ weight students to perform better (Tingstrom, 2015), and that overweight stu-
dents ‘who were unmotivated, non-compliant, reluctant to try, or showed their dislike of
PE’ (Li et al., 2012, p. 131) were of most concern for teachers. Physical educators accord-
ingly also have a professional responsibility to educate pupils about being physically
active, eating well and maintaining a healthy weight.

Rejecting

The role of rejecting is about denying the idea of what has been called an obesity epi-
demic in the first place and there is a strong critique of the consequences of healthism,
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obesity discourses, fat-phobic norms, and dominant body ideals in society and the media
(Gard, 2011; Gard & Wright, 2001; Gray et al., 2018; Rich et al., 2015). The role of PE is
thus to reject obesity as something to be addressed within PE.

The social construction of the obesity epidemic is considered as a moral panic which is
itself harmful (Pringle & Pringle, 2012) since anti-fat attitudes become prevalent and
overweight people are stigmatised and discriminated against (Cale & Harris, 2013; Gren-
leaf &Weiller, 2005; Tingstrom, 2015). A role of PE becomes critiquing the risk discourse
which ‘ … perpetuate[s] current and growing biases and prejudicial beliefs concerning
the overweight and obese, namely that they are weak willed, gluttonous, lazy, ugly,
awkward, bad, stupid and worthless’ (Cale & Harris, 2013, p. 441). The argument is
thus that obesity is claimed to be a problem rather than being a problem (Wrynn,
2011), and research suggests that in general, the obesity discourse is a normalising dis-
course that marginalises and excludes. It is also a moralising discourse that results in
guilt, shame and embarrassment and leads to heightened self-surveillance and
monitoring:

If we focus on the practice of weighing and measuring as just one example, not only is this
likely to be embarrassing and humiliating for many young people, but it is not necessary to
measure an obese child, or indeed any individual for that matter, to tell them something that
they already know and, more importantly, no child needs to be measured to be helped to
enjoy being physically active (Cale & Harris, 2013, p. 441).

Part of the argument is that body weight becomes a responsibility for all even if it
potentially is a problem for a few (Gard & Wright, 2001), and this ‘rejecting’ role
takes a strong oppositional position towards a purpose of PE being preventing and treat-
ing obesity. Research points at studies revealing that an implicit anti-fat bias is institutio-
nalised in PE practice (Cliff & Wright, 2010; Lynagh et al., 2015) and the practice of
measuring and weighing students in PE in the name of health is considered an explicit
manifestation of fat-phobia (Sykes & McPhail, 2008). It is argued that teaching about
how to avoid being fat prevails (Cliff & Wright, 2010; Powell & Fitzpatrick, 2015; Ruka-
vina & Doolittle, 2016) and that a fat-phobic attitude is constantly negotiated by over-
weight students in PE (Sykes & McPhail, 2008):

Team games were a particularly tormenting part of physical education for several people we
interviewed. For these fat students, team games seem like nothing more than ‘school-sanc-
tioned bullying’. (Sykes & McPhail, 2008, p. 78)

Instead this research argues that physical educators should completely refrain from
harmful practices like focusing on losing weight, weighing children, inspecting lunch
boxes, issuing health report cards, fitness testing, or fat clubs for overweight kids in
the name of an alleged ‘obesity epidemic’ (Gard &Wright, 2001; Sykes & McPhail, 2008).

Supporting

In the supporting role of PE, body weight is recognised as an issue for many people in
their daily lives. In this case, however, weight and in particular overweight is not exclu-
sively considered as a medical risk as in the risk discourse but as a social construction
with real consequences (Wrynn, 2011). The supporting role is embedded within a plur-
alistic discourse where multiple truths about body weight as health issues are put
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forward. There is no certainty about the consequences of obesity and different shapes and
sizes can accordingly be desirable as ideal or healthy bodies (Gray et al., 2018). Support-
ing PE takes a starting point in trying to understand the different experiences of over-
weight people in different social and cultural contexts. Fat-friendly and fat-positive
pedagogies are proposed with the ambition to advocate physical activity and movement
as enjoyable and ‘good for you’, as the following example from the USA shows:

… standards-based PE will benefit students who are overweight or obese in that it creates a
safe, inclusive learning environment that helps to support confidence and motivation in PA
participation […] These strategies will promote positive interactions between students who
are overweight or obese with their peers, thus targeting perceived interpersonal and
environmental barriers. (Stewart & Webster, 2018, p. 31)

The role of supporting suggests that trying to solve obesity problems by reducing the
weight of pupils has clear negative consequences such as depression, low self-esteem,
poor body image, maladaptive eating disorders, and exercise avoidance. Instead, the first
priority of professional practice is to ‘do no harm’, and physical educators break that rule
when they try to reduce the weight of their pupils. Research suggests that overweight stu-
dents experience negative prejudice often related to social comparison, and weight-
related teasing is reported in PE settings (e.g. Cale & Harris, 2013; Li & Rukavina, 2012).
These experiences disengage overweight pupils from movement (Li & Rukavina, 2012).
The role presented is thus to stop trying to reduce the weight of pupils and instead try to
support young people as they try to navigate the plethora of issues surrounding weight:

