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Abstract  

The main research interest in this publication-based PhD thesis is to examine what impact the 

national reforms associated with the current Finnish national curriculum have had on the push 

for a greater emphasis on inclusivity in physical education (PE) classes. Like other countries, 

Finland makes inclusivity (fairness and equity) an explicit dimension of effective educational 

provision. At the practical level, however, the implementation of inclusive practices seems not 

to be in line with policy documents. Consequently, this research project focuses on the 

interplay between curriculum approaches and its reflections in inclusive teaching in a Finnish 

school context. To validate the findings, multiple types of material are gathered through 

different research methods. First, the current Finnish National Curriculum of PE is qualitatively 

content analysed to identify how the PE curricula responds to the individual abilities and needs 

of all children, particularly regarding students with special educational needs (SEN). Second, 

a case study is conducted with the intention of developing understandings on how PE teachers 

perceive the ways the national curriculum frames their possibilities to work inclusive in PE. 

The case study is based on semi-structured interviews and participant observation. The 

findings reveal that while students with SEN are addressed intensively in the general 

guidelines of the national core curriculum, the PE curricula provide little information that 

informs and structures (inclusive) teaching and learning processes. Besides, the flexibility of 

the Finnish curriculum seems to have a positive impact on the participants’ professional 

practice and is regarded as an important tool to accommodate the individual needs of their 

students, including those with disabilities. In contrast to recent findings from other countries 

(e.g. England), the lack of specific detail on pedagogy and assessment rather encourages the 

participants to take action and engage in innovative curriculum development processes. 
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Zusammenfassung 

Das Hauptforschungsinteresse dieser publikationsbasierten Dissertation besteht darin, zu 

untersuchen, welche Auswirkungen die nationalen Bildungsreformen in Finnland und der 

damit verbundenen Einführung des aktuellen Kerncurriculums auf das Thema Inklusion und 

Diversität im Sportunterricht hatten. In Finnland, wie in anderen Ländern auch, gehört die 

Inklusionsthematik seit längerem zu den bildungspolitischen Zielsetzungen einer 

chancengerechten Schule. Die Implementierung inklusiver Praktiken scheint jedoch auf der 

Unterrichtsebene nicht im gleichen Maße zu erfolgen, wie sie auf bildungspolitischer Ebene 

gefordert werden. Bisher liegen wenige Forschungsvorhaben vor, die das Zusammenspiel 

zwischen curricularen Vorgaben und der (inklusiven) Unterrichtspraxis untersucht haben. 

Dabei sollten Lehrpläne den schulischen Akteuren als handlungsleitende Richtlinien für ihre 

Unterrichtsgestaltung und zur Legitimation ihres professionellen Handelns dienen. An diesem 

Forschungsdesiderat anknüpfend, beschäftigt sich das Dissertationsprojekt mit der 

übergeordneten Fragestellung, welchen Orientierungsrahmen das finnische Kerncurriculum 

den (Sport-) Lehrkräften für den Umgang mit Diversität bietet. Als Erhebungsinstrumente 

dienen unterschiedliche qualitative Zugänge (Dokumentenanalyse, Experteninterviews mit 

Lehrkräften, teilnehmende Beobachtung). Zunächst wurde mit Hilfe einer Dokumentenanalyse 

des finnischen Kerncurriculums untersucht, welche Rolle das Thema Diversität in den aktuell 

gültigen (Sport-)Lehrplänen spielt. Anschließend wurde aus der Perspektive der Lehrkräfte 

untersucht, wie das finnische Kerncurriculum von den befragten Lehrkräften wahrgenommen 

wird und welche Relevanz der Lehrplan für die (inklusive) Praxis hat. Die Analyse des 

finnischen Kerncurriculums zeigt auf, dass Finnland das Thema Diversität in den 

allgemeingültigen Richtlinien des Curriculums sehr umfangreich und wertschätzend 

berücksichtigt, allerdings findet das Thema Diversität auf der fachspezifischen Ebene deutlich 

weniger Beachtung. Weiterhin nehmen die befragten finnischen Lehrkräfte die Offenheit und 

Flexibilität der curricularen Vorgaben positiv wahr und schätzen ihre pädagogische 

Handlungsfreiheit. Im Gegensatz zu Forschungsergebnissen aus anderen Ländern (z.B. 

England), haben die flexiblen curricularen Vorgaben in Finnland einen positiven Einfluss auf 

die berufliche Praxis der Lehrkräfte und ihre Bereitschaft zur Schul- und Lehrplanentwicklung.  

 

 

 



Doctoral Thesis: Responding to diversity in Physical Education 

4 
 

Introduction 

Even though inclusion and diversity issues have been guiding principles of the educational 

policies in most countries in recent decades, there is still no common understanding of these 

concepts. The notion of inclusion and diversity is complex and the interpretation and meaning 

of both concepts vary within and between countries (Sundqvist & Hannås, 2021; Buchner & 

Proyer, 2020; Haug, 2017). In many cases, diversity and inclusion are used synonymously 

due to their similarities regarding their historical roots (Allemann-Ghionda, 2013; Keuchel, 

2016). However, while both terms are related to each other, they are not synonymous and 

still, there is a lack of conceptual clarity demanding more in-depth, culture-specific research 

on understandings of these concepts (Krischler el al., 2019). As pointed out by Grindstaff 

(2022), being diverse means the group or community in question refers to “range of social 

identities representing a range of social locations/backgrounds, whereas being inclusive 

means that people of different backgrounds and identities feel - and are - valued members of 

the group who participate on equal footing” (Grindstaff, 2022, p. 28). In other words, diversity 

can be regarded as necessary but not sufficient to achieving inclusivity within social 

institutions. The concept of inclusion seems more vague because it must be interpreted and 

therefore depends on the subjective perception of “being included” (Vetoniemi & Kärnä, 2021; 

Giese et al., 2021). As previous research has shown, pupils with disabilities or special 

educational needs are frequently associated with inclusion, although the concept includes all 

children, principally those at risk of marginalisation (Graham & Slee, 2008; Haug, 2017; 

Nilholm, 2020). Responding to diversity is a responsibility of just societies and should be 

addressed on policy level. A legal framework is required to provide a basis in law for ensuring 

that policy makers and practitioners address issues of inclusion and diversity. Nowadays, most 

countries have a legal framework that is designed to ensure equal opportunities for all children 

as a fundamental right (UN, 2006). 

Diversity issues in the PE curriculum 

Due to the global inclusive education movement, diversity issues have also become an 

important topic in the field of PE. Regardless of the specific conceptualisation of diversity, 

scholars in the field of PE identified three central diversity dimensions which are in the spotlight 

of the present diversity discourse, both, on a policy and a practical level.  Firstly, the dimension 

‘(Dis-)ability’ has been identified as a significant social category in recent literature, which has 

been investigated from different perspectives (e.g. Smith & Green, 2004; Haycock & Smith, 

2010; Spencer-Cavaliere & Watkinson, 2010; Hutzler et al., 2019; Giese et al., 2021). 

