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Abstract 

This is the first systematic qualitative review to examine and organise the current body of 

research that addresses the practical application of critical pedagogy within Physical Education 

and Sport for Development. Following a rigorous systematic review process, this paper 

analyses critical pedagogy, social justice and social transformation through Freire’s (1972) 

concept of dialogical and anti-dialogical action. The themes generated through the analysis of 

Physical Education were (1) the challenge of teaching social justice through dialogue and 

negotiation in Physical Education, (2) the challenge of using critical pedagogy to inform about 

social justice in Physical Education Teacher Education and (3) the challenge of applying 

critical pedagogy in Physical Education Teacher Education. The themes that were generated 

through the analysis for Sport for Development were (1) challenging dominant approaches 

towards pedagogy in Sport for Development and (2) the challenge of designing professional 

development in Sport for Development. The internationally relevant results explore the 

challenges faced in the implementation of critical pedagogy in both Physical Education and 

Sport for Development and critically analyse the capacity for future applications of critical 

pedagogy within Sport for Development. Findings suggest that social transformation in Sport 

for Development is more likely to be realised through a critical shift in curriculum and 

professional development that embraces dialogue, reflection, negotiation and collaboration. 

Further to this, developing pedagogy within a culture of social justice will enable Sport for 

Development organisations to further challenge their own values, attitudes and beliefs whilst 

critically exploring the wider social implications of their practice. 

Key Words 

Sport for development  - Physical Education - Critical Pedagogy - Dialogical and anti-

dialogical action - Social justice - Social transformation - Qualitative systematic review 
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Introduction  

Critical pedagogy represents a significant shift from pedagogies that are characterised by the 

transmission of existing knowledge to a pedagogy that is concerned with the production of 

knowledge and socially just outcomes (Macdonald, 2002). For Freire (1972, p.54) critical 

pedagogy is a ‘pedagogy of humankind’ that is orientated in the concept of social justice. Social 

justice is achieved through developing a conscious relationship between people and their lived 

reality. People become conscious beings through ‘education as the practice of freedom’ (Freire, 

1972, p.81) as opposed to an act of dominance or oppression. This relationship develops an 

awareness that ‘reality is a process, undergoing constant transformation’ (Freire, 1972, p.75). 

Transformative learning challenges practices that are taken for granted within dominant culture 

and conventional education systems (Gruenewald, 2003). Transformation is achieved through 

participation in constructive dialogue that enables people to share their experiences, and to use 

the experiences of others to understand their own views, opinions and assumptions and how 

these are influenced (Brown, 2013). Opening true dialogue increases engagement and social 

participation through a counter narrative that addresses power disparities, reduced local 

democratisation and rising inequalities within education (Knijnik & Luguetti, 2020).  

Early academic work on critical pedagogy in Physical Education challenged some conventional 

assumptions, ideas and practices, yet this work has been criticised for being long on critique 

and short on constructive alternatives. To address these shortcomings the application of critical 

pedagogy required a shift from advocacy to action (Kirk, 2004), and from critical thought to 

transformative practice (Tinning, 2019). Recent literature within Physical Education has made 

a significant and positive shift towards application. New ideas, particularly around pedagogical 

practice, curriculum design and Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE), have 

recontextualised the field. These ideas have occurred through practical translations of critical 
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pedagogies that attend to social, cultural and economic developments at large (Kirk, 2004; 

Hickey, Mooney & Alfrey, 2019).  

Sport for Development (SfD) is the utilisation of sport as a tool for development to address 

social issues across a variety of circumstances and contexts (Kidd, 2008). With regard to SfD 

and pedagogy, Svensson & Woods (2017) identified that 37% of SfD organisations have 

education as their primary focus and yet limited research has been undertaken with a specific 

focus on educational and pedagogical practice within SfD programmes and organisations 

(Schulenkorf, Sherry & Rowe, 2016). In many instances SfD curricula are developed in the 

Global North and implemented in the Global South through manuals and practices that 

reinforce an unequal relationship with regard to knowledge (McSweeney et al, 2019). This 

approach to education within SfD is critiqued through its focus on anti-dialogical actions that 

construct curricula within a dominant framework that fails to interrogate relations of power and 

misses or ignores local practice, knowledge and the needs, desires and wants of 

individuals/communities (Hartmann & Kwauk, 2011).  

This concern is reinforced through the perception that pedagogy is developed as a globally 

travelling prescription for improvements in teaching and learning that is packaged to look the 

same everywhere and can be imported wholesale from one context to another (Schweisfurth, 

2015). Due to this approach, educational elements of SfD programmes have not always been 

taught, communicated or understood in the way that it is intended, particularly the 

representation of different histories and perspectives. The reality of this shortcoming is that 

adequate attention is not always given to pedagogy, especially considering how central it is for 

many programmes (Spaaij & Jeanes, 2013; Rossi & Jeanes, 2016).  Addressing this concern 

requires the development of a collective position that emphasises dialogical action through 

negotiation and collaboration. A collective position increases the likelihood of participants 
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engaging with their own knowledge and experience in order to make sense of their worlds and 

themselves (Hayhurst, Giles & Wright, 2016). 

Whilst this lack of analysis of pedagogical practice in SfD is problematic there have been a 

number of recent applications of critical pedagogy within SfD research. This is a welcome 

development, yet research of critical pedagogy within SfD is a developing field and there are 

lessons that can be learned from the more extensive experiences of application within Physical 

Education. Due to the nature of SfD programmes, curriculum design and professional 

development are areas where clear connections can be made with Physical Education. 

