
 

 

 
 

 

Edinburgh Research Explorer 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Health first, safety first’
An analysis of the legal system and professional ethics for curriculum enactment in China

Citation for published version:
Meng, X, Horrell, A & McMillan, P 2023, '‘Health first, safety first’: An analysis of the legal system and
professional ethics for curriculum enactment in China', Sport, Education and Society, pp. 1-15.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069

Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Published In:
Sport, Education and Society

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 04. Jul. 2024

https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/09ec45f7-a072-4969-a7aa-09dac4a6efb7


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cses20

Sport, Education and Society

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/cses20

‘Health first, safety first’: an analysis of the legal
system and professional ethics for curriculum
enactment in China

Xuan Meng, Andrew Horrell & Paul McMillan

To cite this article: Xuan Meng, Andrew Horrell & Paul McMillan (05 Dec 2023): ‘Health first,
safety first’: an analysis of the legal system and professional ethics for curriculum enactment in
China, Sport, Education and Society, DOI: 10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 05 Dec 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 717

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cses20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/cses20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cses20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cses20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=05 Dec 2023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13573322.2023.2283069&domain=pdf&date_stamp=05 Dec 2023


‘Health first, safety first’: an analysis of the legal system and
professional ethics for curriculum enactment in China
Xuan Meng a, Andrew Horrell b and Paul McMillan b

aSchool of Physical Education, Shanxi University, Taiyuan, People’s Republic of China; bMoray House School of
Education and Sport, The University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK

ABSTRACT
Nation-states have concerns about the health and wellbeing of their
citizens and these concerns have directly or indirectly influenced
educational reform and curriculum development. In 2000, China issued
a directive of ‘Health First’ which applied to all elements of the
education system. In its scale and scope, this represented a significant
and far-reaching reform, ushering in a period where school leaders and
teachers were expected to engage with new policy documents and
develop curriculum practices to reflect the ambitions of ‘Health First’.
This article provides an opportunity to explore the complex and
dynamic processes of teachers’ curriculum enactment within the
broader socio-political context. Our analysis offers a unique insight into
the legal system in China and how this played an important role in
teachers’ decision-making and professional practice. Guided initially by
grounded theory, 22 physical education teachers in the north of
mainland China were interviewed to explore their experiences of the
reform to the curriculum. To develop a better understanding of how
‘Health First’ was taken up and enacted by teachers and specifically
recognising the characteristics of a non-western research context, we
deployed two theoretical concepts – ‘technologies of the self’ and ‘self-
cultivation’. Our findings reveal, rather than prioritising ‘Health First’,
curriculum enactment was predicated on ‘safety first’ as a result of the
complex interplay between teachers’ awareness of the legal system and
their professional ethics, which led to these teachers interpreting the
maxim of ‘Health First’ as ‘safety first’.
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Introduction

Researchers have highlighted the proliferation of initiatives and policies focusing on health as
part of nations’ attempts to reform school curriculum (Kilgour et al., 2015; Kirk, 2019; Meng
et al., 2021). Teachers play a central role in curriculum enactment as they explore and
embrace the uncertainty of transformative teaching practices to bring about curriculum
change (Quennerstedt, 2019). China has embarked on a process of wholescale curriculum
reform, influenced by globalisation, however, it retains strong features of its roots and traditions
in Confucianism (Huang et al., 2015). The Chinese government oversees and directs the edu-
cation of 22% of the world’s students (158 million in elementary and secondary education), an
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education system on this scale means that any changes have wide and far-reaching effects (MoE,
2022). In China, concerns about the declining trend in students’ health compelled the govern-
ment to issue the ‘Health First’ directive for the education system (CPC and State Council,
1999). To align with this policy imperative, the Physical Education (PE) curriculum [体育 tiyu]
became the Physical Education and Health curriculum (PE&H) [体育与健康 tiyu yu jiankang],
combining health literacy lessons and outdoor practical health-related exercise. The PE&H curri-
culum explicitly stated that ‘through the teaching of PE&H courses, students can master sport
techniques, develop physical fitness, gradually develop a sense of health and safety and a
good lifestyle, and promote the coordinated and comprehensive development of their bodies
and minds’ (MoE, 2011, p. 3).

Curriculum enactment is a dynamic process, and few policies arrive in school fully formed (Ball
Maguire & Braun, 2012). Thus, the process of curriculum enactment involves teachers navigating
policy frameworks and engaging in an ongoing process of decision-making, and in this case, deter-
mining what ‘Health First’ would mean and how to develop and adapt their educational practices to
meet the stated aims of PE&H. The findings reported in this paper are connected to a larger study
and Meng et al. (2021) provided a detailed analysis of the ‘Health first’ policy and PE&H curriculum
in China and how changes in curriculum were taken up and responded to by teachers. This paper
goes further and affords the opportunity to consider the complexities of PE teachers’ professional
judgments concerning safe practice and risk management as they engaged in curriculum enactment
related to the PE&H curriculum.

