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PHYSICAL EDUCATION

Enhancing the Legitimacy
of High School Physical Education

Nicholas Washburn

Abstract

Compared to elementary physical education, high school physi-
cal education has historically lacked quality. Students struggle to find
relevance in the subject, team sports dominate the curriculum, and
teachers generally do not actively teach to the extent of their elementary
counterparts. Though the need for change has long been acknowledged,
substantive change has failed to permeate practice. Indeed, the same is-
sues that plagued high school physical education 30 years ago continue
to do so today. This article presents a splintered identity, misaligned
curriculum, and a negligible commitment to teaching as fundamental
issues that should be addressed if high school physical education is to
successfully enhance its status in the eyes of key stakeholders, including
students, other teachers, administrators, parents, and policy makers.

I remember entering physical education teacher education
(PETE) with the mindset to assist in efforts that bring positive
change to high school physical education (HSPE). Such changes are
necessary when students experience boredom from repetitive mate-
rial (Couturier et al., 2005) and view the class as irrelevant (Rikard
& Banville, 2006). Despite calls for change (Corbin, 2002; Curtner-
Smith, 2009; Doolittle, 2007; Griftey, 1987; P. Ward et al., 2021),
actualized change remains scant. Indeed, the “dominant model” for
HSPE (Locke, 1992)—a model identifiable in part by introductory-
level instruction, low academic learning time, and content based on
teacher interest and convenience—maintains its dominance today
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(Rikard & Banville, 2006). This is particularly troubling given Locke’s
(1992) claim from almost 30 years ago that “if physical education is
to have a significant presence in the secondary schools of the 21st
century, it is better to chuck the dominant model (and thereby most
school programs) and start over from scratch” (p. 362). It is never
too late to actualize change, and what better time to begin doing so
than now? In this article, I provide candid commentary on how a
lack of identity, a misaligned curriculum, and non-teaching prevent
the field from gaining standing in the eyes of students, teachers of
other subjects, administrators, parents, and community members.
I stand with Henninger and Carlson (2011) in the perspective that
we, as a profession, can no longer use marginalization as an excuse
to “roll out the ball” To begin, however, I present a brief overview of
the physical education (PE) teacher socialization process.

Unique to the teaching profession is the extensive experience fu-
ture teachers gain as students in school, observing what it means to
be a teacher. Few, if any, other career paths involve such a substantial
preview. This approximately 13,000-hour shadowing period is like
an apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1975). During this time,
future physical educators develop subjective theories about what it
means to teach PE (Richards, 2015). They determine their fitness for
the job through appraising personal abilities, interests, and beliefs
about the purpose of PE with reference to those of the individuals
occupying the socially constructed role of PE teacher in their school
(Richards, 2015). The culture of the school nests and shapes this role.
According to role socialization theory (Richards, 2015), everyone
within a school community occupies a certain status (e.g., student,
teacher, administrator, parent). Each status coincides with a role to
play, or a script for how to act. Groups of individuals occupying the
same status comprise role sets. Roles are socially constructed and
contextually bound, informed by the views of what other role sets
in a particular school consider appropriate and inappropriate. For
example, the role of the PE teacher (the behaviors they enact and
the values they hold) depends largely on the expectations of oth-
ers. Students, other teachers, administrators, and parents within that
school community hold expectations for PE as a subject and for the
PE teachers themselves. This role may be very different in another
school community.
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Though someteachersretain aninnovative orientation in that they
seek to utilize the methods taught in their PETE programs (Mercier
& Tacovelli, 2014), research indicates that many schools, function-
ing as custodial bureaucracies (Curtner-Smith et al., 2008), favor the
status quo and promote a maintenance of sameness. Lawson’s (1983)
illustration of the custodial nature of schools likens them to prisons
and mental hospitals, containing “large, heterogenous groups of cli-
ents who do not seek professional development voluntarily” (p. 5).
Such bureaucracies standardize technique reproducibility of work in
the interest of preserving order (Lawson, 1983, drawing from Downs,
1967). This highly regimented, routine-focused heritage of schools
stands at odds with that of PETE, which espouses an emphasis on
student learning over mere supervision and a humanistic approach
as opposed to a pupil-control approach toward teaching (Templin,
1979). Even with the assumption that new teachers have internal-
ized the professional teachings of their PETE programs, which is a
major assumption, indeed, considering the potency of acculturation
in relation to that of formal training (A. M. Woods et al., 2016), the
socializing force of the school is quite powerful (Schempp & Graber,
1992; Zeichner & Gore, 1990). It can be even more powerful when
multiple role sets (e.g., students, teachers, administrators, parents)
within the bureaucracy hold similar views about the role of the PE
teacher.