Secondly, previous literature highlighted the role of cultural diversity in PE, mainly referring to 

developing intercultural competence (e.g. Grimminger, 2011; Anttila, Siljamäki & Rowe, 2018; 

Wyant, Killick & Bowen, 2019; Tolgfors, 2020; Grimminger-Seidensticker & Möhwald, 2020). 
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Thirdly, recent research in the field of PE also highlighted questions related to sex and gender, 

such as promoting gender equity (e.g. Davis, 2003; Lentillon, Cogérino & Kaestner, 2006; 

Berg & Lahelma, 2010). The concept of diversity, however, is not limited to those social 

categories, as it basically encompasses all possible differences between people and within 

groups (Cunningham, 2019). When dealing with diversity issues on school level, curricula 

come in the spotlight as they serve as a guide for teachers (Kirk, 2014; Ennis, 2013) and 

simultaneously incorporate and promote the education philosophy of those in power (Penney, 

2013a; Lähdemäki, 2019). When it comes to curriculum studies, it is therefore necessary to 

address the extent to which these educational policy guidelines become reality on a practical 

level in schools. It is important to keep in mind that the policy level naturally requires practical-

level implementation, which “relies on the practitioners’ input, as well as being embedded in 

particular societal and cultural structures” (Kangas et al., 2020, p.5). Although cross-cultural 

studies are not unproblematic and may produce simplifying generalisations and 

categorisations, they can also reveal culture-specific knowledge and certain values for the 

further development of national educational systems and may give ideas on how these policy 

documents can be interpreted and implemented by educational practitioners (Kangas et al., 

2020; Ruin & Stibbe, 2020; Adamson & Morris, 2007). According to previous research, the PE 

curriculum in many countries contains exclusionary potential for those students who are not 

able to participate in physical activities that focus on certain normative performances and 

require a “healthy body” (Webb, Quennerstedt & Öhman, 2008; Meier & Ruin, 2015; Ruin & 

Meier, 2017; Giese & Ruin, 2018), or for those who do not have the ability to reflect on 

themselves and their learning experiences (Giese & Buchner, 2019). This contrasts with the 

suggested inclusive values in the curricular documents in many countries emphasizing the 

uniqueness of each pupil (Price & Slee, 2021). If not addressed adequately, social differences 

between learners can be an obstacle to participation in (physical) education. In this context, 

intersectionality plays an important role, as it denotes the ways in which (dis-)ability, gender, 

interculturality, and other social markers operate not as "mutually exclusive categories but as 

reciprocally constituted ones that shape social experience" (Grindstaff, 2022, p.23). 

Consequently, it is of importance to not only identify and to know about how social markers 

emerge in (physical) education, but also to investigate the ways in which they relate to each 

other in different situations (Meier et al., 2021). Responding to diversity in practice presents 

challenges to PE teachers in meeting the diverse needs of all students in the classroom. 

However, it is well established that teachers often do not feel prepared to adequately address 

diversity in PE due to a lack of teaching competence (e.g. Tant & Watelain, 2016; Reuker et 

al., 2016; Obrusnikova, 2008). This supports the urgent need to develop innovative teaching 

practices and to focus on more equitable and socially just educational standards to meet the 

diverse needs of all students (Walton-Fisette & Sutherland, 2020). 
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In the past, considerable attention has been given to pedagogy and practice regarding the 

development of different practical models to better support practitioners when dealing with 

diversity in PE and sports (Petrie et al. 2018; Kiuppis 2018). At present, a variety of practical 

approaches exist that can serve as a guideline for didactic choices and the pedagogical 

aspects of responding to diversity in PE, such as the Australian approach TREE (Australian 

Sports Commission, 2006) or the Inclusion Spectrum Model (Black & Stevenson, 2017). Both 

approaches do not associate inclusion only with disability, but also connect its guiding 

principles with an “all-embracing approach allowing for ways of sport activity in heterogeneous 

teams without the group being imagined as divided into people with or without disabilities” 

(Kiuppis 2018, p. 15).  

The Finnish education system as the research site 

In this dissertation, I have examined the interplay between curriculum approaches and its 

reflections in inclusive teaching from the perspective of Finnish teachers in PE. Due to the 

success in PISA, the Finnish education system has received global attention in recent years. 

The PISA findings refer to a high degree of equality and equity in regard to the pupils’ learning 

outcomes in Finland (Kivirauma & Ruoho, 2007; Niemi, 2012). The well-functioning system for 

educational support (Kivirauma & Ruoho, 2007) and the research-based teacher education 

(Niemi, 2015; Vitikka et al., 2012) are considered by several authors as playing a key role in 

explaining the overall success of Finnish students in the PISA studies. In Finland, special 

education has strong cultural roots in responding to diversity in mainstream education (Paju 

et al., 2021).  Traditionally, special education is shaped by beliefs that highlight the problem 

(disability) as a deficiency in the individual child and a medical view of disability (Hansen et 

al., 2020). In many countries, the model of special education associated with professional 

services for children with disabilities has undergone many changes, including Finland (Ström 

& Hannus- Gullmets, 2015; Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen, 2016). As stated by Hansen et al. 

(2020) the political goal of developing inclusive and more flexible schools challenges the 

traditional and categorical special educational thinking and practice. In Finland, the new three-

tiered system of schooling support has been introduced in 2010–2011 (Finnish Basic 

Education Act, 642/2010), which resembles the ‘Response to intervention model’ in the US 

(Björn et al., 2016) and aims at promoting different support forms for students based on their 

individual needs in Finnish mainstream schools (Eklund et al., 2020; Björn et al., 2016). Due 

to reforms of the special educational support system in Finland and the expansion of the 

inclusive education movement, the work profile of special and general education teachers has 

nowadays become more versatile and includes collaborative practices (Takala & Head, 2017; 

Sirkko, Takala & Wickmann, 2018; Sundqvist, Björk-Åman & Ström, 2019). Both, general and 

special education teachers play a key role in implementing and developing inclusive practices 
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on school level and their responsibilities in meeting the needs of pupils with special 

educational needs have increased (Eklund et al., 2020; Paju et al., 2021). Although the 

number of students with SEN served in regular classrooms has increased in recent years, 

special instruction in small groups are still common practices in Finland (OSF, 2017). The 

prevalence of special education groups reserved for children with disabilities in mainstream 

schools is difficult to reconcile with most understandings of inclusive education (Malmquist & 

Nilholm, 2016).  

