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Abstract

In the absence of empirical examinations of how school Physical Educa-
tion (PE) in China aligns with the United Nations’ Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), this study aimed to provide one of the first empirical
examinations of this alignment by analysing 34 PE teachers' understand-
ings and pedagogical practices using lesson observations and semi-
structured interviews. Deductive thematic analysis, structured around
globally identified PE-supported SDGs, was used to capture the points
of alignment or divergence between teachers’ stated philosophies and
classroom practice. Findings indicate a strong rhetorical commitment to
lifelong health and holistic learning, consistent with SDGs 3 and 4. How-
ever, these intentions were constrained by exam-oriented assessment sys-
tems that narrowed curriculum delivery toward fitness-based prepara-
tion. Teachers demonstrated inclusive philosophies aligned with SDG 10,
but structural barriers restricted equitable participation. Gender equal-ity
(SDG 5) was marked by a tension between stereotyped discourse and more
equitable observed practice. Environmental and socio-economic
dimensions of the SDGs were largely absent. This study calls for targeted
efforts in China to align PE with the SDGs by explicitly mapping PE
standards to the SDGs, providing teacher training on these goals, and
piloting  sustainability-focused assessment models. Future research
should employ measurable approaches to investigate PE's contribution
to sustainability education further.
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Introduction

Growing global challenges, such as deepen-
ing social inequality, accelerating climate
change, and widespread environmental
stress, led the United Nations in 2015 to in-
troduce 17 interlinked Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), which aim to foster
a fair, resilient, and inclusive future (United
Nations, 2015). To achieve these goals, ed-
ucation has been identified as a critical tool
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in developing the knowledge, values, atti-
tudes, and competencies that motivate and
empower learners to contribute to sustaina-
ble development (SD) (Kioupi &
Voulvoulis, 2019; Lundvall & Froberg,
2023).

Consequently, teachers play a vital role
in promoting this by equipping students
with the knowledge and capacity needed to
act as agents of positive change
(Rieckmann et al., 2017). Building on this
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agenda, school physical education (PE) of-
fers a distinctive space for developing sus-
tainability-related competencies, given its
emphasis on health, social interaction, eq-
uity, and responsible engagement (Baena-
Morales &  Gonzalez-Villora, 2023;
Lohmann et al., 2021). Despite this poten-
tial, much of the existing work remains the-
oretical, and scholars have called for empir-
ical studies that examine SD from the per-
spectives of PE teachers (Baena-Morales &
Ferriz-Valero, 2025).

Currently, most PE teachers are uncer-
tain about what SD means (Baena-Morales
et al., 2021), partly because the concept is
inherently ambiguous, which requires them
to continually interpret, adapt and refine
how it is understood and enacted (Bentham,
2013; Froberg et al., 2023; Purvis et al.,
2019).

In recent years, attention to the educa-
tional role of school PE has been renewed
in response to increasing levels of inactivity
and sedentary behaviour among young peo-
ple (Bailey et al., 2013; Biddle & Asare,
2011). Reflecting these long-standing con-
cerns about inactivity, UNESCQO’s Quality
Physical Education (QPE) guidelines posi-
tion PE as a curriculum space for holistic
learning that promotes inclusion, participa-
tion and the development of physical, social
and emotional competencies aligned with
Education for Sustainable Development
(UNESCO, 2015).

Within this agenda, Physical Literacy,
a holistic concept involving motivation,
confidence, competence, knowledge and
values that supports lifelong engagement in
movement and responsible interaction with
one’s environment, has been positioned as
a key learning outcome of QPE (UNESCO,
2015; Dudley & Cairney, 2021; Whitehead,
2010). In fact, PL could act as a framework
through which QPE provides a foundation
for PE’s potential SDG contribu-
tion(Baena-Morales et al., 2021; Froberg &
Lundvall, 2021). PE, therefore, has strong
potential to promote SDGs related to
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health, education, equity, environmental re-
sponsibility and peaceful, participatory
communities.