When the perspectives of others within the school align with
those of the incumbent, the transition is relatively seamless. When
they are misaligned, however, social turbulence in the form of role
stress is likely to arise (see Richards et al., 2014). For example, if the
students, veteran PE teachers, other faculty, and administrators in
a school uniformly believe the purpose of PE is simply to “blow oft
steam” and the role of the PE teacher is to maintain positive student
behavior, then an incoming physical educator who values individu-
alizing instruction for success and focuses on student learning would
likely experience significant intrarole conflict (Merton, 1957). The
point is that most school cultures tend to possess relatively custodial
views toward PE. The subject is afforded a lower status than those
considered to be more academic in nature, and expectations for PE
teachers pertain less to facilitating student learning and more to en-
suring desirable student conduct (Henninger & Carlson, 2011). This
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widely accepted perspective of the nature of PE places physical edu-
cators lower on the totem pole than teachers of other subjects. As a
result, PE teachers often experience lower instructional expectations
and interact with administration less than other teachers (Richards
et al., 2018). This social structure facilitates the retainment of teach-
ers willing to embrace a custodial, and frankly easier, approach to
teaching PE. Those unwilling to compromise their innovative ideals
(however they were formed) either leave voluntarily or are relieved
of their post to be replaced by someone who will (Gaudreault &
Woods, 2013). This is not to say that there are no motivated, human-
istic veteran physical educators, though they appear to be among the
minority (Woods et al., 2016). The ultimate and unfortunate con-
sequence is that the next generation of aspiring physical educators
then begin to develop their own subjective theories based on the
custodial roles of their PE teachers, roles that have become worn
and weathered to be custom fit for success in a culture that endorses
the status quo.

What Is the Place for Physical Education in Schools?

Prior to elaborating on issues of curricular revision and commit-
ment to teaching, I offer my perspective on the place of PE in schools.
Consensus on our identity as a field has been elusive since its incep-
tion in 1885 with the inaugural meeting of the Association for the
Advancement of Physical Education (currently SHAPE America). At
that time, in what came to be known as “The Battle of the Systems”
(Weston, 1962), prominent founding individuals promoted the style,
or system, of gymnastics they felt to be most appropriate for PE.
Unlike Olympic gymnastics seen on television today, these gymnas-
tics systems were more so gymnastics-themed approaches to formal
(i.e., prescribed, whole-group) physical training (Siedentop, 2009).
Though unique to each other, these systems shared the common goal
of improving physical fitness. None of these systems ultimately took
the lion’s share in school curricula due to ongoing debates about the
merits of any one system (Ennis, 2006) and student apathy toward
forms of exercise they did not understand or were disinterested in
(Halsey, 1964).

The vision for PE that emerged supreme was initially developed
and touted by Thomas Wood (1910) and became known as “The
New PE” This new version of PE expanded the goals of the subject
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to educate the entire human through an emphasis on mind and
body. According to Wood, to gain recognition in the world of educa-
tion, PE needed to expand its focus beyond just physical training to
include development in cognition and prosocial skills. The health
benefits that once were the primary focus of gymnastics-based PE
became viewed as by-products of activities that promoted social,
mental, and ethical development (Davenport, 1984). To a large
extent, formal gymnastics were replaced with competitive sports,
recreational games, rhythmic movements, and modified gymnastics
for the purposes of supporting students’ physical, mental, social,
and emotional development. The New PE (Wood & Cassidy, 1927)
viewed physical activity as a medium for educating the whole child
(Oberteuffer, 1951).