In general, Finnish teachers are expected to be critical practitioners and to act as curriculum 

specialists due to their research-based teacher training (Niemi, 2015) and the trust in their 

professional abilities (Sahlberg, 2013). However, little is known if this educational autonomy 

really contributes to the development of inclusive practices at classroom level. As pointed out 

by several researchers (for example, Grundén, 2022) there is an intended curriculum for policy 

documents, frameworks, and guidelines that define what teachers are expected to deliver, and 

the enacted curriculum to describe what actually happens in the classroom. Previous research 

has shown the importance of local enactment and teachers’ understanding when translating 

the intended curricula into pedagogical ideas and teaching practices (Tikkanen et al., 2019). 

Although the curricular documents suggest ways in which teachers may adapt the curriculum 

content and activities in PE (FNBE, 2016), there is little evidence whether these guidelines 

are understood and applied effectively by teachers. Besides, a more flexible curriculum 

framework with the intention to give teachers more pedagogical freedom may also be 

challenging for curriculum implementation as it relies on proactive teachers (Simmons & 

MacLean, 2018) and on a teacher’s individual awareness and understanding of diversity 

concepts (Meier et al., 2021). 

Main objectives and structure of this dissertation 

The aim of the present dissertation is two-fold: Firstly, it attempts to identify how and to which 

extent the current Finnish National (PE) Curriculum addresses diversity issues, including 

pupils with special educational needs (SEN). Secondly, it tries to examine how PE and special 

educators perceive the ways the national curriculum frames their possibilities to deal with 

diversity in PE and to reveal pedagogical practices that different practitioners use to address 

the students’ diversity in PE. Bernstein’s (1990) analytic approach of recontextualization has 

been used as a theoretical framework to examine the processes of curriculum innovation and 

implementation. In the field of PE, Bernstein’s multi-stage process has already been proven 

to be a suitable framework to examine the processes of curriculum development (e.g. Herold, 

2020; Meier et al., 2021). 
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The first chapter of this dissertation introduces the reader to the research topic and provides 

an overview of the context in which this research is located. The second chapter presents the 

theoretical framework, Bernstein’s concept of recontextualization, that was used for the series 

of studies that I conducted. The third chapter describes the main research aims and methods 

of this study, as well as concrete aspects each particular publication contributes to answer the 

research questions of this thesis. The fourth chapter presents every (peer-reviewed) 

publication included in the dissertation with an indication of my own contribution. The final 

section (chapter 5) concludes the dissertation by discussing the main results of each individual 

publication and its contribution to answering the main aim of the thesis and the scientific 

progress in the relevant field of research. 

Chapter 1: Inclusive policies and the role of the PE 

curriculum 

1.1 Designing an inclusive PE curriculum 

In PE, inclusion as an educational philosophy has shaped the subject-specific discussions like 

in many other educational contexts, however, concerns about the inclusiveness of integrated 

PE classes have emerged in recent years, as they often include unchanged instructional 

approaches and little accommodations (Haegele, 2019; Fitzgerald, 2005). Moreover, as 

pointed out by Penney et al. (2018, p. 1065), PE has “repeatedly been shown to align with and 

reinforce particular types of hegemonic discourses that privilege a narrow group of (white, 

middle-class, motor-skilled, masculine) students”. Globally and historically, there is a 

difference between the ethos of sport and the ethos of PE, especially when dealing with 

diversity (Kiuppis, 2018; Hakala & Kujala, 2015). In contrast to the notion of inclusion in 

educational settings, sport is a field in which segregated and inclusive structures are still co-

existing non-hierarchically (Kiuppis, 2018). Nevertheless, aspects such as nationalism, given 

gender roles, self-discipline, and a traditional understanding of performance still have an 

impact on the ethos of sports practices and attitudes which also influence the PE curriculum 

and practice (Hakala & Kujala, 2015). Concerning the PE curriculum, the tendency is to rather 

apply certain adaptations within existing structures to accommodate a broader range of young 

people than radically changing curriculum content (Penney et al., 2018; Price & Slee, 2021). 

As exemplified by Penney et al. (2018), for instance, gender-differentiated curriculum 

provision is often based on unquestioned gender-specific interests defined in relation to sport-

based performance criteria (for example, girls are supposed to practice dance while boys are 

offered football). Consequently, designing an inclusive (PE) curriculum is a much larger project 

than simply adapting syllabi as it requires a more expansive view of curriculum (Price & Slee, 

2021). It should broaden the movement experiences that feature in PE (Penney et al. 2018) 
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and requires the recognition of the ways in which curriculum practices systematically exclude 

students with special educational needs (SEN) (Price & Slee, 2021). As previous research has 

shown, inclusive practices differ between countries (Paju et al., 2021) and are shaped by 

subject-specific discourses (Kiuppis 2018; Penney et al., 2018). In many cases, inclusive (PE) 

practices include flexible teaching and assessment methods, multi-professional collaboration 

and reflecting on one's own teaching practice (Petrie et al., 2018; Penney et al., 2018; Tant & 

Watelein, 2016; Overton, Wrench, & Garrett, 2017). While there are significant findings on 

how pupils with SEN can be included in integrated PE settings (e.g. Overton, Wrench & 

Garrett, 2017; Majoko 2019), there is a lack of research that focus on how inclusive learning 

environments involving all pupils can be created in practice. Inclusive PE incorporates 

curriculum modifications and the provision of necessary support to ensure every child has the 

same opportunities to succeed (Overton, Wrench & Garrett, 2017), which also requires a move 

away from deficit-based thinking about students’ learning needs towards “pedagogical 

approaches that align with a strengths-based orientation” (Penney et al. 2018, p. 1072). As 

pointed out by Overton, Wrench & Garrett (2017) this suggests that justice, equity, and 

inclusion are manifested in the interplay of pedagogical practices and curriculum theory. 

Teachers’ (instructional) strategies for promoting social inclusion and building up safe learning 

environments potentially affect the experiences of pupils with different needs in PE either 

positively or negatively (e.g. Majoko 2019; Overton, Wrench & Garrett, 2017; Spencer-

Cavaliere & Watkinson, 2010). For instance – as pointed out by Petrie et al. (2018) - when PE 

is framed as competitive sport and games and these activities are not adapted, this can 

negatively impact on the experiences of learners, including those with SEN (Fitzgerald, 2005). 

This does not necessarily mean that competitive sport and games are always exclusionary, 

nevertheless, they can be for some children if adaptations are not incorporated into PE 

lessons. However, in many cases, little information is provided in curricular documents that 

informs and structures (inclusive) teaching and learning processes for practitioners. As 

previous research has shown, most practical implications mentioned in the PE curricula offer 

educational freedom, but opportunities for implementing innovative teaching and assessment 

approaches have either not been integrated in the curricular approaches (Herold, 2020) or 

remain vague (Meier et al., 2021). 