We contend that ‘every child of every size matters’ and can benefit from regular engagement
in physical education and physical activity and furthermore that, as a profession, we have a
responsibility to provide all young people, of all sizes, with meaningful, relevant and positive
physical education and physical activity experiences. (Cale & Harris, 2013, p. 433)

These various experiences are taken as a starting point for how to support pupils in PE,
and the question of movement and physical activity is shifted from here and now to
enjoying movement in a life-long perspective. However, in contrast to the including
role, obesity is not taken at face value and the content of PE is not taken for granted
as necessarily being about physical activity, sport and prevention of sedentary
behaviours.

Transforming

The role of transforming is both related to a pluralistic discourse and a critical obesity
discourse. Within a critical obesity discourse, the role of PE is to develop knowledge
in order to be able to unpack the surveillance, disciplining and regulation that occur
as a consequence of the obesity epidemic. In a sense, it is about transforming peoples’
views and freeing them from the obesity discourse through critical inquiry. A few
papers are further identified in a pluralistic discourse where the pedagogical conse-
quences of different discourses are embraced and where multiple truths about both
health and the value of different body shapes and body sizes are considered (e.g. Cale
& Harris, 2013; Landi, 2018; Powell & Fitzpatrick, 2015; Rich et al., 2015):

Instead of reproducing obesity discourses through fitness lessons, teachers might use the
children’s understandings of fitness and fatness as a ‘springboard’ to begin conversations
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about the relationship between fitness and fatness. Instead of asking students to reproduce
supposed ‘correct’ answers about fitness, teachers might instead challenge students ‘to
explore, critique, and reconstruct normative discourses and practices around the body’
(Powell & Fitzpatrick, 2015, p. 481).

Different social factors like social class and gender are highlighted as crucial and the
responsibility for body weight is shifted away from the individual towards social circum-
stances. In contrast to the including role where inclusion was about individuals, it is here
about the inclusion of perspectives. It is recognised that competing discourses on over-
weight create pedagogical tensions. The role of PE is to problematise the function of
different discourses in relation to body weight and thus transforming what PE is
about. It is about educating all pupils, asking all to inquire into weight as an issue in
society. Pupils should accordingly be educated towards negotiating and critically decon-
structing issues of body weight and body form, and ‘ … ‘educational’ benefits could be
gained through a guided process of critical evaluation of the competing obesity dis-
courses’ (Pringle & Pringle, 2012, p. 154). From this perspective, teachers are expected
to traverse dominant health discourses in terms of what it means to be healthy, and build-
ing education on multiple truths of what a healthy body is (Welsh &Wright, 2011). Here
critical pedagogies, social justice education and queer inclusive PE are suggested as ways
forward for alternative body pedagogies where teachers can challenge pupils to critically
reflect on taken for granted notions of body weight in the context of PE. This involves
challenging taken for granted assumptions about ourselves and others as well as
offering opportunities to change oppressive, unfair and unsustainable PE practices in
school and in society (e.g. Cale & Harris, 2013; Kirk, 2006; Landi, 2018; Powell & Fitzpa-
trick, 2015).

Discussion

The overall purpose of this integrative review of research has been to contribute to
knowledge about the relation between teaching PE and discourses of body weight, and
how discourses on the relation in different ways shape the idea of the role of PE. We
have accordingly tried to combine the results and arguments in the included articles
beyond the sum of each paper in order to make new insights possible. In the following
discussion, we will consider the consequences of our synthesis in terms of (i) the role of
PE, (ii) the teaching of PE, and (iii) indications into how we can move beyond the current
tensions between discourses of body weight in PE through a focus on its different roles.
We argue that it is about finding the middle ground where PE teachers can go beyond
taking sides in a polarised debate and instead look towards how PE can be more socially
just for all students.

What is the role of PE in relation to body weight?

This integrative review of research reveals that there are distinct differences in how
research constructs the relation between teaching PE and discourses on body weight
in terms of purpose, content and form (why, what and how). As we have shown, these
purposes, contents, and forms have different consequences for how the role of PE is
accentuated. If an obesity epidemic is taken for granted within a risk discourse, then
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the role of PE is either being part of solving problems related to inactivity, sedentary behav-
iour and being overweight, or negotiating the negative impact of an obesity discourse by
trying to include overweight pupils in PE practice. If on the other hand obesity is taken as
something rather claimed to be a problem, then the roles of PE are about rejecting the issue
all together or critically inquiring into the damaging effects of the obesity discourse. In a
sense, one extreme aims to free pupils from the obesity discourse – in other words, free
them from their social milieus, while the other is trying to emancipate some pupils from
their bodies – in otherwords, from the biological. These two positions are often juxtaposed
in the debate (see Tinning, 2015) and the first is frequently advocated within a US context
while the other often is from scholars in Australia, Canada, New Zealand and UK. Rich
et al. (2015) talk about an ‘impasse’ (p. 2), which might be the case if these two strands
of literature ever met one another. They seldom reference each other and rarely build
on each other’s insights. A third position in this polarised academic conversation is
however withinwhat we identified as a pluralistic discourse wheremultiple truths and per-
spectives about body weight are embraced and even welcomed. Being overweight is here
regarded as a construction but with real consequences within people’s everyday experi-
ences. Issues of weight and form are seen as a mixture of socio-cultural context, genetics
and individual lifestyles. This plurality and complexity is not seldom bracketed in the
two polarised arguments above, and therefore the roles of PE of including, supporting
and transforming often become hidden, roles that when looking at what PE teachers do
in their everyday work has a lot in common.