A resurging emphasis on fitness development in PE occurred to-
ward the middle of the 20th century due to the inadequate fitness of
American troops in the Korean War and the observation that almost
1 of every 2 young Americans were being rejected from military
service on the basis of being either mentally, morally, or physi-
cally unfit. Chiefly, however, and prompting then-President John F.
Kennedy to pen the article “Soft American” on the declining fitness
of young Americans in a December 1960 issue of Sports Illustrated,
was the U.S. News and World Report (“Are U.S. Kids,” 1954) cover-
age of findings indicating children in the United States were weaker
than those in Italy, Switzerland, and Austria (Kraus & Hirschland,
1954). Six fitness tests, five assessing muscular strength and one
assessing flexibility were administered to 4,264 American children
and 2,870 children from the other three countries. Results showed
that 57.9% of American children failed at least one test, compared
to 8.7% of European children. President Kennedy was particularly
disheartened by the strength test results, as 35.7% of American chil-
dren failed at least one of these, compared to just 1.1% of Europeans.
The President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sport was created
shortly following the release of these findings (1956). Despite this
heightened awareness of the importance of fitness, the institution-
alization of organized sport in American culture enabled sports to
continue occupying center stage in PE curricula (Siedentop, 2009).

Following the release of A Nation at Risk (National Commission
on Excellence in Education, 1983), the scathing critique of American
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education as being mediocre and threatening the future of the na-
tion, the National Association for Sport and Physical Education
(1995) published the first set of national standards for PE. Though
the standards have been condensed in number from seven to five in
the last 26 years, there remains a clear connection to The New PE
theme of education through the physical. Consider that Standards 2
through 5 pertain primarily to development in cognition and affect.
The diversified focus of the standards is further reflected in what
might be considered the most recent era in the PE field, the age of
models-based practice (Metzler, 2017). Instructional models are
developed to serve the purpose of PE as seen in the eyes of their
creators. Sport education (Siedentop, 1998), for example, inducts
youth more effectively into American sport culture, whereas teach-
ing personal and social responsibility (Hellison, 2010) views PA as
a vehicle to promote positive youth development. The play practice
approach (Launder & Pilz, 2013) emphasizes development of tac-
tical and technical gameplay competencies, whereas cooperative
learning (Casey & Dyson, 2012) emphasizes blending positive inter-
dependence in small groups with individual accountability for the
achievement of academic and social outcomes. The implementation
of instructional models is requisite for PE to retain legitimacy in the
21st century (Kirk, 2012). While I see value in incorporating various
instructional models into the curriculum, I propose that a shift in
what is taught rather than how it is taught in HSPE will prove more
fruitful in pursuit of legitimacy.

A Common Vision for the Future

PE was socially constructed around movement for the purpose
of improving the physical dimension of the person, and a return
to this purpose is recommended. What makes PE unique is a fo-
cus on movement. The subject exists as a vehicle for developing in
youth a value for moving. While the Society of Health and Physical
Educators (SHAPE America, 2021) states on its website that PE ex-
ists to develop physical literacy, “the ability, confidence, and desire
to be physically active for life,” the obesity rate in the United States
increased from 26% in 2008 to a staggering 42% in 2018 (Warren,
et al., 2020). This upward trajectory is projected to continue, with
obesity prevalence among U.S. adults reaching almost 49% by 2030
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(Z. Ward et al., 2019). Though it seems unreasonable to place the
responsibility of flattening the obesity curve solely on school-based
PE, one controllable factor that significantly influences an individu-
al’s weight is the amount of physical activity built into their lifestyle.
Admittedly, youth cannot improve their fitness if the only time they
are physically active is in PE; however, PE teachers can help to de-
velop in students a value for PA that will lead them to be physically
active outside of school and beyond.