Therefore, the aim of this qualitative systematic review was to develop a comprehensive 

synthesis of the studies exploring critical pedagogy in curriculum design and professional 

development across Physical Education and SfD. The rationale for this derives from the 

understanding that to successfully implement critical pedagogy, the initial focus should be on 

the design of the curriculum and the development of those who will be applying the principles 

and practices of critical pedagogy within it. Findings from the review enabled a critical 

discussion on, and recommendations for, the future application of dialogical and critical 

pedagogy within curriculum design and professional development in SfD.  

The review was guided by the following two questions: 

(1) What challenges are faced in applying critical pedagogy to curriculum design and 

professional development in both Physical Education and Sport for Development? 

(2) In what ways can critical pedagogy be successfully applied within curriculum 

design and professional development by Sport for Development organisations?  

The review is framed through Freire’s (1972) concept of dialogical and anti-dialogical action. 

The concept builds upon the banking concept, problem posing education, critical thinking and 

culture through an in-depth exploration of dialogue in relation to praxis. Through praxis 
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dialogue becomes an act of creation that is built upon love, trust, hope, critical thinking, 

communication and authentic humanism (Freire, 1972). The concept is clearly structured in 

four dimensions and provides the language for a focused discussion of the relevance of 

dialogical and anti-dialogical action in curriculum design and professional development. 

Framing the review through the four dimensions enabled a specific narrative to be developed 

that directly addressed the possibility of a dialogical and critical future for SfD pedagogy.    

Dialogical and Anti-Dialogical Action 

Dialogical and anti-dialogical action are analysed by Freire (1972) through the following four 

dimensions:  

Conquest/co-operation 

Conquest manifests itself through the imposition of international objectives on nations, 

communities and individuals. The anti-dialogical nature of conquest robs nations, communities 

and individuals of their autonomy to make decisions for themselves. This is reinforced through 

the myth of charity (Freire, 1972) which is portrayed as a gesture of gratitude that should be 

accepted wholeheartedly. The counter to conquest is the dialogical action of cultural co-

operation. Dialogical processes do not involve a subject and a master, there is no conquest or 

domination from one over another. Co-operation does not impose, rather it provides the 

opportunity for people to engage in a critical analysis of their own problematic reality. 

Although there is the desire for the realisation of international policy objectives within the 

Global South, these cannot be adopted by ‘unveiling the world for another’ (Freire, 1972, 

p.169). The realisation of transformative outcomes within both Physical Education and SfD 

requires engagement through co-operative dialogue. 

Divide & Rule/Unity for Liberation 
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The second dimension of anti-dialogical action is to divide to maintain power.  This is achieved 

by a variety of means including the form of cultural action that provides the false impression 

that people are being helped. Freire (1972) identifies that external organisations do not seek to 

develop the community as a whole but rather seek to identify and develop specific leaders from 

within the community. This preserves a ‘state of alienation and hinders the emergence of 

consciousness and critical intervention’ (Freire, 1972, p.143). Counter to the dimension of 

divide and rule is unity for liberation. This occurs at a human level, where the unity that 

connects people is different in nature to that which divided them before. Unity within Physical 

Education and SfD can be developed through connecting organisations, practitioners and 

communities in the processes of design and implementation. This is where cultural action is a 

totalising process that approaches the community as a whole (Freire, 1972).  

Manipulation/Organisation 

The third dimension of anti-dialogical action is manipulation. Manipulation may not 

necessarily be maliciously intended, yet through the myth of charity it distracts people from 

the true causes of their problems, and from the solutions required to address those problems 

(Freire, 1972). Organisation at a national and local level is a way in which manipulation can 

be challenged. A culture of organisation does not dismiss the concept of leadership but rather 

embraces it anew. New forms of leadership that stem from organisation are part of an 

educational process in which organisations, practitioners and communities can experience 

authority and freedom together (Freire, 1972). This can be realised in Physical Education and 

SfD by directly challenging manipulative practice and imposed external agendas through 

working collaboratively in the development of future curriculum/professional development and 

the pedagogical practice that drives them.  

Cultural Invasion/Cultural Synthesis 
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The final fundamental characteristic of anti-dialogical action is cultural invasion. Invasion is a 

fundamental part of domination and is in many instances camouflaged with an external 

organisation adopting a supporting role. This is the imposition of one world view onto another 

that is perceived as a ‘form of economic and cultural domination’ (Freire, 1972, p.153). This 

in turn increases the likelihood of people conforming to the cultural norms of the external 

organisation. People become dependent on the organisation that is providing for them, reducing 

significantly their power to make decisions for themselves. This is the ‘fate of any dependent 

society, as long as it remains dependent’ (Freire, 1972, p.162). Dependency can be challenged 

through the counter dimension to cultural invasion, cultural synthesis. Cultural synthesis works 

through ensuring that Physical Education and SfD practitioners learn with the people and about 

their world. A significant element of cultural synthesis is in the understanding of the differences 

that exist between organisations, the practitioners within them, and the people they seek to 

support. There are differences in background and experiences, but in building trust through 

dialogue, they can resolve the contradictions of those different world views. This ensures a 

two-way learning process that denies ‘the invasion of one by the other but affirms the 

undeniable support each gives to the other’ (Freire, 1972, p.181).  

Given the importance of dialogue to Freire’s methodology it is necessary to identify its 

influence on the application of critical pedagogy within both Physical Education and SfD. In 

order to achieve this the following qualitative systematic review explored dialogical and anti-

dialogical action from a variety of perspectives that relate to both scholarly investigation and 

practical application. 