Teaching PE in relation to body weight

So how can these different roles for PE become useful for PE teachers? As we see it, the
identified roles of PE in relation to discourses of body weight pinpoint various purposes,
content and processes – the why(s), what(s) and how(s) of PE – as more reasonable than
others. The different roles also have consequences for what pupils should learn in PE and
what they should know through participating in PE.

The role of solving means providing as much physical activity engagement as possible
during PE lessons and students are expected to develop knowledge and abilities promot-
ing increased levels of physical activity. The role of including is about teaching PE accord-
ing to its traditions and policy documents while at the same time making sure that
overweight and obese students are included as much as possible in order to counteract
any barriers to physical activity participation. The role of rejecting means to teach so
that body weight and body form does not become an issue at all for PE and thus creating
educational situations where weight is not on the agenda. Supporting is further a role for
PE that is about taking a point of departure in understanding the different experiences of
pupils with different body weight. It is about ‘doing no harm’ and thus supporting pupils
towards meaningful PE participation. Finally, the role of transforming is about changing
both the content of PE to ensure meaningful participation for all students as well as trans-
forming the educational situation where, as Quennerstedt (2019) argues:

… teaching embraces the responsibility of bringing something to the educational situations
that the students have not asked for […]. In this sense, there is a potential to discuss and
design transformative and genuinely pluralistic physical education practices (p. 620).

CURRICULUM STUDIES IN HEALTH AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION 299



It is accordingly not mainly about including or transforming the young people them-
selves but instead including various perspectives to open up different ways of being in the
world.

Moving beyond current tensions?

That research and researchers hold different positions and that as a consequence, there
are different arguments about the role of PE in school is quite reasonable. However, when
research holds incommensurable positions, practitioners, in this case PE teachers, poten-
tially have to take sides between the positions of PE as a public health tool versus PE as
being educative (Quennerstedt, 2019). Even so, our review reveals that the roles of
including, rejecting, supporting and transforming are quite compatible, as long as the
purpose of PE is about the engagement of all children in meaningful PE and not
about preventing or treating obesity. In a sense, this means dissolving rather than
solving the dichotomous positions and thus moving beyond an impossible debate for
the teacher. The pluralistic discourse in this way constitutes a middle ground between
an apparent polarised field of tension in research. Within the pluralistic discourse
where the transforming and supporting roles are already located in research, inclusion
becomes the ambition to include all children in a diversity of practices. It is often with
the overall aim of promoting health and wellbeing, but not taking for granted that chil-
dren’s body weight is the problem. Rejecting becomes a rejection of obesity as the
problem for PE without rejecting the day-to-day experiences of people defined or stigma-
tised by the obesity discourse as overweight and instead critically inquiring into the con-
sequences of the obesity discourse.

Consequently, we would urge teachers to take a reflective distance towards the
purpose, content and the pedagogies they employ in relation to discourses on body
weight in order to make informed decisions regarding the role of PE as well as on the
consequences for their teaching. Here we agree with Quennerstedt (2019) who has
argued that teaching always has to start with deciding on the purpose of education –
the question of why – and then ‘viewing PE practice as open-ended in terms of
different possibilities, different ways of being or diverse opportunities to be for
example healthy, however, these are construed’ (Quennerstedt, 2019, p. 620).

In line with Quennerstedt and our own conclusions above, Cale and Harris (2013)
provide an explicit example in our review of this kind of pluralistic position with
clear practical consequences and advice. They are distinctly straddling and moving
beyond the two sometimes incommensurable positions and suggesting a tenable pos-
ition beyond. They achieve this position by: acknowledging crisis production; providing
statistics with the proviso that there is crisis production happening; acknowledging the
limitations of all kinds of research; acknowledging ‘fat-phobia’ and stigmatisation on
the basis of weight within PE practice, acknowledging health problems that can come
from being ‘overweight’; noting that different factors contribute to people’s weights;
and then concluding with some recommendations. So instead of taking sides as a
teacher, it becomes a question of moving beyond an either-or argument and instead
looking at how PE can be more socially just for all students with a diversity of
bodies and body forms and thus trying to make PE more educative and socially just
for all students.
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Note

1. The references provided do not necessarily support a certain way to teach. They can also
represent a critique towards that particular way.
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