Each week, adults ages 18 to 64 should (a) accrue 150 min of
moderate-intensity (e.g., brisk walking) or 75 min of vigorous-
intensity (e.g., jogging) aerobic activity, and (b) engage in muscle-
strengthening activities (e.g., resistance training) that work all major
muscle groups at least twice a week (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 2022). Just 24.2% of adults (18 years and older) are
meeting the aerobic and muscle-strengthening guidelines (Elgaddal
et al., 2020).. On the basis of these metrics, adults are not adequately
physically active and PE is not sufficiently contributing to this cause,
its initial sole purpose. This “PE effect” (Green, 2014), or the influ-
ence of involvement in PE outside of school, appears to be minimal
(Green, 2014; Portman, 2003) with 82% of 515 students not partici-
pating outside of school in activities learned in PE.

It is important to acknowledge the monist perspective from
which I comment, one that considers the mind and body to be inex-
tricably linked. With improvement of the body comes improvement
of the mind. While social and affective development is certainly im-
portant and deserves to be intentionally addressed through the PE
curriculum, caution should be exercised in touting outcomes in these
realms as primary programmatic initiatives (Corbin, 2002; Crum,
1993). Indeed, I respectfully welcome other subject areas in schools
to consider making curricular space in their programs for formal
instruction in these domains in the interest of collectively educating
the whole child. In promoting an emphasis on the physical, I am
not suggesting that students today need to become highly proficient
sportspersons, dancers, swimmers, adventurers, yoga instructors, or
fitness enthusiasts. Rather, I am merely suggesting a renewed com-
mitment to helping students become lifelong movers. In this vein,
there needs to be a shift in the focus of HSPE.
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Revising HSPE Curricula

The secondary PE curriculum is no longer meeting the needs of
adolescents in 21st century (P. Ward et al.,, 2021). SHAPE America
(2014) indicates that HSPE learning outcomes extend upon those es-
tablished for middle school “but with a more concentrated focus on
planning and implementing lifetime physical activity goals” (p. 53).
This statement aligns with PA preferences among adults. Among
individuals indicating they engage with sport or exercise on an aver-
age day, walking is by far the most popular form of exercise (30%),
followed by weightlifting (9%), use of cardio equipment (9%), run-
ning (8%), aquatics activities (7%), basketball (3.5%), golfing (3%),
cycling (3%), yoga (2.5%), and aerobics (2%). Basketball is the only
team sport among the top 10 activity preferences. In total, just 5.2%
are playing team sports. Further, data from this survey indicate that,
with age, there is a shift in PA pursuits from team sports to lifetime
activities. Roughly 75% of individuals participating in the team
sports of baseball, softball, soccer, football, and basketball are 15 to
24 years of age. Most participants engaging in lifetime activities such
as yoga, walking, use of cardio equipment, golfing, swimming, and
hiking are 25 years of age and older (R. A. Woods, 2017). These data
support research observing that, by far, Americans age 18 and older
participate less in team sports and more in lifetime sports (e.g., golf,
tennis), exercise, and recreation (Corbin, 2002; Ham et al., 2009;
Simons-Mortons et al., 1999).

Nevertheless, traditional team sports (e.g., basketball, volleyball)
continue to dominate HSPE curricula in the United States (Corbin,
2002; Gaudreault, 2014). Secondary physical educators’ steadfast
“love affair” with team sport are a product of their past experiences
(Ferry & McCaughtry, 2013). The emotional connections between
future PE teachers and sport form during their acculturation, pro-
ducing in them a sporting habitus that influences their decision to
become PE teachers. A crucial initial step toward fixing the PE sys-
tem is changing the basis on which future HSPE teachers develop
their subjective theories on the nature of the subject. If they largely
experience team sport in high school, those wanting to teach HSPE
in the future will likely do so with the perception that HSPE is a place
to play team sports. Contrarily, if they experience HSPE as a place
for learning about and developing competence in lifetime physical
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activities, those entering PETE with the intention to teach at the
high school level might do so because of a value for lifetime physical
activities.