1.2 Background: The Finnish national curriculum and teacher 

autonomy 

The following section provides a background to the reform and design of the Finnish National 

Core Curriculum, in order to provide the context in which this research is located. The national 

curriculum in Finland is a document published by the Finnish National Board of Education 

(FNBE) that guides schools in developing a school culture and implementing a school-specific 
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curriculum that values diversity, and also provides teachers with core contents and evaluation 

criteria for each school subject (FNBE, 2016). The most recent reform of the national 

curriculum in 2016 was driven by inclusive policies with an emphasis on equal opportunities 

for all and collaborative ways of working in the classrooms (FNBE, 2016). However, 

municipalities, schools and teachers traditionally have strong autonomy in organizing 

educational support and choosing teaching practices (Haapaniemi et al., 2020; Paju et al., 

2021). In the Finnish context, the current curriculum provides guidance on how to respond to 

diversity in the classroom (FNBE, 2016) to facilitate the implementation of inclusive practices 

at school level. The curriculum advocates that all learners should be valued, and that the 

curricular guidelines should be adapted at local school level to meet the individual needs of all 

pupils in the classroom (FNBE, 2016). For instance, the FNBE states that: “Each pupil is 

unique and valuable just as he or she is. Each pupil has the right to grow into his or her full 

potential as a human being and a member of society” (FNBE 2016, p. 25). In doing so, each 

pupil needs encouragement, individual support, and experiences of being heard and valued 

in the school community (FNBE 2016, p. 25). Consequently, the curriculum requires teachers 

to identify and respond to students’ different needs which requires pedagogical expertise and 

cross-sectoral cooperation between teachers and other professionals for “assessing the need 

for support and planning and implementing support measures” (FNBE 2016, p. 108). However, 

there seems to be a discrepancy between the philosophy of inclusion promoted in the general 

framework of the Finnish national curriculum and the subject-specific part of the PE curriculum. 

The tensions between the general and subject-specific part of the curriculum can be traced 

back to the historically evolved traditions and values of a homogeneous Finnish society and 

sports culture (Hakala & Kujala, 2021; Hakala & Kujala, 2015). As pointed out by Berg and 

Lahelma (2010), gender segregation in PE has a long tradition in Finland. In the current 

curriculum, teachers are not advised whether to organize PE in either coeducation or single-

gender groups. However, in most Finnish secondary schools PE is still mainly gender 

segregated (Yli-Piipari, 2014; Berg & Lahelma, 2010). In fact, male teachers usually teach 

boys and female teachers teach girls in single-sex groups (Berg & Lahelma, 2010). Regarding 

gender-related issues, the general curriculum framework highlights the importance of 

questioning the role models determined by gender (FNBE, 2016), however, it remains unclear 

how they should be recognised and dealt with in PE. In PE, the curricular documents attempt 

to address how teachers may differentiate the content and assessment criteria and propose 

how to make the teaching environment suitable to all learners, including multiple ways of 

instructions and activity modifications (FNBE, 2016). In addition to inclusive instructional 

strategies, flexible assessment methods are important so that each student will have the 

opportunity to demonstrate his or her strengths in the assessment process (FNBE, 2016). 

Different forms of student assessment such as portfolios and learning diaries may support 
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students' ability to reflect on their learning process. Nevertheless, the curricular guidelines are 

broad and require that teachers are able to adapt the guidelines to the specific school contexts. 

While in the South African context, for example, it is not clear whether teachers understand 

how to implement the policy instructions following limited sessions of training in the area 

(Ayaya, Makoelle & van der Merwe, 2020), the Finnish (PE) teachers are expected to play an 

important role in developing schools and the curriculum due to their specific teacher training 

(Niemi, 2015; Sahlberg, 2013). Regarding students with SEN, there has been an increasing 

trend to educate more pupils with disabilities in general education classroom settings in 

Finland (OSF, 2017). The educational support of the children is organised according to a 

three-tiered support model which is defined in the curricular documents (FNBE, 2016). It 

consists of general support, intensified support and special support. General support is a form 

of support which is a natural part of everyday teaching and the learning process, while 

intensified and special support forms are based on individual assessment and long-term 

planning in multiprofessional teams for each student (FNBE, 2016; Vetoniemi & Kärnä, 2021). 

In 2016, 8.1 % of Finnish students received special support. Most students with special 

support (90,4%) visit mainstream schools in Finland, either in general education groups or in 

special groups within mainstream schools (OSF, 2017). Only 9,6 % of all students with special 

support are taught in special schools. However, only 19.7 % of all students with special support 

received teaching entirely in a general education class (OSF, 2017). The most common option 

(42,4 %) is partial teaching in general education groups and special classes located in 

mainstream schools. Although the number of students with SEN served in regular classrooms 

has increased in recent years, special instruction in small groups in full-time are still common 

practices in Finland. A total of 28,3 % of students with special support received teaching fully 

in a special group within a mainstream school (OSF, 2017). In other words, being physically 

integrated into a mainstream school does not necessarily means that full participation of 

students with SEN is ensured. Although the legislative reform regarding educational support 

was adopted in 2011 to re-organise the traditional two-tiered education system, there is still 

the option that the education of students with SEN can be organised in special education 

classes or schools (FNBE, 2017; Vetoniemi and Kärnä, 2020).   

 

 



Doctoral Thesis: Responding to diversity in Physical Education 

12 
 

Chapter 2: Theoretical framework: Bernstein’s concept 

of recontextualization 

The influential work of Bernstein (1990) provides as a theoretical framework for this series of 

studies. As previous research has demonstrated, Bernstein’s framework has been applied 

successfully to investigate the different processes of production, recontextualization and 

reproduction of pedagogic discourse in the field of PE (MacPhail, 2007; Penney, 2013b; 

Herold, 2020; Meier et al., 2021).  By drawing on Bernstein’s concept of recontextualization, 

this thesis tries to investigate how new knowledge is created, interpreted and adapted on the 

different stages, until it finally becomes “the subject of the pedagogical encounter between 

teachers and pupils in schools” (Herold, 2020; p. 2). 

 

Figure 1. The different stages for the production, recontextualising and reproduction of pedagogic discourse (based 

on Bernstein, 1990; adapted by MacPhail, 2007; Herold, 2020) 

Bernstein’s (1990) approach consists of a multi-stage process, which relies on the interaction 

of the different main stages (see Figure 1) and finally discusses the relationships between the 

fields. The first stage of this process refers to the production level: This stage could be 

understood as the ‘intellectual field’ of the education system (MacPhail, 2007), where new 

knowledge is generated through scientific innovation in universities or research departments 

(Herold, 2020). The second stage of this process involves the ‘recontextualising’ of knowledge, 

which relies on the transformation of non-pedagogical knowledge to pedagogical knowledge. 