The research was informed by Charmaz’s (2014) grounded theory, as we were aware that
given the context of the research, rather than adopting a view that particular elements would
enable or restrict curriculum enactment, it would be important to establish the findings from
data generated via the qualitative semi-structured interviews with teachers. After engaging
with data generated which gathered insights into teachers’ curriculum enactment, we became
increasingly aware of the importance of context in our analysis of data. China, with its socialist
political environment, a hierarchical legal system, and a curriculum underpinned by Confucius
ideology, is considerably different from Western countries where many previous studies consider-
ing curriculum enactment have taken place (Alfrey et al., 2021; Horrell, 2016; Linnér et al., 2022).
Zinn’s (2019) analysis highlighted that risk practices are embedded within a political and cultural
environment, and not mere aggregates of individual choice. Through our grounded approach to
the analysis of data, we employed concepts from Foucault’s work, carefully considering the diver-
sity, wideness, and possibilities of social practice in curriculum enactment (Hunt & Wickham,
1994). Foucault (2000a, p. 341) stated ‘the exercise of power is a management of possibilities’;
therefore, rather than pursue a causal line of inquiry, inferring that teachers’ curriculum enact-
ment is restricted or controlled because of context, we endeavoured to understand the situated
nature of practice.

In line with this approach, we have carefully considered the nature of China’s curriculum
reform, embedded within a complicated web of meanings comprised of national policies,
school governance, and interactions between teachers, students and their parents/carers. Con-
sidering the context of our research, Confucianism is also used to explore the interaction
between the perceptions of others and individual behaviour within the framework of Chinese
culture. Therefore, the heuristic devices – ‘technologies of the self’ and ‘self-cultivation’ –
were employed as a conceptual frame to inform how socio-political factors had been experi-
enced by each PE teacher in this study and in turn, influenced the development of their think-
ing and practical enactment of the curriculum over time. The paper extends the research on
curriculum enactment in PE by revealing how teachers’ awareness of the legal system and
their professional ethics led to them interpreting the maxim of ‘Health First’ as ‘safety first’.
In the following sections, we start by providing an overview of governmentality and China’s
legal system, as it was these elements in the teachers’ responses that initially led us to Fou-
cault’s work and specifically ‘technologies of the self’ (Foucault, 2000a). We then demonstrate
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how the addition of self-cultivation formed a heuristic device and underpinned our analysis of
teachers’ curriculum enactment.

Governmentality and China’s legal system

Educational policies are not neutral in their design (Kelly, 2009). They are constructed, often from
power struggles about what matters, with the final product comprising diverse discourses about
educational values, beliefs about teaching and learning, and interpretations of society (Rossi et al.,
2009). In the context of this study, safety and risk management have a significant place in teaching
and school management. The operations of the legal system and its effect on school systems is not a
common topic in policy analysis literature (Burch, 2007). However, as subsequent sections of this
paper will show, the legal system in China and associated discourses related to safe practice and
risk management construct ways of thinking and acting which produce and establish messages
about what are ‘normal’ actions for PE teachers in school.

Porsanger and Magnussen’s (2021) findings indicated that due to the nature of activities as part of
the PE curriculum teachers adopt a multifaceted approach to managing risk. This approach involves
being mindful of the dynamics between students and learning activities, with the teacher being able
to respond in different ways to potential risk levels in class contexts. For example, teachers often
manage the risks associated with competitive sport activities by imposing particular conditions on
student conduct, adapting game play, or teaching prescribed techniques. As Wong (2013, p. 108)
mentioned ‘if a person cared for something, she would constitute herself in such a way that there
is a bond with that which she cared about’. These processes construct a form of ‘governmentality’.
Foucault’s work brought to the fore the importance of considering the ‘conduct of conducts’ (Fou-
cault, 2000a, p. 341), and in this case what influences, patterns and shapes discourses and actions.

Foucault’s (2000a, p. 40) analysis of power included the emergence of the legal system in Euro-
pean society, ‘law during this period was a particular way of knowing, a condition of possibility of
knowledge whose destiny was to be crucial in the western world’. In many societies, to safeguard
working and living conditions, there is legislation and the means to enforce laws via a legal
system. It is commonplace for health and safety legislation to apply in all workplaces. Therefore,
in many nations schools work within a framework which seeks to provide safe environments for tea-
chers and students, and where there are clear processes for determining accountability and liability.
To provide a specific example, in the UK, the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 is the primary
piece of legislation covering occupational health and safety. The Management of Health and Safety
at Work Regulations 1999 support the Act and together they provide a legal framework for work-
places. According to the explanation from Health and Safety Executive (n.d.), the day-to-day
running of the school is usually delegated to the school’s management team, while the local edu-
cation authority, as the employer, is accountable for the health and safety of school staff and stu-
dents. Several other countries – Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the USA – have comparable
health and safety at work regulations, which include the safeguarding of students and teachers in
schools.

In China, the Education Law and the Law on the Protection of Minors set out the legal obligations
of schools in relation to the safety and protection of students. In addition, as set out in Figure 1, there
are other laws which contain explicit statements pertaining to the safety of students in school
settings.