In light of the obesity and overweight statistics, indicating that
there is a general lack of physical activity among U.S. adults and
that the vast majority of those who keep physically active do so
through lifetime activities, HSPE programs can make substantial
contributions to public health and become increasingly meaningful
to students (Carlson, 1995; Doolittle, 2007; Griffey, 1987) through
re-allocating curricular space to formal instruction in a variety of
lifetime activities (Fairclough et al., 2002; Trudeau & Shephard,
2008) that are culturally relevant to students. Examples of such
“cool” PE (McCaughtry, 2009) include how to operate and interpret
the display information on common fitness facility cardio machines,
how to adjust and properly use resistance training machines, how to
swim freestyle and breaststroke to swim laps for exercise, and how to
competently play a recreational game of tennis. Students also claim
to participate outside of school in activities they were introduced to
in PE including archery, badminton, tennis, fencing, and weightlift-
ing (Green, 2014). Though conceptual variations of PE that involve a
blend of classroom time and activity time (Corbin et al., 2020; Dale
et al., 1998) demonstrate moderate potential in improving the PE
effect, I believe greater success toward this end will be realized with
less classroom-based time and more time experiencing the joy that
accompanies engagement in physical activities of interest. Accepting
this as the principal goal of HSPE can aid in conceptual clarity and
the attainment of learning outcomes (McKenzie & Lounsbery, 2014;
P. Ward et al., 2021).

A better-aligned approach might be the health-based PE (HBPE)
model from Haerens et al. (2011). The HBPE model is one approach
that can be particularly effective in helping students develop a value
for PA (Siedentop, 1996), compared to a traditional multiactivity
sports-based curriculum (i.e., one that assumes a discipline mastery
value orientation in teaching largely team sports) to make a mean-
ingful contribution to PA health promotion. This model draws on
self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) in that planning to
support students’ psychological needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness is important in providing enjoyable, independent yet
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supported learning experiences that build competence and a value
for PA.

Where I may slightly deviate is the emphasis, or apparent lack
thereof, on the development of competence in the content. I be-
lieve that skillful performance, at least insofar as results are more
often considered to be a product of one’s actions rather than luck,
is part and parcel to experiencing the deep level of enjoyment that
is capable of producing sustained engagement (P. Ward, 2020). For
someone to willfully play golf, go for a bike ride, or play tennis, they
must have a reasonable level of confidence in their ability to have at
least a moderate level of success. This does not mean that teachers
must concern themselves with getting every student to be proficient
in every activity. Not everyone is skillful or even cares about being
skillful in golf, cycling, or tennis. Instead, the task becomes under-
standing that individuals’ interests and aptitudes vary and helping
them identify and excel in those activities in which they aspire to
improve. Indeed, the paramount focus of PE should be on helping
students learn to value PA as a crucial part of a healthy life. Haerens
et al. (2011) support Siedentop (1996) in that the affective domain
should take precedence when a value for PA is being developed in
individuals. I concur, though I propose that the task should primar-
ily be identifying content of interest to students and facilitating a
utilization level of competence (Graham et al., 2020).