Search Strategy 

The intention of this qualitative systematic review was to establish to what extent existing 

research on critical pedagogy has progressed towards clarifying a particular problem and the 
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implications of this problem for policy and practice (Siddaway et al, 2019). A qualitative 

systematic review was the most appropriate choice for exploring critical pedagogy across 

Physical Education and SfD as it enabled the exploration of broader questions than would have 

been possible within a single empirical study. The process involved a synthesis of existing 

studies through the development of an overarching narrative and interpretative translation of 

qualitative findings (Grant & Booth, 2009). In order to explore the review questions the search 

strategy was split between Physical Education and SfD. The search terms employed are 

evidenced in table 1: 

Insert table 1 here  

These were constructed in a variety of different ways and were employed through a 

comprehensive and thorough exploration of peer review journals within Google Scholar and 

SPORTDiscus. These search engines were utilised for their scope to encompass the 

interdisciplinary nature of these subjects. For the purpose of this review only qualitative studies 

in peer-reviewed journals and book chapters were included. Further to this, a manual search of 

13 sport- and education-related peer-reviewed journals was completed. The reference lists in 

the identified articles were also searched to find additional articles that met the inclusion 

criteria. The most common journals within the review were Physical Education and Sport 

Pedagogy (n=7), Sport, Education and Society (n=4), and the European Physical Educational 

Review (n=2). The inclusion criteria for the review consisted of (a) a qualitative study (b) the 

utilisation of critical/transformative pedagogy in a SfD/Physical Education context (c) analysis 

of the capacity for critical/transformative pedagogies to be applied in a SfD/Physical Education 

context, and (d) articles published between January 1986 (as this was as far back as articles 

went in the search) and May 2020.  

Sample 
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In Physical Education a total of 380 articles were identified. After the removal of duplicates 

and a second round of screening that focused on curriculum development and PETE, 13 articles 

remained. In SfD a total of 176 articles were identified. After the removal of duplicates and a 

second round of screening that focused on programme/curriculum design and professional 

development, 8 articles remained. Articles that did not conform to the above inclusion criteria 

were excluded. A number of articles/book chapters were excluded from the review due to being 

conceptual studies as opposed to primary qualitative studies (Physical Education n= 23 and 

SfD n=4). Due to their focus on curriculum and professional development/PETE thirteen of 

these articles (Physical Education n=10 and SfD n=3) informed the critical analysis of the 

findings within the discussion. This process is laid out in the PRISMA flow diagram in figure 

1: 

 Insert Figure 1 here 

Data analysis 

Due to the qualitative nature of the research a thematic approach was employed in the analysis 

of data. This process provided the opportunity to delve deeper into the meanings of the texts 

and to identify the patterns that underlie the themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). Following this 

process, the themes were revised and reviewed in seeking to form a coherent pattern (Nowell 

et al, 2017). It was also important to ensure the validity of the themes to ensure that they 

accurately reflected the meanings that were evident in the data set as a whole (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006). The analysis is split between Physical Education and SfD rather than combined. 

This process ensured that a clear picture was generated for each area. Following this process, 

the themes were defined and named. This was undertaken through the development of a 

detailed analysis that identified the collective nature of Physical Education and SfD research 
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on critical pedagogy and how it relates specifically to curriculum design and professional 

development. 

The themes that were generated from the review on critical pedagogy in Physical Education 

focus on social justice, dialogical action, negotiated curriculum and PETE. With regard to 

critical pedagogy within SfD the generated themes focus on programme/curriculum design, 

dialogical action and coach/peer education. The themes directly respond to research question 

1 through an exploration of the challenges faced in applying critical pedagogy to curriculum 

design and professional development in both Physical Education and SfD. The findings of the 

review address research question 2 through informing the discussion on successful future 

applications of critical pedagogy in curriculum design and professional development within 

SfD.  

The themes that were generated through the analysis of Physical Education were: 

(1) The challenges of teaching social justice through dialogue and negotiation in Physical 

Education  

(2) The challenges of using critical pedagogy to inform about social justice in Physical 

Education Teacher Education  

(3) The challenge of applying critical pedagogy in Physical Education Teacher Education  

The themes that were generated through the analysis for SfD were: 

(4) Challenging dominant approaches towards pedagogy in Sport for Development  

(5) The challenge of designing professional development in Sport for Development  

Due to the breadth of the results that these qualitative studies offer, the following analysis is in 

no way a comprehensive study of critical pedagogy within Physical Education and SfD. The 

analysis does provide examples of how critical pedagogy has been applied within Physical 
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Education and SfD alongside an analysis of how SfD can utilise critical pedagogy in future 

approaches to curriculum design and professional development.  

Results 

Findings 

The review found a significant recent growth in qualitative studies of critical pedagogy across 

both Physical Education and SfD. All but one of the articles found were published between 

2015 and 2020. This provides evidence of a recent growth in primary studies that are seeking 

to apply critical pedagogy in practice. The subject of critical pedagogy has a distinctly 

international appeal as the studies were undertaken within a variety of countries. Studies of 

Physical Education were undertaken within Australia (n=3), New Zealand (n=3), USA (n=3) 

and Brazil (n=1). Three studies including Walton-Fisette et al (2018) were international 

collaborations that captured data across a variety of countries. Studies of SfD, in relation to 

critical pedagogy, were undertaken in a variety of countries including Colombia, South Africa, 

Belize and Zambia. The most common methodologies employed were case study (n=4) or 

qualitative case study (n=7). Other methodological approaches included ethnography (n=2), 

narrative enquiry (n=1) and participatory action research (n=1). Overall, the studies focused 

on a variety of elements in relation to critical pedagogy. Within Physical Education there was 

a clear focus on social justice and socio-cultural issues. Within SfD there was a focus on 

curriculum transformation, programme development, social change and dialogical pedagogies. 