In identifying the SDGs most relevant
to Physical Education, we drew upon
Baena-Morales et al.’s (2021) review,
which identified eight of the seventeen
SDGs and 24 outcomes relevant to PE.
Given the exploratory and context-specific
nature of this study in China, in our manu-
script, we adopt a more general framing of
SDG-PE linkages across the eight headline
SDGs rather than engaging with each
SDG@G’s individual outcomes in detail.

PE directly advances SDG 3 (health
and well-being) by promoting regular phys-
ical activity and supporting mental and
emotional health (Biddle & Asare, 2011;
Salvo et al., 2021). It also contributes to
SDG 4 (quality and inclusive education) by
developing transferable skills, supporting
equitable participation, and enhancing
learning outcomes (Garcia-Rico et al.,
2021). Moreover, PE directly promotes
SDG 5 (gender equality), through co-edu-
cational and stereotype-challenging peda-
gogies (Jiménez Lozano & Gonzalez-Palo-
mares, 2023; Sanchez-Hernandez et al.,
2018). Models such as Sport Education
nurture employability-related skills by en-
gaging students in roles such as a leader
(e.g., coach), referee, or event organiser,
thereby linking PE to SDG 8 (decent work
and economic growth) (Baena-Morales et
al., 2021; MINEPS VI, 2017).

Likewise, inclusive and socially ori-
ented pedagogies that promote equal oppor-
tunities for all students align with SDG 10
(reduced inequalities) (Block & Obrusni-
kova, 2007; Munoz-Hinrichsen et al., 2024;
Rillotta et al., 2018), while activities in nat-
ural environments, alongside tasks using re-
cycled or low-impact materials, connect PE
to SDG 12 (responsible consumption and
production) and SDG 13 (climate action)
(Baena-Morales et al., 2021).

Finally, approaches based on coopera-
tion, shared decision-making, and personal
and social responsibility support SDG 16
(peace, justice and strong institutions) by
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fostering civic values and participatory be-
haviours (Garcia-Garcia et al., 2020). How-
ever, despite these emerging connections,
much of this work remains conceptual or
policy-oriented, with limited empirical re-
search examining how PE teachers interpret
and enact SDG-related ambitions in prac-
tice (Baena-Morales & Gonzalez-Villora,
2023; Merma-Molina et al., 2023).

Education for sustainable development
(ESD) has been on China’s agenda since
the 1990s (State Council of the People’s
Republic of China, 1994). Early ESD pilots
expanded to more than 1,000 schools by
2009(Lee & Huang, 2009). In the 2010s,
the domestic ecological civilisation agenda
reframed sustainability, linking ecological
protection with economic and social devel-
opment and gradually filtering into educa-
tion policy (Meng et al., 2021). This shift
emphasised priorities such as fostering dil-
igence and thrift, strengthening environ-
mental awareness, and cultivating values
that support sustainable development (Zhou
& Lee, 2022).

Despite China’s documented progress
toward the SDGs (UNDP, 2020), education
has still not institutionalised an operational
curricular framework (Cheng & Yu, 2022;
Li et al., 2022). Instead, it operates as a
symbolic reference with limited conceptual
clarity and uneven enactment across sub-
jects (Lietal., 2022). China’s national strat-
egies, such as “Healthy China 2030,” align
PE with SDG 3 (Tan et al., 2017), while re-
cent policy has shifted from “strengthening
physique” to “fostering virtue through edu-
cation,” broadening the aims of PE (An et
al., 2022). Examining how this evolving
policy context translates into practice offers
valuable insights for global debates on im-
plementing sustainability through PE in
similarly centralised, high-stakes education
systems.

However, limited teacher training, re-
source constraints, and a highly centralised,
exam-focused education system continue to
hinder the integration of sustainability con-
cepts into classroom practice (An et al.,
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2022), thereby highlighting the need for re-
search on how sustainability is understood
and enacted within Chinese schools, espe-
cially within PE (Tian et al., 2024; Zhou,
2024).