Table 1 serves as a sample HSPE curriculum that focuses on life-
long physical activities. Each block essentially represents a 4-week
unit or miniature class. In line with previous suggestions for un-
dertaking curricular revision (Cothran & Ennis, 1998), this sample
curriculum comes from the belief that the current team sport-domi-
nant model characteristic of many HSPE programs is misaligned
with the purpose of HSPE in socializing adolescents into lifelong
movement culture (Corbin, 2002). The curriculum involves activi-
ties from all four games classifications represented within the tactical
games approach (Mitchell et al., 2020); however, team sport occupies
just five of 20 blocks. The remaining 15 blocks pertain to instruction
in lifetime activities, and fitness is not a standalone unit but rather is
integrated throughout all blocks. One issue students have with HSPE
is the inability to see gains in fitness (Rikard & Banville, 2006). This
constant emphasis on allowing students to exercise enables them to
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set goals and track growth over time and thereby develop desirable
habits around fitness. Of course, if certain units involve significant
exertion, such as cross-country skiing, it is the teacher’s decision to
abbreviate or omit the fitness portion for that block. Table 2 pres-
ents a sample block, specifically the content of golf taught through
the sport education model (Siedentop, 1998). Grade-level outcomes
from all five national standards are achieved in just this one block.
I submit that a curriculum such as the one in Table 1 that is taught
through the use of a variety of styles and models is capable of meeting
all high school grade-level outcomes as set forth by SHAPE America
(2014) while maintaining a primary focus on promoting lifetime PA.

Teachers looking to revise the curriculum in their own programs
might begin the process by generating a list of lifetime activities that
could realistically be taught by the PE staff or outsourced, asking stu-
dents to select activities from this list they have not done before but
would be interested in experiencing, and identifying the amount of
time to be invested in each unit throughout the program (Gaudreault,
2014). It is worth underscoring that the term program was used in-
stead of year, because a curriculum should not be recycled year after
year (Rikard & Banville, 2006). What is taught each year should not
be replicated in the following year. If activities are revisited, the con-
tent within that activity should review and build on what was taught
previously. With the assumption students are growth-oriented (Ryan
& Deci, 2017), one major step toward helping students identify a
sense of meaning in HSPE lies with facilitating the development of
an interest in any number of lifetime physical activities. Even then,
the best of curricula can be rendered useless without teachers who
are willing to teach it.

Establishing a Commitment to Teaching

A third substantial hurdle to overcome if HSPE is to gain legiti-
macy as a subject is the problem of a weak commitment to teaching
(Crum, 1993), or a general lack of acceptance that the physical edu-
cator’s primary function is to help pupils learn. Much of what occurs
in HSPE programs in the name of teaching can be more accurately
characterized as managing, supervising, and socializing (Griffey &
Housner, 1999; Henninger & Coleman, 2008; Placek, 1984). This
current form of HSPE includes a longstanding trend of non-teaching
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PE teachers, including “sport officials,” “sandwich eaters,” and “chair
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sitters” (Curtner-Smith, 2009). Breaking this trend requires garner-
ing information from teachers, because “it seems pointless to find
out even more about effective teaching methods or new curriculum
models if we can’t get anyone to use or do them” (Curtner-Smith,
2009, p. 222; Locke, 1977).

A non-teaching approach is traceable to the two foundational
ideologies long competing for centrality within the subject, namely,
education of versus through the physical (Crum, 1993). Early pio-
neers of the gymnastics movement and those who believe PE exists
to develop fitness subscribe to the education of the physical ideology,
whereas those who consider PE as a vehicle for holistic development,
such as the promoters of The New PE, align with the education
through the physical philosophy. In either case, the act of teaching
is reduced. In the former, beyond teaching the movement initially,
class time becomes little more than routine exercise. In the latter,
teachers concern themselves primarily with socioemotional out-
comes, thus undermining the importance of the content that makes
up the subject.