The majority of studies utilised Freire as their conceptual framework with the only exceptions 

in Physical Education. These were a social justice framework (Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 2019a; 

Schenker et al, 2019; Gerdin et al, 2019), and Walton-Fisette et al (2018) adopting a framework 

of transformative pedagogy. Two tables summarising the included studies for both Physical 

Education and SfD are presented in appendix 1. 
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Analysis 

The following analysis initially introduces the key findings for each theme. Following the 

introduction each theme is analysed in depth and finally, conclusions are drawn to summarise 

the key points generated through the analysis.  

The challenges of teaching social justice through dialogue and negotiation in Physical 

Education 

A number of articles explored the issue of inequality in pedagogical design through the concept 

of social justice. Findings suggest that whilst there is no single best way to teach social justice 

through Physical Education, building relationships, negotiating learning and co-constructing 

curriculum can support it. These can be realised by promoting cultural perspectives through 

critical thinking and reflection and incorporating meaningful dialogue to increase engagement 

both within and beyond the classroom.  

Schenker et al (2019) drew on the experiences and insights gained from an international 

collaboration project that sought to examine what constitutes pedagogies for social justice in 

Physical Education across three different countries – Sweden, Norway and New Zealand. 

Findings suggest that an understanding of what constitutes pedagogies for social justice needs 

to go beyond a focus on pedagogy by recognising the regulative, normative and cultural 

perspectives that explicitly and implicitly enable and/or constrain social justice pedagogies 

(Schenker et al, 2019). This study is closely linked to research by Gerdin et al (2019) who drew 

on qualitative data from the same collaborative project. Their findings suggest that the quest 

for social justice in Physical Education should focus on further problematizing affirmative and 

hierarchical educational practice. The rationale for this is that social justice teaching strategies 

are enabled and constrained by the contexts in which they are practised (Gerdin et al, 2019).  
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Focusing on inclusive practice in relation to social justice education Alfrey & O’Connor’s 

(2020) qualitative case study of an Australian secondary school drew upon critical pedagogy 

in order to create more inclusive learning experiences for all students. Findings highlighted that 

(1) questioning and critical dialogue as a focus in every lesson allowed for a more dialogical 

approach to teaching and learning, (2) student choice related to assessment provided autonomy 

for students, and (3) opportunity was provided for critical reflection and creative thought and 

movement. In this context, curriculum transformation is part of a broader critical agenda that 

can transform teachers’ philosophies and practices alongside the participation experiences of 

students (Alfrey & O’Connor, 2020). In a similar context Alfrey, O’Connor & Jeanes’s (2017) 

participatory action research (PAR) study was undertaken in two schools located in 

communities of relatively low socio-economic status in Australia. The researchers worked with 

6 teachers to co-create change in response to calls from academia and policymakers to use 

critical inquiry systematically in Physical Education. Findings suggest that through co-

constructing, translating and enacting the unit of work, the teachers (and students) were able to 

develop broader conceptualisations of Physical Education that opened up spaces for authentic, 

student-centred and inquiry-based learning (Alfrey, O’Connor & Jeanes, 2017).  

Building on the concept of transformative learning, Lynch & Curtner-Smith’s (2019a) digital 

ethnographic study described how one elementary school Physical Education teacher in North 

America attempted to use transformational pedagogy. Findings from the study highlighted that 

(1) restorative practice was employed by the Physical Education teacher as an alternative 

approach to the traditional education experience, (2) negotiated learning involved students in 

the design and organisation of lessons and, (3) students were provided with the opportunity to 

bring their culture into class, encouraged to think critically and engage in self-reflection. With 

a more specific focus on critical pedagogy in relation to culture, Fitzpatrick & Russell (2015) 

reflected on being a critical teacher of Physical Education through a critical ethnography of 
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Physical Education at a multi-ethnic and low-socioeconomic high school in New Zealand. The 

research reflected on what it meant to undertake and embody a critical pedagogical approach 

to Physical Education teaching. Findings suggest that an inclusive and critical approach is 

required to acknowledge the complex and embodied experiences of young people in different 

cultural settings (Fitzpatrick & Russell, 2015).  

The studies above commonly recognise the value of engaging with social justice through 

dialogical action, negotiation, inclusive practice and a student-centred approach. The studies 

also highlight the complexities of such approaches across different contexts. Each study calls 

for Physical Education pedagogy to focus on sociocultural perspectives and engage with 

negotiated and student-centred pedagogies. This critical shift and curriculum transformation 

are inherently complex and has the additional challenge of addressing teachers’ concerns with 

ideas and pedagogies related to power and equity which many believe are out of their control 

(Alfrey & O’Connor, 2020). In order to address these concerns the application of 

transformational pedagogy is required to be individual to the teacher and the context in which 

they work. This was described by Lynch & Curtner-Smith (2019a, p.12) as ‘teachers finding 

their own ‘groove’ and ‘slant’ for transformative practice’.  

The challenge of using critical pedagogy to inform about social justice in Physical Education 

Teacher Education  

In a similar context to the findings from the analysis of teaching social justice through dialogue 

and negotiation, a number of articles focused on social justice within PETE. Pre-service 

Physical Education teachers realise the importance of social justice issues, and in many 

instances become advocates for it. Complexities in dialogical engagements remain, alongside 

resistance and constraints for pre-service teachers when they are required to challenge their 

biases and assumptions of critical pedagogy and their misconceptions of teacher and learning. 
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Walton-Fisette et al’s (2018) interpretive qualitative study engaged with over 70 PETE 

educators from 48 different programmes across Australia, Canada, England, Ireland, New 

Zealand, Sweden and the United States. The intention of the study was to investigate the 

pedagogical approaches and strategies used by PETE faculty to address and educate pre-service 

Physical Education teachers about social justice and socio-cultural issues. Three major themes 

were derived from the study. These were (1) intentional and explicit pedagogies applied in the 

teaching of students about socio-cultural and social justice issues, (2) the utilisation of 

teachable moments which were used to bring awareness and begin to educate about issues 

related to social inequalities, and (3) resistance and constraints encountered when pre-service 

Physical Education teachers were required to challenge their own biases and barriers.  