As pointed out by Herold (2020), new knowledge is integrated into an existing body of 

education knowledge and adapted for official curriculum framework during the stage of primary 

• Research institutes

• University research departments

Stage 1: Production of 
new knowledge

• Primary Recontextualisation 
(official): Adoption as ‘educational 
knowledge’, (National Curricula / 
Finnish National Board of Education)

• Secondary Recontextualisation: 
Advisors, Authors, Media, Publishers

Stage 2: 
Recontextualisation • Schools (e.g. school specific 

curriculum)

• Principals

• Individual teachers (e.g. Physical 
Education Teachers)

Stage 3: Reproduction 
of Knowledge
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recontextualization. In the recontextualization stage, Bernstein (1990) distinguishes between 

two distinct ‘recontextualisation fields’: First, the official recontextualisation field (‚Primary 

Recontextualisation’), including educational authorities and the government. This field 

involves those responsible for the educational programmes, i.e. in Finland, the Finnish 

National Board of Education (FNBE). Second, it involves the pedagogical recontextualisation 

field (‚Secondary Recontextualisation’), which may involve authors, educational publishers 

and companies and other agents who have an interest in the interpretation of the official 

curriculum texts (Herold, 2020). A previous study conducted by Meier et al. (2021) could 

illustrate that there may be obstacles in the recontextualization process when knowledge 

concerning diversity issues has been recontextualised in the curricular texts. In their study in 

an Austrian context, Meier et al. (2021) concluded that there was no clear agenda for diversity-

sensitive teaching between the three analysed curricular documents and the complex notion 

of diversity got somehow lost in the process of recontextualization. 

Finally, at the third stage, schools and individual teachers engage in the actual implementation 

of the curriculum, “mediating the original curriculum intentions through their pedagogical 

acting” (Herold, 2020; p. 4). While a flexible curriculum framework that can be adapted to the 

needs for all learners seems essential to implement inclusive practices on the classroom level, 

findings from previous studies still highlighted certain challenges due to the lack of specific 

detail on pedagogy and assessment. The lack of a more detailed information on pedagogy did 

not inspire teacher action at the reproduction level (Herold, 2020; Simmons & MacLean, 2018). 

If the curricular documents provide few details on how to structure learning and assessment 

processes, it is important that teachers are empowered and supported to engage in developing 

the school-specific curricula. 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1 Research Aims and description of the studies 

As there seems to be a gap between formulations and realisations of inclusive education in 

many countries (Haug, 2017), this dissertation is interested in examining the interplay between 

curriculum theory and its reflections by practitioners. In doing so, multiple types of material 

were gathered through different research methods which will be presented in the next 

subchapter (3.2). The Finnish case has been chosen in this thesis, because the Finnish 

educational system has been considered by many countries as a shining example after it was 

the top overall performer among OECD countries in the PISA studies (Sahlberg, 2013). On 

the other hand, Finland has done well to ensure that learning opportunities do not unfairly 

favour particular socioeconomic groups (Schraad-Tischler & Schiller, 2016). In Finland, 

education is regarded as a fundamental right for all citizens, regardless of their ethnic origin, 



Doctoral Thesis: Responding to diversity in Physical Education 

14 
 

gender and (dis-)ability, which is also a central vision of inclusion. As pointed out by Ruin & 

Stibbe (2020), there is a need for further international curriculum studies which examine the 

ideas and concepts of PE in a comparative perspective. Taking the Finnish perspective into 

account seems promising because Finland has created educational structures that prevent 

exclusion, and the present study contributes to the research gap in the international scientific 

community by systematically examining inclusive approaches from an international 

perspective, taking the country-specific conditions into account. The studies of this thesis can 

contribute to provide us with a critical lens through which we may examine the social, political 

and cultural values of the time, when the (Finnish) curriculum was created (Kilborn et al., 

2016). 

The research questions have been realised respectively in the three publications. The thesis 

is guided by the following main research question: How does the Finnish Nation Curriculum 

frame the teachers’ opportunities to respond to diversity in PE? 

To address the overall research question, I conducted three studies with the specific research 

questions presented below.  

Research questions in publication I 

• What are the mandated objectives, contents and assessment criteria of PE 

according to the syllabus? 

• How does the Finnish national curriculum respond to dealing with diversity in PE? 

At the beginning, an understanding was needed how the Finnish PE curriculum responds to 

the individual needs of all children, especially concerning the conceptualisation of PE, the aims 

and assessment criteria. Therefore, the exclusionary potential of the current national 

curriculum in Finland has been analysed through the lens of ableism. The first paper draws 

attention to the mandated aims and contents of the subject, and guidelines for dealing with 

diversity by employing qualitative content analysis. 

Research questions in publication II 

• How is ‘inclusion’ interpreted within the official Finnish curriculum framework? 

• How does the current Finnish (PE) curriculum address the inclusion of students with 

special educational needs (SEN)? 

In publication II, the analysis tries to gain insights into the understanding of ‘inclusion’ within 

the context of (PE) policy in Finland and particularly focuses on the inclusion of students with 

special educational needs (SEN). Like in the first publication, the theoretical perspective of 

ableism was used to explore if the curricular approaches contain exclusionary potentials and 
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hidden barriers to inclusion (Giese & Ruin, 2018). The article describes tensions between the 

curricular approaches for including students with SEN in PE and the role of traditional sports. 

While students with SEN are addressed intensively in the general guidelines of the national 

curriculum, the PE curricula provide little information that informs and structures (inclusive) 

teaching and learning processes.  

Research question in publication III 

• What are teachers’ perceptions of the ways the Finnish national curriculum frames 

their possibilities to deal with diversity (including students with disabilities) in PE? 

Publication III explored how the study participants perceive the ways the national curriculum 

frames their possibilities to work inclusive in PE. By drawing on the interview data and 

participant observations, the study offers deep insights into the perspectives of in-service 

teachers of PE about their perceptions on how the national curriculum impacts on their 

pedagogical autonomy and responsibility for developing their individual schools. The study 

also describes the tensions between the educative and physical dimensions of PE that can be 

found in the Finnish national curriculum and resulted in the participants’ reflections concerning 

the perspectives on the nature and objectives of PE.  

 

Figure 2. A summary of the use of data sources and the main research aims in articles I-III. 

