
University of Wollongong University of Wollongong 

Research Online Research Online 

University of Wollongong Thesis Collection 
1954-2016 University of Wollongong Thesis Collections 

1999 

Developmental discourses in school physical education Developmental discourses in school physical education 

Lisette Burrows 
University of Wollongong, uow_burrowsl@uow.edu.au 

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/theses 

University of Wollongong University of Wollongong 

Copyright Warning Copyright Warning 

You may print or download ONE copy of this document for the purpose of your own research or study. The University 

does not authorise you to copy, communicate or otherwise make available electronically to any other person any 

copyright material contained on this site. 

You are reminded of the following: This work is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 

1968, no part of this work may be reproduced by any process, nor may any other exclusive right be exercised, 

without the permission of the author. Copyright owners are entitled to take legal action against persons who infringe 

their copyright. A reproduction of material that is protected by copyright may be a copyright infringement. A court 

may impose penalties and award damages in relation to offences and infringements relating to copyright material. 

Higher penalties may apply, and higher damages may be awarded, for offences and infringements involving the 

conversion of material into digital or electronic form. 

Unless otherwise indicated, the views expressed in this thesis are those of the author and do not necessarily Unless otherwise indicated, the views expressed in this thesis are those of the author and do not necessarily 

represent the views of the University of Wollongong. represent the views of the University of Wollongong. 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Burrows, Lisette, Developmental discourses in school physical education, Doctor of Philosophy thesis, 
University of Wollongong - Faculty of Education, University of Wollongong, 1999. https://ro.uow.edu.au/
theses/1775 

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information 
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au 

https://ro.uow.edu.au/
https://ro.uow.edu.au/theses
https://ro.uow.edu.au/theses
https://ro.uow.edu.au/thesesuow
https://ro.uow.edu.au/theses?utm_source=ro.uow.edu.au%2Ftheses%2F1775&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages




wtmm 

Developmental 

Discourses 

In 

School 

Physical Education 

A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the 
requirements for the award of the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

From 

The University of Wollongong 

by 

Lisette Burrows 
BPhEd, BA, PGrad Dip Arts (Education) (Otago) 

Faculty of Education 
November, 1999 



Ul 

Abstract 

This poststructuralist study critically examines the nature and function of 

developmental discourses in N e w Zealand school physical education. Since the 

inception of formal schooling in N e w Zealand, physical educators have insisted 

that physical education can and does assist children to develop their physical, 

cognitive, emotional, social and spiritual selves. These disciplinary claims provide 

the conceptual foundation upon which the profession rests. They legitimate 

particular professional and research practices, dispositions toward children and 

relationships between students and teachers. This thesis explores the historical 

and contemporary discourses about child development that physical education 

theorists and practitioners have drawn on to argue for a central role for physical 

education in the development of children. Despite the resonance of orthodox 

disciplinary claims with our commonsense understandings about child 

development, there are good reasons for subjecting these claims to close scrutiny. 

Drawing extensively on poststructural social theory and the insights of Michel 

Foucault, in particular, the thesis interrogates the 'regimes of truth' which have 

contributed to the incorporation of developmental discourses in school physical 

education throughout history. It argues that developmental explanations of human 

change have shaped the way contemporary physical education theorists have 

come to think about the 'child' and his/her 'development'. It also argues that when 

discourses of child development are examined within different social, cultural, 

political, economic and historical contexts, the truth status of those regimes is 

substantially ruptured. Appealing to a relatively recent branch of psychological 

study - critical psychology - this thesis problematises orthodox conceptualisations 

of the twin objects of developmental psychological enquiry - 'the child' and 

'development'. The study shows h o w commitments to an individualised 

conception of 'the child' and a sequential, hierarchical pattern of 'development' 

construct the child at the centre of physical education practice in ways which 

privilege one, narrowly conceived version of 'childhood', over the possibility of 

multiple, diverse 'childhoods'. 



IV 

A detailed analysis of two recent N e w Zealand physical education syllabi is used 

to show h o w ideas about w h o children are, and h o w they develop, remain 

embedded in the practices of contemporary physical education curriculum writers. 

This analysis suggests that developmental discourses are not merely intellectually 

interesting, but also yield consequences in the realm of practice. Discourses of 

'child development' construct particular subjectivities and power relations in 

schooling which normalise and exclude many children. 

Results of the study indicate that although developmental discourses remain 

entrenched in much of the practice of the discipline, there are 'spaces' or 

'conditions of possibility' opening up in new physical education syllabi which 

may enable teachers and students to experience and practise child development 

differently. In addition, the study suggests several theoretical and empirical 

research routes which could assist in a re-conceptualisation of the raison d'etre of 

school physical education - the 'developing child'. 
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