Despite PE being recognised in re-
search as critical for the SDGs addressing
health, sport, and physical activity (Dai &
Menhas, 2020; Yuan & Yu, 2024) as well
as potentially invaluable for the SDGs such
as Quality Education (SDG 4), Gender
Equality (SDG 5), Reduced Inequalities
(SDG 10), Sustainable Cities (SDG 11),
Climate Action (SDG 13), and Peace and
Justice (SDG 16) (Dai & Menhas, 2020),
current research on PE and sustainability in
China suffers from three gaps. These are:
(1) a lack of fine-grained, qualitative evi-
dence of how teachers across different
school levels understand and enact sustain-
ability; (2) an overreliance on narrative
data, without insights into actual classroom
practice; and (3) the absence of the use of
the SDG framework to explicitly connect
teachers' interpretations to global sustaina-
bility targets.

Therefore, the significance and origi-
nality of this study lie in generating one of
the first empirical, practice-based insights
into how sustainability is understood and
enacted in Chinese PE. It does this by em-
ploying a qualitative multiple-case design,
sampling teachers across multiple school
levels and combining interviews with les-
son observations for triangulation. This
study applies the SDG lens to analyse how
teachers’ interpretations and pedagogical
actions relate to specific SDGs, ultimately
providing a foundation for future directions
in both research and policy, and informing
professional development on leveraging
PE’s full potential to contribute to a sustain-
able future.

Methodology

Study Design

The present study was developed from a
broader cross-sectional investigation of
Chinese Physical Education (PE) and
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teachers’ attitudes and practices. Given the
relative lack of previous research on PE and
the SDGs, the study was exploratory in na-
ture and aimed to develop an initial under-
standing of the current situation. As the
study aimed to generate knowledge from
participants’ lived experiences, an interpre-
tivist qualitative approach was adopted by
the research team when designing, conduct-
ing, analysing and presenting the study
(Pope, 2013). Overt unstructured observa-
tions and semi-structured interviews were
utilised to establish commonalities and dif-
ferences between participants in diverse
settings and to identify avenues for future
research.

Participants & Sampling

A total of 34 PE teachers (21 male, 13 fe-
male) participated in the interview process.
Given the exploratory nature of the study,
participants were drawn from a range of ed-
ucational settings, with one government-
funded school from each major geograph-
ical zone of the city (north, south, east, and
west), to provide a cross-section of the is-
sue. Participants were identified and se-
lected by contacting Principals of primary
(n=4), middle (n=4) and high schools (n=4)
in Changsha City, Hunan Province, China,
who provided a list of PE teachers willing
to participate in the study.

Potential participants were provided
with an information sheet detailing the
study’s process and purpose, and gave ver-
bal consent to participate. Random sam-
pling was then used to select 2-3 partici-
pants from each of the 12 included schools,
resulting in a final sample of teachers from
Primary (n=11), Middle (n=12), and High
School environments (n=11) (see Table 1).
None of the candidates approached de-
clined to be involved. One limitation of this
approach was the possibility of bias in the
Principals’ selections, as they may have
chosen teachers they felt would provide a
favourable representation of the school’s
practices.

It is also important to acknowledge the
power structures and cultural dynamics at
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play: teachers selected by their Principals
may have felt unable to decline participa-
tion due to concerns about how their supe-
riors might perceive this. Nevertheless,
given the level of access afforded through
the Principals’ cooperation, the research
team determined that this approach was the
most feasible and appropriate under the cir-
cumstances.

The homogeneous sample allowed the
research team to identify patterns between
1) teachers working at different schools in
the same age category, 2) teachers working
at different schools in different age catego-
ries, and 3) teachers working at the same
school in the same age category These in-
tra- and inter-school connections allowed
for a comprehensive overview of dominant
themes and contributed to a rich data set
from which diverse perspectives could be
accessed and represented in the findings
(Male, 2016).