3.2 Research process and methods 

In this series of studies, different qualitative approaches were used to answer the overall 

research question. First, the current Finnish National Curriculum of PE was qualitatively 

content analysed to identify how the PE curricula responds to the individual abilities and needs 

of all children, particularly regarding the objectives of PE, understanding of performance, 

possible adaptions of physical activities and methods of student assessment. Besides, an 

important aim of this curriculum analysis was to gain insights into the understanding of 
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‘inclusion’ within the context of PE policy in Finland, particularly focusing on the inclusion of 

students with SEN. For the document analysis, the Finnish national core curriculum (FNBE, 

2016) served as the main source which included the first chapters of the general guidelines 

(total of 172 pages) and the subject syllabus of PE (total of 16 pages) concerning grades 1-2, 

3-6 and 7-9 (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure.3 Structure of the Finnish National Core Curriculum of Basic Education  

Second, a case study was conducted with the intention of developing understandings about 

inclusive pedagogies for PE from the perspective of PE teachers and how the curriculum 

frames the teachers’ possibilities to work inclusive. This study is based on semi-structured 

interviews and participant observation. 

Data collection 

Data were collected at each school separately, following similar steps in collecting the 

research data. First, observations of PE classes in comprehensive schools and one special 

school, 1-6 th (pupils aged 7–12) and 7-9th grades (pupils aged 13–16) over a period of six 

months were conducted. Second, eight individual interviews with the teachers responsible for 

the observed classes were carried out after the teaching observations. The focus on different 

practitioners (PE teachers and special education teachers) aimed to capture the insights and 

experiences from various professional perspectives. 

A guideline with predetermined categories was used to conduct the observations in a 

structured manner. The observations focused on inclusive pedagogies and adaptive teaching 

strategies such as content and activity modifications (Black & Stevenson, 2017). Throughout 

the observation process, short notes were taken and were further described after each 

observed lesson. The interview questions covered four different categories related to the 

teacher’s experiences concerning the understanding of inclusion, (inclusive) teaching in the 

field of PE, the curriculum and the school environment.  

Finnish National Core Curriculum of Basic Education 

General education goals 
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(Inclusive) values, 
conception of learning  

and transversal 
competencies  

Organization of 
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culture 
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The interview questions were designed so that the teachers could freely describe the aspects 

they consider important regarding their pedagogical practices in PE and the perception of the 

Finnish core curriculum. The aim of these interviews was to reveal the teachers’ interpretations 

of the processes of inclusion and exclusion in PE (Munk & Agergaard, 2015) and to collect 

knowledge concerning the teachers’ perceptions of their pedagogical practice and the 

relationship to their pedagogical assignment. The interviews lasted between 30 and 50 

minutes and were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  

Study Participants 

Participants were four PE teachers and four special education teachers who met the key 

requirement of having previous experience in teaching PE to students with SEN. A purposeful 

sampling approach using the strategy of criterion sampling was used to recruit the participants 

(Creswell, 2014). The focus on different practitioners (PE teachers and special education 

teachers) aimed to capture the insights and experiences from various professional 

perspectives. Their ages varied from 30 to 60 years, and their pedagogical work experience 

ranged from 4 to almost 30 years. As a language barrier existed between the researcher and 

the participants of the study, interviews have been conducted in English. Therefore, 

participants have been chosen based on their language proficiency in English. The language 

proficiency levels of all interviewees were sufficient to express their thoughts and opinions. 

Data collection took place in three public comprehensive schools and one special school in 

Southern Finland. Pseudonyms were used to protect the identities of the participants. 

Additional demographic information is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Description of Participants (n=8) 

Pseudonym male/ female Age 
(years) 

school, class level teaching 
experience 

(years) 

description 

Matti Male 30 Special school, grades 1-9 4  subject teacher, 
PE 

Vilho Male 48 Comprehensive school, 
grades 7-9 

21  subject teacher, 
PE 

Tuomas Male 51 Comprehensive school, 
grades 7-9 

22  subject teacher, 
PE 

Iina Female 40 Comprehensive school, 
grades 1-6 

9  PE/class 
teacher 

Julia Female 32 Comprehensive school, 
grades 1-6 

4  Special 
educator 

Suvi Female 44 Comprehensive school, 
grades 1-9 

13  Special 
educator 

Janika Female 41 Comprehensive school, 
grades 1-9 

11  Special 
educator 

Satu Female 60 Special school, grades 1-6 29 Special 
educator 
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Data analysis 

In publication I and II, different parts of the Finnish national curriculum were selected for the 

document analysis in line with the research aims, which included the general part of the 

curriculum and the teaching guidelines for the subject PE. The documents have been 

qualitatively content analysed adopting a deductive-inductive approach. The starting point was 

a coding frame with deductively formed codes derived from the current state of research and 

the subsequent inductive coding of the data coded within a specific main category (Kuckartz, 

2019). A detailed description on how the documents were analysed can be found in the 

respective publication. In publication III, the interview data served as the main source of data 

analysis as the focus of both articles lies on the teachers’ perspective. In publication III, the 

interview data were qualitatively content analysed by adopting the inductive content analysis 

method (Mayring, 2010). Additionally, observational data was used to clarify understanding 

about teachers’ interactions and responses in the interviews.  

Ethical considerations 

The data collection took place during a research stay as a visiting doctoral student at the 

University of Helsinki from September of 2016 to July of 2017. The research procedures 

followed the “Ethical principles of research in the humanities and social and behavioural 

sciences” of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (http://www.tenk.fi/en). These 

guidelines include procedures for handling misconduct and fraud in science, which is primarily 

the responsibility of each individual researcher. Participant consent was obtained from all the 

teachers who voluntarily participated in the interviews and the purpose of the study was 

explained before each interview began. Following the completion of the interview process, 

transcriptions of the interviews were emailed to the participants upon request to ensure that 

none of the data collected was misinterpreted. Any participant identification has been removed 

from the data and replaced by alternative identifiers. The interview transcripts have been 

stored as described in the data management plan. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tenk.fi/en
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Chapter 4: Synopsis of the Publications  

One of the three publications in the dissertation has been co-authored. Publication II was 

written in collaboration with my supervisor, Ass. – Prof. Dr. Stefan Meier. I carried out the data 

collection and wrote the first draft of the paper, while Stefan Meier contributed in the 

conceptualisation and analysis of the paper. I am therefore first author and principally 

responsible for the result. 

4.1 Publication I (status: published) 

 

Towards inclusive education? An analysis of the 

current physical education curriculum in Finland 

from the perspective of ableism 

AUTHOR: CHRISTOPHER MIHAJLOVIC 

PUBLISHED IN: INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PHYSICAL EDUCATION, 56 

(4), 29-40 

 

KEY FINDINGS: 

Publication I analyses the current physical education curriculum in Finland from the 

perspective of ableism. The results of this study show that – at first glance - the Finnish 

curricular approaches seem to support inclusion due to their emphasis on diversity issues and 

inclusive values.  However, by applying the theoretical perspective of ableism I could identify 

that the PE curriculum harbours some exclusionary potential which mainly refers to the 

fundamental anthropological assumptions that all individuals have the capacity to reflect on 

themselves, which may also exclude those individuals that are not able to do so. Although 

standardized competencies exist in the Finnish curricular approaches, these performance 

expectations have a less normative character than in other countries (Giese & Ruin, 2018; 

Ruin & Meier, 2017; Haycock & Smith, 2010). 
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4.2 Publication II (status: published) 

 

 

 

Including students with special educational needs 

in Physical Education: An analysis of the current 

Finnish National Core Curriculum 

AUTHOR: CHRISTOPHER MIHAJLOVIC & STEFAN MEIER 

PUBLISHED IN: THE CURRICULUM JOURNAL, 33 (2), 279– 296. 