These themes connect with the work of Lynch & Curtner-Smith (2019b) whose narrative 

enquiry explored the experience of two pre-service Physical Education teachers. The teachers 

were studying a socio-cultural foundations class as part of a PETE programme in a large public 

university in south-eastern United States. Findings from the study highlighted that the class 

challenged the pre-service educators’ perspectives and practices in PETE as they came to 

realise the importance of critical issues. Initially their critical conscious journey was met with 

reluctance, discomfort and frustration as the socio-cultural class competed with the primary 

technical and behavioural focus of the majority of the PETE programme. Ultimately, through 

heightening their critical awareness the pre-service Physical Education teachers became 

advocates for socio-cultural foundations in their practice. The findings relate to Luguetti & 

Oliver’s (2020) 18-month action research study of a sport project entitled ‘Sport and 

Empowerment’. The study was connected to a PETE programme at a university in Brazil and 

concluded that pre-service teachers faced two main challenges. In the first instance they had to 

overcome their assumptions about what student-centred pedagogy meant and face the challenge 

of overcoming their misconceptions about teaching and learning. The second challenge was in 
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coming to understand themselves as teachers, and their role as advocates for social justice 

(Luguetti & Oliver (2020).  

These articles connect through both their concern for the complexity of addressing social 

justice as well as their hope for pre-service teachers to embrace such an approach. Lynch & 

Curtner-Smith (2019b) state that such conflict can be addressed if PETE programmes adopt a 

socio-cultural vision, incorporate structural models that focus on democracy, equity and 

inclusion, stress the importance for pre-service teachers explaining, debating and discussing 

socio-cultural issues and undertake interdisciplinary work and sharing of practices. Alongside 

these conclusions Walton-Fisette et al (2018) provided three suggestions for PETE 

programmes: (1) create a culture where social justice is a programme wide responsibility; (2) 

PETE faculty and students should explore their own biographies to identify their own social 

identity, biases and the way in which each may be privileged or oppressed; and (3) engagement 

in professional development to increase content knowledge and pedagogical practices that 

explore socio-cultural issues. The practical application of critical pedagogy in PETE is 

explored further through the following analysis. 

The challenge of applying critical pedagogy in Physical Education Teacher Education 

Articles within this theme emphasised the complexities of applying critical pedagogy in PETE 

practice. In general, pre-service Physical education teachers struggled to understand the main 

principles and purpose of critical pedagogy, engage with socially transformative activities or 

make appropriate adjustments and connections within their practice. 

Muros Ruiz & Fernandez-Balboa’s (2005) study explored the reasons for the limited success 

of applying critical pedagogy in PETE programmes. All participants claimed to practice critical 

pedagogy and they were interviewed regarding their understanding of the principles, purposes 

and pedagogical practices of critical pedagogy. Findings showed that the majority of pre-
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service teachers did not fully understand the main principles and purposes of critical pedagogy 

and that they were unable to engage with socially transformative activities within their practice 

(Muros Ruiz & Fernandez-Balboa, 2005).  

In a similar context, Fyall & Metzler (2019) explored the reasons for PETE educators and 

students struggling to understand the pedagogical implications of critical pedagogy within the 

New Zealand curriculum and ultimately, within their own practice. Findings show that PETE 

students shared misunderstandings and uncertainty around the critical and humanistic 

underpinning of the curriculum and failed to demonstrate how this could be enacted through 

critical pedagogy. Shelley & McCuaig’s (2019) study presented one contemporary PETE 

educator’s proclaimed use of critical pedagogy as a strategy to confront social justice and socio-

cultural issues within an Australian PETE programme. Findings highlighted that it was difficult 

to incite awareness, empathy and social action amongst pre-service teachers who have 

experienced relatively privileged lives. Pre-service Physical Education teachers are willing to 

acknowledge their privilege but either unwilling or unable to explore the problematic 

implications that this raises for their future teaching. This is an ongoing challenge of navigating 

the complex terrain of individuals’ shifting perspectives, personal attitudes, values and beliefs 

(Shelley & McCuaig, 2019).   

The articles above commonly recognise the complexities involved in applying critical 

pedagogy in practice for pre-service Physical Education teachers. This is not always the case 

as Philpot’s (2016) critical interpretive case study of how six PETE educators understood and 

enacted critical pedagogy highlights. The PETE educators all taught on the same critically 

orientated PETE programme in New Zealand. Findings suggest that the teacher educators were 

able to connect critical pedagogy to issues of social justice, recognise the value of challenging 

dominant thinking and in their own ways develop critical consciousness in their students. These 

are positive findings but in general the articles highlight that pre-service teachers struggled to 
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make appropriate adjustments and connections, acknowledge their privilege or engage with 

socially transformative activities. Fyall & Metzler (2019) argue that these conflicts highlight 

the requirement for greater scrutiny of curriculum and pedagogical knowledge that is delivered 

in critically orientated PETE programmes. 

Having reviewed the Physical Education literature in relation to social justice, dialogue and 

negotiation I now turn to the SfD literature to discuss dominant approaches towards pedagogy 

and the challenges of professional development. Dialogue and the complexity of 

implementation are discussed within these two themes as they are a fundamental element of 

their construction. 