I submit that non-teaching behavior among high school physi-
cal educators is a product of a flawed system and can be explained
through operant conditioning theory (Skinner, 1953). Operant con-
ditioning is an associative learning process that considers behavior
to be influenced by consequences in the form of reinforcers and
punishers. Reinforcers are consequences that increase the likelihood
of a behavior being repeated, whereas punishers decrease such a pos-
sibility. Both reinforcers and punishers can be positive (i.e., applied)
or negative (i.e., withheld). For example, to get a child to finish their
homework, a guardian might reward them with ice cream when their
assignment is complete (positive reinforcer). Contrarily, they might
remove their responsibility for washing the dishes that evening if the
assignment is completed (negative reinforcement). To get a child to
stop cussing, a guardian might impose a time-out (positive punish-
ment) or remove 15 min off a curfew (negative punishment) for each
cuss word they hear. Through leveraging something of value, such as
the desire for ice cream and a later curfew, or the disdain for washing
dishes and time-out, the guardian can promote in their child desir-
able behavior.
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I believe the system for teacher evaluation is structured to enable
non-teaching. Specifically, there is a lack of reinforcement for invest-
ing the effort needed for teaching well and a lack of punishment
for non-teaching. In my state of residence, along with many others,
teachers are awarded permanent contracts through tenure after suc-
cessfully completing 3 years of service. Once a teacher is tenured, it is
very costly and laborious for a district to dismiss that teacher. At first
glance, having a teacher prove their abilities during a probationary
period prior to earning a permanent position seems like a rational
policy. Once a teacher is tenured, however, there is little, if any, in-
centive for them to continue investing as much effort in teaching as
they did to become tenured. Regardless of lesson quality, all tenured
teachers earn the same stepwise raise year after year. Guaranteeing
the equality of outcome suppresses drive and innovation. Eventually,
absent positive reinforcement, efforts dedicated to teaching at a high
level will become reduced or even extinct. This might explain why so
many veteran physical educators become burned out (A. M. Woods
et al., 2016).

The teacher evaluation system should become merit-based in-
stead of time-based. Teaching competence should not be considered
as commensurate with years of service. There must be incentives for
teachers going above and beyond, trying new techniques, offering
students new experiences, and so forth. Teachers should be eligible
for bonuses, additional paid leave, expanded program budgets, or
other forms of positive reinforcement when revising their curricula
to meet students’ needs and provide differentiated instruction.

In addition to recalibration of the teacher evaluation system,
what can be done to eradicate this non-teaching approach? PETE
faculty need to be stricter gatekeepers for the profession (Graber
et al., 2016). We cannot make individuals one day want to teach.
If someone is not interested in teaching, external intervention will
only do so much to change that, at least in the long term. PETE pro-
grams need to be more stringent in gatekeeping. Individuals who
love teaching, who possess a teaching orientation (Curtner-Smith
et al.,, 2008), and who demonstrate a desire to continue to learn
should be admitted, whereas hardcore coaching-oriented and low-
achieving students should be denied admission and advised toward
alternate career paths (Templin et al., 2019). That many high school
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PE teachers prioritize coaching over teaching is well-documented
(Washburn et al., 2020). If they want to coach badly enough, they
will find a different job that allows them afternoons and weekends
off to do so. Their path to the playing fields should not be through
PETE. Though this is potentially harsh, I believe it is necessary.

I further recognize that PETE enrollment is perilously low
with respect to numbers at the turn of the century (Templin et al.,
2019). Indeed, the entrance to the teacher “pipeline” is now a trickle
(P. Ward, 2019). This sport analogy sums it well: We cannot afford to
make cuts if it is a struggle to field a team. To become more exclusive,
we need to generate interest and increase recruitment. I offer these
suggestions in this very interest:

o The structure of PETE faculty workload should be recon-
sidered. Traditionally, faculty are expected to devote most
of their efforts between teaching and research, with the re-
mainder dedicated to service (Terpstra & Honoree, 2009).
The problem is that this model is not yielding desirable
results. The custodial, potent institutional press gradually
erodes foundations of humanism (Templin, 1979), and the
knowledge available in the literature rarely translates to im-
proved practice (Kirk, 1989; Lawson, 1992; Stadulis, 1973).
More credit within faculty workloads should be allocated to
service to the profession and the community. For instance,
PETE faculty should be given credit for supervising interns,
providing relevant professional development opportunities
for physical educators, and organizing family fun nights with
the help of preservice teachers. This could improve local PE
program quality, strengthen school-university partnerships,
provide additional practical experience for PETE majors,
and generate greater visibility for PETE programs.