 

KEY FINDINGS: 

The curriculum analysis in publication II focuses on the inclusion of students with special 

educational needs (SEN). The results of this study indicate that, the general part of the 

Finnish national curriculum addresses the concept of inclusion in a broad and comprehensive 

way. However, the PE curricula mainly reduce the concept of inclusion to the dimensions of 

‘(dis-)ability’. By drawing on the theoretical perspective of ableism, the analysis shows that the 

curricular documents do not ‘label’ students with SEN by highlighting that every pupil has the 

right to receive educational support at some point, not only students with certain disabilities. 

Compared to the curricular documents from other countries, normative performance 

expectations and body ideals are not in the focus of the analysed curricula in Finland. As the 

Finnish national curriculum in PE is rather short on content, it leaves decisions on content and 

teaching methods to individual teachers and schools. 
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4.3 Publication III (status: published) 

 

 

Teachers’ perceptions of the Finnish national 

curriculum and inclusive practices of physical 

education 

AUTHOR: CHRISTOPHER MIHAJLOVIC 

PUBLISHED IN: CURRICULUM STUDIES IN HEALTH AND PHYSICAL 

EDUCATION, 10 (3), 247-261 

KEY FINDINGS: 

Publication III draws upon the teachers’ perceptions of the Finnish national curriculum 

and inclusive practices of physical education. The results of this study confirm the need 

for a flexible curriculum that can be adapted to the needs for all learners. The flexibility of the 

curriculum seems to have a positive impact on the participants’ professional practice. Most 

participants feel morally responsible for developing their schools. Moreover, for most 

participants, PE should promote lifelong participation in physical activity.  

A differentiated and reflected understanding of assessing student achievement in PE seems 

important to accommodate the individual needs of their students with disabilities. The 

participants of the study also mentioned the importance of encouraging interaction with their 

students and reflecting on one’s own teaching practice. Implementations of inclusive practices, 

however, varied immensely between the different schools in this study. Taking the different 

professional backgrounds of the study participants into account, both teacher professions – 

PE and special educators – mentioned similar strategies when adapting the physical activities 

to the individual needs of their learners in PE. Participants highlighted the importance of 

activity modifications involving the equipment, the rules and the learning environment when 

attempting to meet the needs of all pupils in PE.  
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Chapter 5: Concluding discussion 

The main research question of this thesis was to investigate how the Finnish national 

curriculum frames the teachers’ possibilities to respond to diversity in PE. This thesis therefore 

explored the respective curricular documents and teachers’ perceptions of the curriculum and 

its influence on their teaching and assessment practices when dealing with diversity.  

One of the main findings of this study indicates that the national curriculum builds upon a 

broad understanding of inclusion, capturing any group of students and as a way of responding 

to diversity among learners and is thus not limited solely on children with disabilities. However, 

while the general part of the Finnish national curriculum addresses diversity issues in a specific 

and comprehensive way, the PE curriculum mainly reduces the concept of diversity to the 

dimensions of ‘(dis-)ability’ and ‘cultural diversity. This may be traced back to the fact that 

special education has strong cultural roots in responding to diversity in mainstream education 

in Finland (Jahnukainen & Itkonen, 2016; Paju et al., 2021). Besides, I conclude that the 

subject of PE seems to be unique in the narrowness of its conceptualisation of inclusion due 

to the prominent role of sports and particularly the ‘ethos of sport’ in constructing the subject 

of PE (Kujala & Hakala, 2015; Hakala & Kujala, 2021). The theoretical perspective of ableism 

has been proven to provide a good starting point for identifying and understanding normative 

performance expectations and body ideals in the curricular documents. The theory has been 

of help in raising awareness of normative problems in PE, such as certain achievement 

standards that are linked to the ability to reproduce normative motor skills and the learners’ 

ability of self-reflection. More precisely, individuals with multiple or more severe impairments 

may perceive barriers to participate in physical activities due to their physical disposition and 

may therefore be excluded from PE. Although the Finnish curricular approaches harbour some 

hidden barriers to inclusion, efforts are made to achieve an inclusive environment by providing 

equal access to education for everyone and supporting every student’s learning and well-

being. In terms of PE, the Finnish national curriculum highlights the importance of recognising 

the pupils’ personal strengths and considering the pupil’s state of health and special needs in 

the instruction and assessment. In the process of planning lessons and setting learning 

objectives, pupils are expected to actively take part in developing suitable learning 

environments. This indicates that justice, equity and inclusion involve an interplay of 

pedagogical practices and the curriculum (Overton et al., 2016). Having a flexible curriculum 

that is open to teaching different movement forms (apart from traditional sports) and adapted 

physical activities can be regarded as an important precondition for helping teachers in dealing 

with the increasingly diverse student population in PE. 
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Taking the main research question into account, an important finding of this study is that the 

curriculum seems to have a positive impact on the participants’ professional practice. Most of 

the study participants appreciated the flexibility of the curriculum, which requires more 

responsibility and creativity on the part of teachers. While the teaching staff receives a great 

amount of educational autonomy, participants still feel morally responsible and committed to 

their work and (inclusive) school development. Moreover, a relative consensus among the 

participants on the general purpose of the subject was evident: According to most participants, 

PE aims at preparing students for a lifetime of physical activity (McEvoy et al., 2015). Helping 

students find something they like and want to pursue in the future is a formally stated purpose 

of PE in Finland and was a common opinion among most participants. In line with previous 

qualitative research (McEvoy et al., 2015), the framing of this shared purpose differed between 

participants, reflecting a range of perspectives on the nature of their subject. Participants in 

this study either emphasised the role of PE as an educational subject or the physical nature 

of PE.  

In Finland, the national curriculum provides teachers with a flexible framework for teaching. 

Within this relatively loose framework, teachers have the autonomy to plan their teaching 

independently.  However, the teaching that students meet in the classroom results from a 

dynamic non-linear process in which different actors interpret, negotiate, and translate 

curriculum (Grundén, 2022; Alvunger et al., 2021). The interplay between the curricular 

documents and the pedagogical practices are framed by the specific institutional context of 

the individual school and its surroundings. Consequently, there is a discrepancy between what 

decision-makers in charge of schooling consider desirable and what happens in the 

classroom. The results of the present studies indicate that the difference between the intended 

curricula and enacted curricula often occurs when selecting the curriculum contents and 

planning the lessons, which also can be regarded as a planned curriculum (Grundén, 2022). 