Challenging dominant approaches towards pedagogy in Sport for Development 

Critiques of programme/curriculum design within SfD were conceptualised through traditional 

teacher-centred and anti-dialogical approaches. This critique is focused on the limitations of 

these approaches through the provision of information, facts and statistics that reinforce 

behaviour change based on a dominant Global North discourse. Ultimately, there is a lack of 

cultural awareness, understanding and opportunity for dialogue and collaboration to shape 

pedagogy within SfD. In relation to dialogue, there is a requirement for education to be 

collectively owned if it is to be transformative.   

Meir’s (2017) case study of a specific SfD programme in Cape Town used a series of semi-

structured interviews to explore participant experiences of a Global North-facilitated SfD 

programme. The study criticised the programme for a lack of dialogue and collaboration 

between organisation and participants throughout the process of pedagogical design. In a 

similar context, Wright et al (2016) explored the tension that exists between traditional 

pedagogical approaches and the ideals of critical pedagogy. Within their qualitative case study 

of a SfD organisation in Belize, the curriculum was primarily devised by outsiders from the 
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Global North and therefore, did not emerge through dialogue and communication from the 

community members themselves. There was an imbalance in power that ensured the process 

was not an authentic and relevant learning experience. Further to this Mwaanga & Prince’s 

(2016) reflective interpretive study of liberative pedagogy within the Go Sisters SfD 

programme in Zambia found that indigenous knowledge was subjugated whilst privileging 

Northern knowledge. Mwaanga & Prince (2016) identify that this process leads to the silencing 

of end users’ voices within the conceptualisation of these programmes. Northern worldviews, 

knowledge and expertise dominated, which ensured a lack of cultural relevance with regard to 

the everyday lives of individuals and communities (Mwaanga & Prince, 2016). 

In relation to concerns raised above Knijnik, Spaaij & Jeanes (2019) reinforced the importance 

of creative and dialogic pedagogies. Their autoethnographic study emphasised that when SfD 

programmes are conceived in a dialogical and critical form they are more likely to exhibit some 

of Freire’s core considerations regarding the need for interaction and raising conscientization. 

This approach leads to an increased level of collaboration that establishes dialogue, critical 

discussion and reflection among practitioners and participants. In order to be consistent with 

critical pedagogy, SfD organisations/practitioners are required to create spaces for critical 

reflection on issues of justice, equity and power (Wright et al, 2016). This reconceptualisation 

can be envisaged through the adoption of methods that incorporate cultural philosophies or 

discourses in the conceptualisation of programmes (Mwaanga & Prince, 2016). As Wright et 

al (2016) state transformational learning experiences can be fostered through the creation of 

space for participant voice(s) and facilitating reflective learning that is rooted in, and informed 

by, local contexts. This inclusive process involves participants in decision making, partnering 

them as co-facilitators and enhancing their personal and collective agency (Wright et al, 2016).  

These perspectives are supported by Nols et al (2018) who explored social change in an urban 

SfD initiative in Belgium. Their case study investigated critical pedagogy through the voices 
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of young people. Findings stated that through dialogue participants were able to reflect and 

form opinions, explore their own norms and values and become socially engaged (Nols et al, 

2018). In a similar vein Oxford & Spaaij (2017) examined and NGO in Colombia and how 

donor relations affect the experiences of practitioners and participants in their attempts to apply 

critical pedagogy. Drawing on ethnographic research findings suggested that for the 

programme to achieve their social transformation objectives they are required to move beyond 

engagement and participation for its own sake, and instead seek to empower participants 

through providing the opportunity for decision-making and self-governance.  

These articles collectively address the shortcoming of traditional programme design within SfD 

and envisage a dialogical and critical alternative that incorporates local knowledge through 

participation and dialogue. Such perspectives challenge dominant approaches towards 

programme design and envisage a critical future for SfD pedagogy. One way that this can be 

achieved is through the development of negotiated, dialogical and collaborative professional 

development. 

The challenge of designing professional development in Sport for Development 

Within this theme findings suggest that the capacity for critical pedagogy to be adopted is 

dependent on both the individual as well as the support they receive from the organisation.  

Cultural adaptation is required to focus on values and dialogue if peer leaders/coaches are to 

adopt critical pedagogy and play a role in facilitating social change. 

Spaaij, Oxford & Jeanes’s (2016) qualitative case studies of two SfD organisations, one in 

Kenya and one in Cameroon, focused on peer educators from within the programmes and the 

challenges they faced in engaging with critical pedagogy. The challenge for peer educators in 

approaching their work from a critical perspective was that implementing and embedding 

critical pedagogy requires a unique style and personality and in turn, an organisation that 
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prioritises and supports this type of approach. Without adequate training any attempt to engage 

with critical pedagogy could lead peer educators to return to traditional didactic approaches 

(Spaaij, Oxford & Jeanes, 2016). Providing appropriate professional development 

opportunities requires addressing issues of cultural understanding, social inequality and how 

best to engage in a collaborative and dialogical way. Such an approach must be flexible and 

embrace adaptability and change in order to develop bespoke professional development that 

meets individual needs and expectations (Meir, 2017). 

The findings of Wright et al (2016) relate specifically to how the needs and expectations can 

be realised. Their study of SfD in Belize identified the requirement to move beyond a technical 

model of education to engage participants in dialogical and critical learning through providing 

the space for participant voice and reflective learning. Transformative learning experiences 

were more likely to occur through re-framing the coach’s role, reflective practice, developing 

a critical perspective, and increasing feelings of collective agency amongst participants (Wright 

et al, 2016).  