Throughout the presentation of results,
participants are referred to using anony-
mised identifiers that indicate both school
level and individual teachers (H1-H11 for
high school teachers, M1-M12 for middle
school teachers, and P1-P11 for primary
school teachers. The demographic details
corresponding to these identifiers are pre-
sented in Table 1 below.
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Table 1. Demographic information of teacher participants

Education Setting School Participant Qualification Age Experience
High School High School 1 Hl Undergraduate 25 3 years
H2 Master's degree 28 3 years
H3 Undergraduate 23 1 year
High School 2 H4 Undergraduate 30 8 years
H5 Undergraduate 24 2 years
High School 3 H6 Master's degree 27 2 years
H7 Undergraduate 35 10 years
HS8 Master's degree 30 4 years
High School 4 H9 Undergraduate 45 20 years
H10 Master's degree 40 16 years
H11 Master's degree 33 8 years
Middle School Middle School 1 M1 Undergraduate 25 2 years
M2 Master's degree 26 1 year
M3 Master's degree 27 2 years
Middle School 2 M4 Undergraduate 30 7 years
M5 Master's degree 42 18 years
M6 Undergraduate 30 7 years
Middle School 3 M7 Undergraduate 24 1 years
MS Master's degree 44 18 years
M9 Undergraduate 50 22 years
Middle School 4 MI10 Master's degree 37 10 years
M11 Undergraduate 34 11 years
MI12 Undergraduate 30 5 years
Primary School ~ Primary School 1 P1 Undergraduate 51 27 years
P2 Master's degree 39 15 yesrs
P3 Master's degree 44 18 years
Primary School 2 P4 Undergraduate 28 4 years
P5 Undergraduate 23 1 year
Primary School 3 P6 Master's degree 27 1 year
P7 Undergraduate 26 2 years
P8 Undergraduate 27 3 years
Primary School 4 P9 Master's degree 26 1 year
P10 Undergraduate 27 2 years
P11 Undergraduate 29 5 years
Procedure Data Collection

Ethical approval was granted by Hunan Nor-
mal University and the Chinese Ministry of
Education. All participants provided in-
formed consent prior to data collection. Fol-
lowing the data collection process, the data
were anonymised using randomly assigned
identifiers, stored securely on a password-
protected, institutionally approved OneDrive
system, accessible only to authorised re-
searchers. In accordance with institutional
guidelines, data will be retained for 10 years
and then permanently deleted from secure
storage.
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Observations: PE lessons were observed to
identify key aspects of current teaching prac-
tice. Each participant was observed teaching
for n=1 lesson, all of which lasted between
40 and 45 minutes. Given that each partici-
pant was observed only once, the findings
may not fully represent their teaching prac-
tice; they provide insight into a single in-
stance. However, this approach was neces-
sary given the time and resources available to
the research team, given the relatively large
number of participants involved in the study.
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An overt, unstructured approach was
adopted; there was no observation frame-
work for observers to follow. Instead, the fo-
cus was on gaining an initial understanding
of the participants’ teaching environment, the
organisation of their classes, and the teach-
ers’ actions (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002). Field
notes were taken to record lesson aims and
objectives, organisational details, practical
information (such as location, activity, num-
bers and tasks), interaction patterns (teacher-
pupil, pupil-pupil) and critical incidents dur-
ing the lesson.

An example of the observation note for-
mat is provided in Supplementary File A.
These notes provided researchers with valu-
able context ahead of the interview process,
enabling the research team to identify con-
nections and inconsistencies between theory
and practice (Kawulich, 2012).

Interviews: A semi-structured approach
was adopted to ensure comparability across
participants while allowing sufficient flexi-
bility for unanticipated insights to emerge
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The interview
guide was informed by the Epistemic Judge-
ment Framework (EJF), which provides a
structure for exploring teachers’ underlying
values, rationales and decision-making pro-
cesses in physical education (Grecic et al.,

Box 1. Broad headings of the interview schedule

2024). Each element of the framework (Phi-
losophy and Purpose, Environment, Rela-
tionships, Goals, Methods, Evaluation, Fu-
ture Planning) was explored, and questions
were subsequently developed to elicit teach-
ers’ beliefs, priorities, and everyday prac-
tices in domains associated with these ele-
ments (see Box 1).