At present, even though many laws include statements about safety and risk management in
schools, issues of legal responsibility and accountability are less clearly defined. The guidance con-
tained in ‘Measures for the Handling of Student Injury/Accidents article 27’ set out that PE teachers
can be required to meet the costs of payments to claimants. For schools and teachers, this guidance
and the more recent legislative frameworks have created uncertainties about who is liable in the case
of accidents, resulting in ambiguities over the sums of compensation payable and who would be
responsible for paying these (Ma, 2021). As our analysis of data provided by teachers in this study
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Figure 1. Guidance and legislation concerning safety and risk management in schools.
Note. The laws in the Figure 1 were officially translated into English by the Chinese government, with the exception of the Sports Law and the
Measures for the Handling of Student Injury/Accidents. For the purposes of this paper a translation has been created by the first author and
checked by a licenced lawyer. The Sports Law was revised in 2022 and will come into effect from January 2023. The link to the official translations
for other laws are below: Law of the People’s Republic of China on Protection of Minors, http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202109/
39cab704f98246afbed02aed50df517a.shtml, Civil Code of the People’s Republic of China, http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202107/
7c7f9fc3765947a89627ef67e89e8b84/files/da0d8a6da39a478ab93639efd815b685.pdf, Education Law, http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Laws_
and_Policies/201506/t20150626_191385.html.

4 X. MENG ET AL.

http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202109/39cab704f98246afbed02aed50df517a.shtml
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202109/39cab704f98246afbed02aed50df517a.shtml
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202107/7c7f9fc3765947a89627ef67e89e8b84/files/da0d8a6da39a478ab93639efd815b685.pdf
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202107/7c7f9fc3765947a89627ef67e89e8b84/files/da0d8a6da39a478ab93639efd815b685.pdf
http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Laws_and_Policies/201506/t20150626_191385.html
http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Laws_and_Policies/201506/t20150626_191385.html


will show, PE teachers are aware of the legal frameworks and were concerned about the extent to
which they can be held accountable for incidents that occur in classes (Lan & Li, 2019). Drawing
on Foucault’s (1994, p. 341) consideration of how power relations impact conduct, our findings
reveal how PE teachers’ ‘exercise of power’ reflected their ‘conduct of conducts’ and their ‘manage-
ment of possibilities’. Therefore, China’s legal system is an important socio-political contextual factor
influencing teachers’ decision-making about teaching practices.

Methodology

Charmaz’s (2014) work on grounded theory (GT) was employed as the methodological framework for
this qualitative interview-based study. The simultaneous data generating and analysis of this meth-
odological stance helped us to follow early leads in data. It highlighted how various socio-political
matters impacted schools and the way in which teachers drew upon their own internal concerns to
regulate their thoughts and actions. Data analysed in this paper were generated from a larger study
of teachers’ thoughts, attitudes, beliefs and experiences of curriculum enactment. The findings
reported in this paper reflect that during the coding process issues of safe practice and risk manage-
ment featured strongly in teachers’ responses. We sought to understand and uncover why teachers’
concerns about safety and risk management informed their decision-making about curriculum
enactment. Specifically, we interrogated teachers’ interpretation of ‘Health first’ as ‘safety first’. An
overview of the three phases of our research process is provided below.

Phase 1: interviews, transcription and coding using grounded theory

Situated in northern China, 22 PE teachers (8 female, 14 male) participated in a study focused on their
perceptions and experiences of curriculum enactment. All the PE teachers had more than ten years
of teaching experience and worked in different schools – state-funded, public-private partnership,
and private – thereby ensuring teachers could provide insights into the process of curriculum enact-
ment and the context of these reforms. The first author conducted 45–90 min semi-structured face-
to-face interviews with PE teachers. The questions included, What do you think about the ‘Health
First’ curriculum reform? How do you understand the new PE&H curriculum? How do you implement
the new curriculum? Has the curriculum reform had any impact on your teaching? How do you
understand the health element in the new PE&H curriculum? All participants gave informed
written consent to take part, and to respect their requests for anonymity, they were given pseudo-
nyms. NVivo 12 Pro was used for the analysis of interview data; the process of coding followed initial,
focused and selective steps. The initial coding step was conducted in Chinese by the first author:
microanalysis of the transcribed data to decompose the text into independent events and repeated
data comparison and the elimination of repetitive or inconsistent codes. Via these steps, from the
377 initial codes, 55 selective codes were grouped to reflect emergent concepts in the data. At
this point, these grounded data were taken to the other members of research team and led to
phase two.

Phase 2: translating, checking and clarifying meaning of codes

Given that the interviews, transcription, and coding processes were conducted in Chinese by the first
author, it was imperative to translate these data into English for subsequent coding and analysis. In
order to avoid potential misrepresentation, in the second phase, extensive discussions related to
translating, checking and clarifying the meaning of initial and selective codes were undertaken by
all the authors. GT requires a complex process of data analysis and coding, which is made more chal-
lenging when interviews are not in English, because creating meaningful labels for sections of data is
based on ‘gerunds’ (Nurjannah et al., 2014). The main concern of non-English writers is the precise
expression of their thoughts in the second language (St. John, 1987). The aim of this phase was not
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only to identify the words and terms present in each interview transcript, but also to ensure that the
original meanings were not misunderstood or misrepresented due to differences in language back-
grounds. Thus, the second and third authors of this article contributed to detailed checking of the
context and semantics of data used in the study, which consequently laid the foundation for the
third stage of analysis.