This collaborative perspective relates directly to Oxford & Spaaij’s (2017) analysis of a SfD 

programme in Colombia. This case study highlighted the role of peer leaders in employing 

mutual learning techniques that concentrated on values such as tolerance, empathy and respect. 

These techniques manifested themselves through dialogue and the youth leaders identified 

themselves as role models and, therefore, active agents in creating social change (Oxford & 

Spaaij, 2017).  The reason for this was that power within the NGO was never static but was in 

constant negotiation, particularly by youth leaders who were acquiring new skills and 

responsibilities. This shift was achieved through a horizontal power structure that ensured 

youth leaders were given more voice and responsibility in programme operations. This 

approach helped youth leaders to develop both hard and soft teaching skills, to speak candidly 

about everyday challenges, how they could be mitigated against and how the organisation could 
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be more effective (Oxford & Spaaij, 2017).  Hope, trust, humility and respect were embedded 

through a collaborative process that moved beyond the power imbalance of traditional student-

teacher relationships and towards collective action (Oxford & Spaaij, 2017).   

The articles above collectively discuss the challenges of incorporating critical pedagogy into 

professional development for volunteers/coaches. Without adequate training and guidance that 

focuses on cultural adaptation and values such as tolerance and respect, participants are likely 

to return to more traditional approaches. Through equalising power within SfD organisations, 

a collaborative and dialogical approach can develop participants as active social agents in the 

development and realisation of social transformation. 

Discussion 

The review explored the challenges faced in applying critical pedagogy to curriculum design 

and professional development in both Physical Education and SfD. The following discussion 

will address the ways in which critical pedagogy could be successfully applied through 

curriculum design and professional development within SfD. This will be achieved through 

analysing the findings of the review and making connections with ideas and perspectives from 

additional conceptual literature on critical pedagogy.  

What can be learned from Physical Education? 

Lynch & Curtner-Smith (2019a) identified a number of different elements that would be 

required for successful application of critical pedagogy within SfD curricula. These included 

restorative practice, negotiation, and the promotion of cultural understanding, critical thinking 

and self-reflection. Alfrey & O’Connor (2020) employed similar approaches such as 

questioning, critical dialogue, negotiated assessments and critical reflection. As Fitzpatrick 

(2019) states, embracing dialogue, negotiation and collaboration is the starting point for the 

development of a more transformative approach. In applying dialogical action, SfD 
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practitioners can examine the intended and unintended outcomes of their pedagogy and 

critically examine the way in which knowledge, ways of thinking, dispositions and 

subjectivities are actually (re)produced through particular pedagogical encounters (Tinning, 

2010). This critical shift in curriculum development has the capacity to transform the 

philosophy and practices of SfD practitioners as well as the educational experiences of 

participants (Alfrey & O’Connor, 2020).   

The challenge of a critical and dialogical approach to curriculum design in SfD is whether 

practitioners believe they can apply it and utilise it to address social justice, power and equity. 

As Lynch & Curtner-Smith (2019a) state: there is no one way of teaching for social justice. 

Individuals make sense of the core methodology of critical pedagogy through a complex 

process that draws on their own experiences. Given that no two individuals have had the same 

experiences and those experiences are constantly evolving, then the assumption cannot be made 

that individuals will all find the same meaning in these pedagogical encounters (Tinning, 2002). 

There are substantial differences in how practitioners understand and engage with critical 

pedagogy (Philpot, 2016; Muros Ruiz & Fernandez-Balboa, 2005). It can be difficult for them 

to make appropriate adjustments and connections between the theory and the practice (Fyall & 

Metzler, 2019). This is because a practitioner’s own experience of pedagogy is a powerful 

shaper of their practice (Schweisfurth, 2015).  Problematic perspectives of social awareness, 

empathy and understanding reinforce the fact that the values that a practitioner holds can be 

firmly entrenched (Shelly & McCuaig, 2019). Ultimately, challenging values, attitudes and 

beliefs can be an uncomfortable experience (Bowes & Bruce, 2011), as it involves embracing 

the margins and questioning one’s own place in social and political hierarchies in order to 

displace one’s own power (Fitzpatrick, 2019). This process provides the opportunity for 

practitioners to explore their own biographies and to identify their own biases, social identity, 

privilege and possible oppression (Walton-Fisette et al, 2018). Such opportunities enable 
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assumptions about critical pedagogy and misconceptions about teaching and learning to be 

overcome (Penney et al, 2018; Fernandez-Balboa, 2017; Ovens, 2017).   

What can be learned from SfD? 

Exploring a critical future for SfD requires understanding the complex reality for SfD 

programmes and how organisations are evolving in relation to educational aims and practices. 

This being said, the mere presence of educational values or educational programming does not 

guarantee positive outcomes (Svensson, Hancock & Hums, 2016). The challenge for SfD is 

how it can develop critical pedagogy within a standardised and quantifiable framework. This 

framework relates specifically to a programmes capacity to empower and demarginalise people 

within the structural constraints in which it is expected to operate (Oxford & Spaaij, 2017).  

Addressing these concerns requires a flexible and complex approach to curriculum that reflects 

the positive and negative experiences that people have in their interaction with curriculum 

content (Glasby & Macdonald, 2004). Anti-dialogical approaches to curricula in SfD have 

privileged Northern worldviews, knowledge and expertise whilst subjugating indigenous 

knowledge. Reconceptualising curricula in SfD to incorporate critical pedagogy requires 

organisations and the practitioners within them to adopt methods that incorporate local culture 

and contexts (Mwaanga & Prince, 2016; Wright et al, 2016). 