o In addition, PETE faculty could offer a brief overview of
their programs and the work of a PE teacher in local PE
classes. This need not be anymore than a 5-min message in
each of the PE classes in a high school. Before leaving, they
might ask the PE teacher for permission to post a QR code
that students could scan to see the PETE program’s website.
Considering the extent to which adolescents use their phones
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today (Hirsh-Yechezkel et al., 2019), this could be an effec-
tive means for promoting the profession.

o Another approach might be to offer course credit to PETE
majors for setting up an information table in high school caf-
eterias. With age being a factor in approachability (Bonnet
& McAlexander, 2012), high school students might be more
inclined to approach college students than professors.

« Afinal consideration, and one that we at Western Washington
University have implemented, is to create program informa-
tional flyers and distribute them to high school guidance
counselors and career offices in 2-year institutions. Students
cannot apply to programs they do not know exist. Raising
awareness can potentially increase recruitment.

As stated at the beginning of this article, my love for PE led me
to PETE because I believe HSPE has the potential to be so much
better than it is currently. Our standing as a profession, in my opin-
ion, can be improved substantially if we establish consensus on the
purpose of HSPE being to instill in adolescents a value for lifetime
PA, revising programs’ curricula accordingly, and becoming more
rigid with respect to gatekeeping. Understandably, concerted efforts,
including those offered as examples, are necessary to boost recruit-
ment, thus enabling PETE faculty to become more selective in the
admission process. This should not be viewed as an insurmountable
task, however, but welcomed as a challenge for the achievement of
something special. Much like companies set quarterly finance goals,
PETE programs could set SMART goals (Rubin, 2002) pertaining to
the number of applicants and those gaining admission.

I would be remiss if I neglected to acknowledge that, even with
these hurdles being overcome, gaining legitimacy in schools and in
the eyes of the community is likely going to be an ongoing and dif-
ficult process. Teacher marginalization is well-documented in the PE
literature. Relative to their counterparts who teach “core” subjects,
physical educators inherit larger class sizes, receive less support from
administration, and are afforded less prestige (Lux & McCullick,
2011; Richards et al., 2018). This marginalization partly stems from
the dualistic perspective pervasive in Western society that the mind
is separate and superior to the body (Rozemond, 1998). Substances
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that consume space, such as chairs, tools, and our bodies, known as
“res extensa,” are controlled by the thoughts of the mind, known as
“res cogitans.” Theoretical and academic activities are given status
above those that are practical and physical (Kretchmar, 1996). This
perspective manifests in the occupational hierarchy, which identifies
professional jobs such as lawyers and doctors as more prestigious
than vocational jobs such tradesmen and caregiving (Lynn &
Ellerbach, 2017).

Another reason traces from the widely accepted “American
Dream” that boasts hard work leads to success (Hochschild &
Scovronick, 2003). PE content is leisure oriented and thus viewed
as peripheral, if not inhibitory, to the process of self-improvement.
If a person is playing or exercising, they are not working and mak-
ing progress. This perspective, of course, is grounded in the belief
that improvement is measured in terms of work-related qualities
(income, title, visual progress, etc.). So, while I believe the standing
of PE can be appreciably increased relative to its current level, I also
recognize that for the aforementioned reasons and possibly others,
this progress will take time and will not be experienced without the
constant challenge of advocating for the unique and essential con-
tribution HSPE makes to a child’s education: establishing a value
for PA and identifying as a mover. Nevertheless, seeking to rid our
profession of the enemy that is the non-teaching physical educator
through sound gatekeeping and revised teacher accountability and
refocusing HSPE toward an emphasis on learning about and partici-
pating in lifelong physical activities will serve us well in this uphill
but noble battle.
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