Phase 3: analysing using theoretical tools

In the third phase, we recoded data by revisiting the themes generated in phase one and two and
engaged in close reading of the raw data contained in transcripts. Consistent with a central tenet of
GT, our coding was not initially informed by preconceived theories, and we endeavoured to maintain
theoretical sensitivity to a wide range of codes (Holton & Walsh, 2017). During the coding process, to
enhance the methodological rigour of the study, we ensured the meaning and context of discourse
were carefully considered and grounded in data provided by the teachers. Through repeated read-
ings of the coding and data provided by the teachers, ideas about the relationship between core
categories and related concepts began to emerge. The ‘safety first’ category emerged as more
and more PE teachers made a strong connection between curriculum enactment and safety in
their teaching practice. In phase one, initial coding identified 17 distinctive aspects of safe practice
and risk management, which then led to two selective codes – ‘safety first’, ‘health and safety’. There-
fore, we sought to understand and explore why the teachers’ concerns about safe practice and stu-
dents’ health were consistent features of their reports of curriculum enactment. The flash of
realisation, the ‘Eureka moment’ as Glaser (1978) described it, occurred during this phase, and the
value of Foucault’s work on the ‘technologies of the self’ began to emerge as a possible lens
through which to consider our analysis of data. As we continued to read all 55 selective codes gen-
erated, we recognised that the theoretical insights afforded by Foucault had their limitations. This
was because there were selective codes reflecting Chinese cultural characteristics such as ‘teachers’
sense of morality’, ‘the teacher’s sense of responsibility’ and ‘the conscience of PE teachers’. These
formed a picture of the decision-making processes of PE teachers in their enactment of the curricu-
lum. This storyline provoked reflections about our analysis and led to discussions about the Confu-
cian concept of self-cultivation, which then led to our further exploration of initial codes and the
underlying interview data. Hahm (2001) makes a compelling connection between Confucian ‘self-
cultivation’ and Foucauldian ‘technologies of the self’. This is based on the impossibility of removing
all elements and traces of power in social and political relationships, and rather than viewing these as
inherently bad, reveals the merits of considering the extent to which individuals have scope for
initiative, care and freedoms in their practice (Zhao, 2019a; Zhao, 2019b). Therefore, ‘technologies
of the self’ and ‘self-cultivation’ – were employed as the heuristic devices to afford insights into
the interpersonal dynamics of curriculum enactment as experienced by the teachers in this study.

Technologies of the self

The Foucauldian concept of ‘relations of power’ refers to special ways of managing people through
the guidance of subjects’ conduct, which lies between the tension of technologies of governance of
others and technologies of self-governance (Sanchez Garcia & Rivero Herraiz, 2013). Power also oper-
ates through ‘technologies of the self’ and technologies of self -governance, incorporating the
various means by which individuals constitute themselves as subjects. Foucault’s concept of technol-
ogies of the self describes processes where individuals actively form ‘the self’ in different ways, thus
transforming themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness and perfection (Foucault,
2000a; Foucault et al., 1988). In this study, ‘technology of the self’ brings into view the political,
social and educational sets of practices engaged in by the teachers. In this sense, curriculum enact-
ment is conceived of as a special kind of technologies of the self, requiring forms of self-examination,
self-regulation, self-reflection, self-surveillance and self-governance (Foucault, 2000b). Foucault
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(2000b) draws attention to the ‘ethical conduct’ or ‘care’ of the self, a connection not always evident
in studies using his work. Retaining a focus on ‘care’ of the self and drawing on the other sub tools of
‘technologies of the self’ is important because understanding the interactions between these
elements can reveal how individuals may refuse particular subjectivities (McEvilly, 2012). Therefore,
our analysis of curriculum enactment is informed by the connections in Foucault’s work between
‘ethics’ and ‘technologies’ or ‘practices of the self’.

Technologies of the self is increasingly used to provide a theoretical frame for research into cur-
riculum and policy issues in general (Greig & Holloway, 2016) and specifically in PE (Hardley et al.,
2020). Nonetheless, Foucault stressed that these technologies are always embedded and offered
in and by a culture comprised of human beings. The active construction of the self is always
mediated by the society where he/she belongs and is not purely self-creating (Sanchez Garcia &
Rivero Herraiz, 2013). Alert to these considerations, Confucian ‘self-cultivation’ will be offered along-
side ‘technologies of the self’, as part of our efforts to move beyond a determining view of discourse
and to understand the ‘possibilities’ and ‘conditions’ of PE teachers in this study, which afforded
opportunities for reflection and decision-making.

Self-cultivation

While ‘technologies of the self’ has gained traction, the application of Eastern philosophical con-
cepts, such as self-cultivation as a theoretical tool, in the analysis and dissemination of findings in
English is in its infancy. Self-cultivation has strong political significance in both ancient and
modern Chinese society. ‘Self-cultivation’ is the most commonly accepted English equivalent for
the Chinese term Xiu Shen (修身). The Confucian classic text ‘Great Learning’ established that self-cul-
tivation is the foundation of the moral self and stated: ‘the way to great learning is to promote and
carry forward good virtues and ethics, observe the sentiments of the people and obey public
opinions, until reaching the goal of perfection and beauty’1 (Confucius & Legge, 2013, p. 356). As
a result of economic reform, there are profound changes in China’s social structure thereby influen-
cing people’s outlook on life and worldview. For example, Wang (2011) identified the challenges of
extreme individualism, hedonism, and the pursuit of wealth brought by the market economy
thereby strengthening the necessity and urgency of self-cultivation. Since the 18th Party Congress,
the Chinese Central Government has attached great importance to the cultivation of the Core Social-
ist Values and in 2014, General Secretary Xi Jinping stated, ‘morality is of fundamental importance to
the individual and to society, and the first thing to do is self-cultivation’ (Xi, 2014, np).