SfD organisations, in addressing training needs of staff, have to deal with significant socio-

economic challenges for both themselves and their participants. These challenges, alongside 

time constraints, the normativity of didactic approaches to education, and the lack of training 

and cultural adaptation in relation to transformative pedagogies, ensures that the 

implementation of the principles and practices of critical pedagogy is a difficult and complex 

process (Spaaij, Oxford & Jeanes, 2016). Embedding the principles and practices of critical 

pedagogy requires a unique style and personality, alongside an organisation that is prepared to 
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support, and invest in, such an approach (Spaaij, Oxford & Jeanes, 2016). Developing peer 

leaders, coaches and volunteers requires SfD organisations to incorporate reflexivity of the self, 

social awareness, empathy and understanding (Oxford & Spaaij, 2017). Incorporating dialogue 

and critical reflection into the design of CPD programmes challenges peer leaders, coaches and 

volunteers to explore and potentially deconstruct their own beliefs, value systems and 

experiences (Enright et al, 2017). This approach provides the opportunity for practitioners to 

reflect critically upon themselves and their actions, and to explore the wider social and political 

implications of their practice. Through developing the capacity to show caring and kindness, 

promoting mutual learning and challenging existing power structures through dialogue and 

collaboration, a commitment to the principles of critical pedagogy can be realised (Oxford & 

Spaaij, 2017).  

A critical and dialogical future for Sport for Development pedagogy? 

A critical shift for curriculum transformation requires a rethinking of how knowledge is 

regarded and the roles that practitioners play in its construction, contestation and distribution 

(Macdonald, 2002). This shift can be realised through engaging with social justice through 

dialogue, negotiation, inclusive practice and a student-centred approach. A specific example of 

how this shift can occur is presented by Spaaij & Jeanes (2013) who identified two principles 

for the application of critical pedagogy within SfD. Firstly, the curriculum is required to be 

built around the themes and conditions of people’s lives, rather than as a pre-packaged 

curriculum delivered without consultation. Secondly, those who are responsible for curriculum 

design are required to consider the most effective methods to increase awareness and to develop 

a sense of agency. This requires SfD organisations and practitioners to develop a clear 

understanding of the benefits of developing critical consciousness through dialogue and 

reflection (Spaaij & Jeanes, 2013). Conceiving programmes in a dialogical form increases the 

likelihood of incorporating the core considerations of establishing dialogue, critical discussion 
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and reflection through collaboration (Knijnik, Spaaij & Jeanes, 2019). Through dialogue, 

participants are able to form opinions, explore their own norms and values, and become socially 

engaged. A reflective, inclusive and open culture can facilitate reflective learning that is rooted 

in and informed by local contexts, creating historically, politically and socially aware citizens 

through stimulating socio-critical reflections and exposing injustices and oppressive conditions 

(Wright et al, 2016; Nols et al, 2019; Oxford & Spaaij, 2017).  

In learning from PETE programmes, the development of critical perspectives within 

professional development would be enhanced through creating a culture of social justice 

(Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 2019). Such a process would promote critical reflexivity (Penney et 

al, 2018), overcome assumptions and misconceptions about what critical pedagogy is, as well 

as what it is for (Luguetti & Oliver, 2020), explore biases, experiences, identity and privilege 

(Walton-Fisette et al, 2018) and develop critical consciousness (Philpot, 2016). Creating such 

a culture within SfD requires incorporating the principles of reflexivity, self-awareness, 

empathy and understanding, through dialogue, collaboration, critical reflection and power-

sharing (Oxford & Spaaij, 2017; Nols et al, 2018). 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

This review has highlighted a number of areas where SfD can learn from Physical Education 

as well as from practice within SfD itself. Below are a series of recommendations that could 

be adopted internationally in order to facilitate a critical and dialogical future for SfD 

pedagogy. In relation to curriculum design SfD organisations should: 

1) Adopt a critical shift in curriculum design through embracing dialogue, negotiation and 

collaboration; 

2) Provide the space for reflection for those responsible for curriculum design. This will 

provide the opportunity for them to challenge their own values, attitudes and beliefs 
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and explore their own experiences, biases, social identity, privilege and possible 

oppression; and 

3) Adopt a flexible and complex approach to curriculum design that reflects local culture 

and contexts alongside the positive and negative experiences of participants. 

In relation to professional development SfD organisations should: 

1) Incorporate a dialogical approach to the design of professional development to enable 

participants to explore and deconstruct their beliefs, values and experiences; 

2) Create a culture of social justice in professional development programme’s to ensure 

that peer leaders/coaches/volunteers are provided with the opportunity to critically 

reflect upon themselves and to explore the wider social implications of their practice. 

The adoption of these recommendations requires incorporating dialogical action through an 

organisational culture that is committed to equalising power. This equalisation can be achieved 

through the utilisation of local knowledge and approaches that underpin educational content 

and suit local realities and needs (Spaaij, Oxford & Jeanes, 2016). This involves an in-depth 

understanding that critical pedagogy is not a ‘blueprint for a liberating praxis to be imposed 

on every identity, culture, time and context’ (Ledwith, 2018, p.16); rather it is the outcome of 

specific struggles that are related to particular contexts, communities or resources (Knijnik & 

Luguetti, 2020). More specifically, this requires creating ‘the space for the concrete and the 

conceptual to collide’ (Luguetti et al, 2017, p.11). This space can be created in SfD curricula 

and professional development through a specific focus on social justice, cultural adaptation and 

values through dialogue. This shift would increase the likelihood of SfD organisations being 

able to connect pedagogy to the type of social transformation that is both envisaged and desired.  
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