In the interviews, the teachers hardly explicitly mentioned the guidelines that constitute the 

intended curriculum. However, the participants referred to the curriculum framework and 

values that guide them in the process of developing the teaching practices when dealing with 

diversity. The most frequent explicit reference to the national curriculum was when the 

teachers mentioned the different opportunities of assessment in PE, including children with 

disabilities. At the micro level, participants independently decide what teaching (teaching) 

materials they would like to use and are responsible for developing a specific curriculum on 

school level. In relation to Bernstein (1990), the findings of this thesis demonstrate how 

specific educational approaches and values have found their way into the curricular 

documents that are currently framing PE in Finland. As described by Meier et al. (2021) in an 

Austrian context, these different approaches to diversity in the general part and the PE 
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curriculum in Finland may have consequences on the reproduction level, where PE teachers 

recontextualise the curriculum’s intentions when acting in an educational context. In 

investigating the process of curriculum development, the present research was able to 

illustrate the relationship between the Finnish national curriculum (similar to Bernstein’s 

recontextualising context) and school level (reproduction context) and also the challenges 

involved in the process. A previous study from England could demonstrate that a flexible 

curriculum which leaves the responsibility to individual teachers to interpret the meaning of 

the curriculum can be problematic as decisions are made in line with their individual and 

professional values (Herold, 2020). In fact, this also provides the opportunity to continue with 

already established curricular practices as there is no need to change anything. As the results 

of the third publication of this thesis demonstrate, this does not seem to be the case in Finland 

as the lack of specific detail on pedagogy and assessment in the curricular documents rather 

encourages the participants to take action and engage in innovative curriculum development 

processes. It could be argued that the research-based teacher education and the trust in the 

teachers’ professional abilities may support the engagement of Finnish teachers in developing 

their schools (Niemi, 2015; Vitikka et al., 2012). The thesis concludes that giving curricular 

freedom to teachers does not necessarily lead to innovative practices on the classroom level 

and may also act as a barrier in its function to serve as a systematic guide or framework for 

teachers (Kirk, 2014; Ennis, 2013).  Consequently, as pointed out by Herold (2020), if official 

curriculum documents provide a minimalist guidance, increased attention should be paid to 

the recontextualisation processes that empower teachers to identify opportunities for 

innovative practice. 

5.1 Reflections on methodology 

In line with the main research question of this thesis, the research methods were selected 

accordingly. In this thesis, the main research interest lies in the interplay between curriculum 

approaches and its reflections in inclusive teaching from the teachers’ perspective. Although 

teaching observations were also carried out and used in the research process, the curricular 

document analysis and interview transcripts served as the main source of data analysis. 

Observational data was mainly used to clarify understandings about teachers’ interactions and 

responses in the interviews. Consequently, curricular documents and interviews were used as 

main data collection tools as the studies mainly focused on the understanding of the concepts 

of inclusion/diversity in the PE policy documents and how it frames the teachers’ opportunities 

to work inclusive. Moreover, a combination of different qualitative research methods was 

considered useful. Combining multiple qualitative methods that complemented one another 

gave a better understanding of the processes related to curriculum theory and practice in a 
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complex educational context of inclusive practices (Creswell, 2014). In addition, using results 

from several methods contributed to generate new insights from several perspectives.  

The interview studies faced certain methodological limitations concerning data collection and 

analysis. First, given the small sample group, the qualitative approach has certain limitations 

for its generalisability, and it is not applicable in widely dispersed settings. Second, a broader 

focus on different practitioners (e.g. principals, other teaching professions) could have 

provided a more in-depth and broader understanding of the perceptions of the curriculum and 

teaching practice. Third, as I was not familiar with the local language (Finnish), the interviews 

were conducted in English, which is not the native language for participants and researcher. 

During the data analysis process, the language barrier became more significant. Some of the 

quotations in English required time-consuming clarifications about what the interviewees 

actually meant. Follow-up e-mail correspondence with the participants was utilized to 

supplement interview data when clarifications or further explanations were needed (Meho, 

2006). E-mail correspondence was useful for returning the interview transcripts to the 

respective participants for verification. 

5.2 Perspectives 

Although the focus of the thesis was the subject of PE in the Finnish context, the findings refer 

to similar trends in educational policy on an international level, as I identified the strong 

necessity to better align the conceptual frameworks of curricular documents towards 

responding to diversity and to create a uniform guideline for teachers in their subjects. In this 

respect, it seems interesting, that the inclusive statements in the FNBE (2016) still use ‘his 

and her’ to define young people and do not make use of a more inclusive language. Regarding 

the exclusion of students identifying as non-binary in the curricular documents, there is a risk 

that teachers do not take into consideration the existence and needs of transgender people 

(Mihajlovic & Meier, 2022). This may suggest that there are systemic challenges that need to 

be addressed in future work with teachers, policy makers and teacher educators.  

Moreover, there is a need for more qualitative research to complement the knowledge created 

by the present studies on inclusive strategies in PE (Petrie et al. 2018; Wilson et al., 2020), 

especially concerning pedagogies with an all-embracing approach that go beyond the 

inclusion of pupils with SEN. Future research should also take into account the perspectives 

of different professionals as it may contribute to a more comprehensive perspective on 

diversity and inclusive teaching strategies. In this respect, observational data of PE lessons 

could help to gain insight into the complex field of pedagogical practices that inform processes 

of inclusion and exclusion.  
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At present, there is an ongoing debate on how the concepts of diversity and inclusion are 

understood, facing various challenges, such as “how social markers emerge, how many of 

them are significant and how and why they relate to each other in different situations” (Meier 

et al., 2021). As pointed out by Meier et al. (2021), some scholars promote a more categorical 

way of thinking about difference, while others aim for a more fluid conceptualisation of diversity 

covering any possibility of difference among humans, such as the approach of intersectionality 

(McCall, 2005), which addresses the complexity of interrelatedness of social differences. In 

PE and sports, the approach of intersectionality is gaining more importance, specifically 

concerning the intersections of race and gender and the related discourses on racial 

stereotypes and gender labelling (Sutherland, 2017; Bartsch & Rulofs, 2020). While research 

focused on individual categories such as gender or race as for a long time, there is a “growing 

recognition that it is important to understand how gender and race interact to address 

prejudices and inequalities of opportunity in sports” (Barsch & Rulofs, 2020, p.4). 

Consequently, there is a need for more research taking into account the concept of 

intersectionality addressing the ongoing negotiation processes and possible ways of 

interrelatedness of social differences (Carastathis, 2016), which may be helpful to understand 

the complexity of different diversity dimensions. 
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