Generally, self-cultivation refers to personal and social development which encompasses the
ongoing self-improvement of one’s physical, psychological, spiritual and moral life (Du & Guo,
2008). In a narrow interpretation, self-cultivation has a strong moral sense, reflecting peoples’
value expectations for moral cultivation and the diligent pursuit of personal development (Ames,
2006). However, it should be noted that the ‘self’ in Confucian self-cultivation is not an isolated or
even isolatable individual, but at the centre of all relationships (Tu, 1998). The Confucian framework
of personal cultivation involves an extension from the self to the other, from the internal to the exter-
nal, and from the near to the far (Wang, 2013). In the process of associating with others, self-cultiva-
tion can help the individual to understand the meaning of existence and the way of life, including
self-understanding (between body and mind), mutual understanding (between people and others)
and ultimate understanding (between people and society). Thus, self-cultivation occupies a pivotal
position in the link between the self and the community mediated by a variety of political, social and
cultural institutions (Tu, 1998). At the personal level, it involves a complex process of empirical
studies and mental disciplines. At the social level, self-cultivation can adjust the relationship
between people and others, in order to achieve physical and mental harmony (Zhao, 2018).

In the field of education, the MoE (2019, np) published a series of documents setting out ‘the
requirements for teachers in classroom teaching, student care, teacher-student relationship, aca-
demic research and social activities’. These documents highlight the importance of teachers’

SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY 7



acting in particular ways and provide an important dimension when researching curriculum enact-
ment. A teacher’s individual perceptions of the curriculum are mediated through a broader set of
concerns as they seek to find a balance consistent with the ongoing process of self-cultivation. Con-
sidering the context of the research, we have combined the Chinese Confucian concept of ‘self-cul-
tivation’ with Foucault’s concept of ‘technologies of the self’. The creation of this heuristic device for
exploring curriculum enactment in China enabled us to consider the teachers’ perspectives, their
individual decision-making, and wider cultural imperatives.

Findings and discussion

Socio-political factors patterning teachers’ curriculum enactment efforts

Our analysis indicted that the PE teachers’ attempts to lead classes in the spirit of ‘Health First’, were
enabled and constrained by a number of socio-political factors. Chief among these factors, and the
focus of this section, was the interplay between the safety culture in schools and the legal system.
Most PE teachers in this study displayed an acute awareness of how considerations for children’s
safety directly influenced their teaching practice. While the rhetoric used by Ji Feng and Yuting
below may be exaggerated, these extracts capture the serious nature of most teachers’ concerns:

Whether in the news media, in government documents, or in meetings with school leaders, [in PE] students’
safety is always one of the most frequently mentioned words. (Yuting)

If students lose one hair in PE class, parents can ‘kill’ teachers, so PE teachers are very conservative. (Ji Feng)

Safety discourses had a considerable impact on the way PE teachers perceived health education
within the PE curriculum. The use of hyperbole in Ji Feng’s commentary reflects teacher’s awareness
that parents/carers have become hypervigilant, which is exemplified in teachers’ practice. Foucault
(1979) explores the practice of surveillance through the metaphor of the Panopticon. Similarly, in the
field of education, the assessment of teachers’ knowledge and abilities maximises the surveillance-
domination effect in curriculum enactment (Page, 2017). In this sense, the practices of surveillance, at
the same time, entail and promote technologies of self. Within the context of this paper, PE teachers
internalised the gazes of ‘stakeholders’ and, in turn, regulated their actions towards safety norms
(Vaz & Bruno, 2003). Teachers’ responses indicated they were acutely aware of the expectations of
others, and their self-regulation processes sought to avoid risks for them and their students.

The operation of the legal system has led to teachers’ heightened awareness of safety, which
affects teachers’ decision-making and their practice. The statements from Xiaomin and Jinmei
below contain explicit and direct reference to aspects of the legal system, and reflected similar con-
cerns which were also expressed by other teachers:

[The] PE teacher is a vulnerable group. The law protects children. If a student has an accident in your class, it
would be lucky to meet a reasonable parent… If you encounter an importunate parent, they will sue the
school in court. [Therefore,] the school is not willing to take responsibility, and the fault is passed on to the
PE teacher. (Xiaomin)

Of course, there is the chance that you can win the lawsuit, but you will be exhausted. The process of investi-
gation is complicated and time-consuming, and I do not want to get myself in trouble like this. (Jinmei)

Xiaomin’s comment, ‘they will sue the school in court’, reflects that some injured children and their
parents/carers hold a mentality of where there is blame, there is a claim and seek compensation
through legal processes (Douglas, 1992). While the teachers in this study believed that prosecutions
are infrequent, the legal system still appeared to pervade their teaching behaviours. For example, the
PE teachers in this study described themselves as ‘a vulnerable group’, indicating the moral pressure
PE teachers feel in terms of safety management. Under this regime of accountability, the comment
from Jinmei ‘I do not want to get myself in trouble like this’ indicates that teachers’ self-regulation is
linked to classroom environments that aim to minimise the risk of accidents. The laws relating to
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school safety management establishes that schools have a duty of care to students (see Figure 1),
and Chinese society expects teachers to fulfil their responsibilities. This creates a powerful discourse
where teachers, monitored by the expectation of society, are held accountable for students’ safety. In
this sense, if accidents happen, the teachers have concern that the public will incorrectly assess their
actions as the cause of accidents and seek to blame them for not taking appropriate measures to
protect children. Teachers fear that there will be an unbalanced emphasis on seeking to identify
‘intentional or gross negligence’ heightening to the ethical pressure on PE teachers to care for
their students. This demonstrated how PE teachers were embedded in a complicated socio-political
context, which involved navigating the competing discourses of different stakeholders.

A superficial analysis could suggest teachers’ avoidance of risk reflected their attempts to protect
themselves from complaints. However, our analysis, informed by Foucault (2000a, 2000b), makes
the case that legal action and the prospect of paying compensation means that care for the self
was also about care for others. This form of ‘technologies of the self – self cultivation’ displayed
by the teachers, while heavily constraining the possibilities of achieving the ‘Health First’ goals of
the PE&H curriculum, was a necessary step to serve their more pressing concerns about safety.
The following sections will demonstrate teachers were not exclusively seeking to protect them-
selves, they were also prioritising the care of students through the management of safety and
risk in their classes.

Safety and risk management in practice

The previous section revealed that for a teacher in China, an accident in a lesson may not just rep-
resent an unfortunate event for a student but also creates ethical, moral and financial pressures for
PE teachers. Jianhua’s account of a student who, after a gymnastics lesson, returned unsupervised to
practice on the horizontal bars serves as a stark reminder that even though a student did not follow
the school’s regulations, it was the teacher who was cautioned.

[The curriculum leader for physical education] called me to the office and blamed me: ‘why [do] you need to
teach this technique? You need to focus on the students’ PE test’. From then on, I will not teach this kind of
‘dangerous’ technique in class, and the school leaders decided to remove the horizontal bar to avoid the risk.
(Jianhua)

This extract provides further evidence of teachers’ vulnerability. As previously mentioned, teachers
were concerned that if there were accidents in lessons, they could be held responsible. The account
provided by Jianhua illustrates that her conduct and professionalism was under scrutiny and surveil-
lance, and she was being directed to focus efforts on student safety and their performance in the PE
Physical Examination (PEPE)2. Teachers were engaging in ‘practices of the self’ that modified and
adapted their conduct and demonstrated their awareness of and responsiveness to the concerns
of other teachers in the school and their own concerns about litigation. Therefore, teachers in this
study were engaged in decision-making processes related to curriculum enactment in diverse and
complex ways, as they took up, negotiated, and considered the imperatives of safety and safety
discourses.

The exclusion of curriculum content and the avoidance of specific activities and practices might
be a strategy taken to minimise risks, but teachers are also aware that removing all risks is proble-
matic. As the PE&H curriculum requires students to develop ‘a sense of health and safety’ (MoE, 2011,
p. 3) they have the opportunity to use risk in an educative way. This obligation of education is related
to self-cultivation, which is not only founded onmore than the development of knowledge, skills and
attitudes, but also incorporates a sense of emotional connection to students. As an example of this
approach, Haoxiang stated:

Learning and technical training are dangerous to some extent. Therefore, I generally do not teach lessons in
strict accordance with the requirements of the curriculum. I pay more attention to [students’] experience,
their happiness, and their will to overcome difficulties. (Haoxiang)
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These insights from Jianhua and Haoxiang reflected that, amidst concerns about risk, PE teachers
were still able to be adaptive and flexible. Teachers’ risk management strategies sought to consider
and balance the triple concerns of avoiding risk, helping students pass the PE test and meeting
students’ learning needs with an aspiration to achieve the ‘Health First’ goal. These actions
were indicative of how teachers in the study cared for students. They also carefully self-regulated
their practices and made adaptations to the curriculum under the context of safety monitoring. If
a sport had excessive risks, or they were difficult to mitigate, then as Haoxiang stated, he and
other teachers did not teach ‘in strict accordance with the requirements of the curriculum’.
Instead, they modified, replaced, or adapted their teaching to explicitly address and mitigate
against these risks3.

Zinn (2019) and Porsanger and Magnussen (2021) made similar observations, noting that teachers
did not passively accept risks. Both studies reported that teachers actively considered safety man-
agement strategies for activities considered risky and made informed decisions about how to
teach safely. However, when compared to these previous studies, we would argue our findings
suggest that in China, safety and risk management appear to have a more pronounced impact on
curriculum enactment. Through PE teachers’ actions and interactions, they engaged in technologies
of self and self-cultivation, as they combined different strategies to deal with risk, in ways that
reflected their cultural values, knowledge of their institution and an evaluation of their personal
responsibilities.

Health first by teaching safely

PE teachers talked about the necessity to create educative environments where they explicitly
taught students how to be safe and manage risks. While safety and risk management were
central pillars of their decision-making, the participants in this study still demonstrated a desire to
balance ‘Health First’ and ‘teaching safely’. Malin said:

Health education is the most important part of the PE&H curriculum… a very important part of teaching safely is
to let students learn how to protect themselves. So, I constantly emphasize safety precautions before and after
class. (Malin)

In the study, most teachers shared Malin’s belief that safety education is the most important part of
health education. Several of the teachers indicated that a common feature of their practice was to
verbally remind students of safe practice and they considered this to be how they addressed health
education. In China, curriculum reform has, to some extent led to school decentralisation, promoted
student-centred teaching, and afforded teachers flexibility. However, for teachers these reforms have
led to uncertainties about the nature of the curriculum, because the information provided by policy
makers remains open to interpretation (Fullan, 2007; Meng et al., 2021). Therefore, it may appear that
Malin and the other teachers’ focus on safe practices as a means to address health education is not
well aligned with ‘Health First’. Meiying’s statement provides an important insight into how she and
other teachers interpreted the text of the curriculum:

To be honest, I do not really understand the concept of health in [the] PE&H curriculum. If policy makers insist on
linking the two words together [tiyu yu jiankang 体育与健康], then I think it means ‘tizhi’ (体质). (Meiying)

Meiying’s statement captured her and other teachers’ uncertainty over what ‘health’ in the context
of PE would mean and how to enact changes and reorientate their practices so that they were in
line with policy makers’ expectations of developing health through PE. For her ‘tizhi’ means focus-
ing on the body and in doing so, working to protect the body and develop physical fitness. This
was a view expressed by other teachers when they read the new term for the PE&H curriculum
[tiyu yu jiankang (体育与健康)], they were familiar with ‘tiyu’ (体育) as the term for PE but uncer-
tain about ‘jiankang’ (健康), as this was a term for health. The majority of teachers in the study
explained that their confusion about how to address health in PE was because their teacher
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education had been focused on care of the body, and hence why they were very familiar with the
concept of ‘tizhi’ (体质).

The extract below from Jianhua indicates how her and other teachers’ experiences during their
teacher education shaped their view that health was strongly connected to training and protecting
the body.

I do not remember studying any health-related courses when I was in the university. What we learned was
mainly based on sport physiology, such as sports training, sports rehabilitation and sport medicine. In terms
of education, a lot of content is related to demonstration and protection. (Jianhua)

Teachers explained that it was commonplace for teacher education to stress the importance of
safety, the avoidance of injury and the role of exercise in rehabilitation. As Foucault indicated, tech-
nologies of the self are one of the means of self-improvement in which human beings come to
understand and act upon themselves within certain regimes of authority and knowledge. Data
also revealed the teachers’ commitment to self-cultivation, as the PE teachers modified and re-
created the curriculum to ‘fit with their own beliefs and values’ (Curtner-Smith & Meek, 2000,
p. 32). However, the process of PE teachers’ self-regulation involves more than projecting an existing
self into practice; it is an active and engaged process of seeking harmony with ‘inside’ and ‘outside’
(Chapman, 1997). Therefore, our analysis suggests that rather than a simplistic adherence to the
implementation of ‘Health First’ or a rejection of health education per se, PE teachers actively
chose to develop and transform themselves to attain a certain mode of harmony in the process
of curriculum enactment.

Although teachers’ teaching practice of ‘Health First’ is influenced by multiple factors, in this
study, the participants still demonstrated a desire to balance ‘Health First’ and ‘teaching safely’. As
Weihong indicated,

I think health education in PE is to teach students how to prevent sports injuries. Exercise can make people
healthy, but incorrect exercise can also cause injuries. So, keep safety, in other words, safe exercise is the
basis for improving health. (Weihong)

Weihong and other PE teachers’ curriculum enactment, sought to ensure they fulfilled ‘Health First’
by adopting approaches that ensured they were caring for children’s safety. This approach reveals, as
discussed by Foucault (1979), the governmentality through which subjects are encouraged to
conduct their own conduct through processes of self-knowledge. It is through self-surveillance
that these teachers’ relationships with their knowledge of the legal system and the possibilities of
practice alters and changes; these are not straightforward acts of subjugation. In the processes of
curriculum enactment, PE teachers become agents of their own ongoing subjection (Greig & Hollo-
way, 2016), and they display awareness of the ‘mode of subjection’ associated with ‘safety first’ (Fou-
cault, 2000a). In this way, through ‘technologies of the self’ – ‘self-cultivation’ PE teachers constitute
themselves as an ‘ethical subject’ of health in PE. The constitution of PE teacher subjectivities is
complex. They are creating a chain of logic where their first thoughts are to ensure that children exer-
cise safely, so safe exercise = health in the context of PE lessons. Then, health education was
modified to safety education, and ‘Health First’ became equivalent to ‘safety first’.

Seeking harmony between curriculum ambitions and teaching safely

As discussed above, there are complicated and interconnected socio-political considerations
involved in the process of teachers’ curriculum enactment. The directive of ‘Health First’ has led
to reform of the PE&H curriculum and the expectation of specific actions from teachers; however,
teachers are also aware that school leaders seek to keep all students safe and parents have a high
expectation of children’s performance in the PEPE. Surong stated:

If students are not willing to do specific movements4, then I will not force them to do it. I try to use some other
ways to keep them both safe and active. I did this not only because I was afraid of [school] leaders or accidents,
but also because the children were too tired, and I want them to be well.… You know, students pay too much
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attention to their academic performance. I did not want PE classes [to] put them under pressure. I hope my class
is not limited to learning sports techniques and practice exam items. (Surong)

Surong’s comments capture how teachers not only considered safety and students’ fitness perform-
ance in preparation for the PEPE but they remained mindful and acutely aware of their responsibil-
ities as educators. In the ‘Analects’ Confucius set out the importance for those in positions of
authority to act with a strong sense of responsibility and morality5, attending to the development
of their own morality and character before requesting actions from others (Confucius & Legge,
2013, p. 266). In the context of this study, the teachers who will have studied the ‘Analects’ as
part of their education, reflected these sentiments. For example, Surong’s statement reflected a
strong inner sense of moral purpose and an awareness of her responsibility to care for students
as well as her desire to reconcile the ambitions of the curriculum with the realities of practice.
Thus, PE teachers’ practice appeared to be characterised by Confucian ‘self-cultivation’ and had a
substantial impact on their teaching behaviour.

In the process of curriculum enactment, PE teachers were acutely aware of a broad range of con-
cerns. They did not blindly abide by the requirements of the PE&H curriculum and orientate their
practice solely towards health first; nor was their practice dominated by the management of risk
and safety. Instead, by carefully evaluating the possibilities of their context, these PE teachers endea-
voured to achieve a curriculumwhich reflected their values and cared for students (Chen et al., 2017).
This Confucian wisdom of seeking self-cultivation helps PE teachers to create an ‘ethical space’ and
support students to develop a wider view of health, even in the face of a strict education system and
less flexible policies. Therefore, as the discussions in this section have highlighted, curriculum enact-
ment and practice are not only driven by powerful external forces, but are also shaped by teachers
through ‘technologies of the self’ and ‘self-cultivation’.

Conclusion

Motivated by the realities and demands of globalisation, China’s government and policy makers
have sought to engage in curriculum reform. The key driver of this reform across all elements of
the education system is ‘Health First’. With this study taking place in the subject of PE, we investi-
gated how ‘Health First’ was taken up and enacted by PE teachers. Acknowledging this study was
located in a non-western country, the heuristic device – ‘technologies of the self’ and ‘self-cultiva-
tion’ – was employed with sensitivity following careful and rigorous interrogation of data gathered
from teachers. Data analysis indicated that teachers’ curriculum enactment efforts are carried out
within a complicated socio-political context, with interplay between ‘technologies of the self’ and
‘self-cultivation’, as teachers sought to be transformative, find personal harmony and navigate the
competing demands of stakeholders. Our findings suggested that the reform was not revolutionary;
rather than prioritise the ‘Health First’maxim, teachers prime concern was ‘safety first’. While it could
be possible to provide an interpretation that blamed teachers for their lack content knowledge of
health education, this would not reflect the constraints of the socio-political context. The research
data allowed us to demonstrate that teacher decision-making was not only related to curriculum
reform policies and associated regimes of accountability, but also interconnected to the legal
system.

While previous studies have considered teachers’ interaction with policy and elements of govern-
mentality, our study has revealed that, in China, teachers’ awareness of their vulnerability within the
legal system strongly influenced their curriculum enactment. Therefore, this study provides the first
account of how teachers in China adapt to retain a balance between concerns with self, curriculum
enactment, interactions with stakeholders, and how they engage with students. There may be other
nations where teachers are also acutely conscious of safety and risk management and the findings of
this study bring forward new insights in the analysis of teachers’ decision-making. Curriculum enact-
ment is complex and does not follow a linear or predictable translation from policy into practice. If
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China is to fulfil its ambitions to place ‘Health First’, then teachers of PE require support during their
initial teacher education and through professional development, so that teaching health within PE
does not have to be a choice between safe practice and health-enhancing experiences in PE.

Notes

1. The original ancient Chinese of this phrase in the Great Learning as follows：大学之道，在明明德，在亲民，
在止于至善。

2. The introduction of the PEPE as part of the entrance requirements for high schools in China was instrumental in
promoting ‘Health First’.

3. The curriculum stipulates specific content and activities should be taught, for example; health education, basket-
ball, football and gymnastics. However, it is important to note that while the curriculum specifies content and
activities; this does not preclude different interpretations of how to enact the curriculum and we acknowledge
these interpretations have an impact on a teacher’s evaluation as to whether the curriculum as enacted reflects
the curriculum as text. Our analysis of the interview data revealed that teachers’ interpretations of the required
curriculum were patterned by considerations of safety, rather than the maxim of health first.

4. Surong is referring to the preparation that teachers engage in for the PEPE during PE lessons, see Meng et al.
(2021) for further details of the activities students are required to do for the examination.

5. The original ancient Chinese of this phrase in the Analects as follows：子曰：其身正，不令而行，其身不正，

虽令不从。
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