Because many teachers were unlikely to
be familiar with the SDG terminology, the
guide employed broad, open-ended prompts
to reveal the purposes and values that implic-
itly shape their teaching. For example, the
question “What is your teaching philosophy?”
was followed by probes such as “Where did
this come from?” “Has this changed over
time?” and “If so, how?”, encouraging reflec-
tion on areas linked to health and well-being,
inclusion, gender norms, life skills, teacher—
student relationships and broader societal ex-
pectations. These reflections were later ana-
lysed through the SDG framework, enabling
the identification of both explicit and implicit
sustainability-related practices. Additional
prompts (e.g., “How do you address differ-
ences between students?”, “What do you
hope students gain for their future lives?”)
encouraged further discussion of SDG-re-
lated themes such as equity, social responsi-
bility and skills for lifelong development
(Cohen et al., 2011).

and pupil communicate and interact.

strategies etc.

pupils for next stage of education / life.

Philosophy and Purpose of PE — role and values associated with the subject, eg, Holistic development of
children, health and wellbeing, competition success etc.

Environment — surroundings/conditions in which teacher and pupils experience PE, eg, Factors that influ-
ence teaching and learning, ie, facilities, equipment, weather etc.

Relationships — how people connect with each other, eg, how teacher and pupil, teacher and teacher, pupil

Goals — idea of the future and/or desired result, eg, Targets and objectives
Methods — particular procedures for approaching something, eg, instructional practices, communication

Evaluation — making a judgement about something, eg, Assessments and testing.
Future Planning — deciding on how to do something in the future, eg, Next block of lessons, preparation of
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Interviews lasted between 45 and 70
minutes and were conducted face-to-face in
Mandarin by native-speaking researchers to
ensure participants could express them-
selves fully. All interviews were audio-rec-
orded, transcribed in Mandarin, translated
into English and back-translated into Man-
darin to resolve discrepancies and maintain
the accuracy of participants’ intended
meanings. Translations were completed us-
ing a translation software application (Ne-
tEase Youdao) and cross-checked by a
member of the research team who is a na-
tive Mandarin speaker. Any translations
that did not accurately represent the original

Mandarin were discussed with the research
team and amended to reflect the original
statement. Following back-translation us-
ing the same translation software (NetEase
Youdao), the research team divided the
back-translated data evenly and checked
them against the original statements (see
Table 2). Any discrepancies were raised
and reviewed by the research team to en-
sure the original, translated and back-trans-
lated versions were consistent and accurate
in their representation of the participants’
statements. An example of this verification
process is presented in Table 2. The final
transcripts formed the dataset for analysis.

Table 2. Translation and back-translation verification

Example Phrase from Origi-  Translation in English

nal Transcript in Mandarin

Back-Translation in  Reviewing Re-
Mandarin searcher Comment

B BEEIREFEBE 4] 1 think physical education Fi\KEBi2g )y Translation and

BEWNAB IR, B classes can help students

back-translation

BB ER AL, R increase their enthusiasm BEFERSNE are consistent with

for sports, and seeing their zhpgh iz . & 34 meaning of original

A AL smiles gives me asenseof statement
accomplishment. TMRFUEHRE
Data Analysis Next, each transcript was coded manu-

Data were analysed using deductive the-
matic analysis to identify patterns within
and between the two datasets, derived from
observations and interviews (Braun &
Clarke, 2019). It was guided by the eight
identified SDGs (SDGs 3,4, 5, 8, 10, 12, 13,
and 16) (Baena-Morales et al., 2021),
which in turn informed the coding frame-
work. The whole coding framework used in
this process is available in Supplementary
File B. Data were organised and analysed
using Microsoft Excel, with a shared docu-
ment allowing the research team to collab-
orate throughout the data analysis process.
Analysis began with repeated reading of the
interview transcripts and observation field
notes to establish familiarity with the data
and to note early impressions (Nowell et al.,
2017).
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ally by identifying meaning units and allo-
cating them to the SDG category to which
they most clearly related. The SDGs served
as sensitising concepts rather than a rigid
coding frame (Bowen, 2006), allowing for
interpretation while remaining open to nu-
ance within each category. Coded segments
were then organised into matrices that ena-
bled systematic comparison across teachers
and school levels, reflecting, establishing,
and charting procedures in Framework
Analysis (Gale et al., 2013; Ritchie & Spen-
cer, 1994). Observation data were exam-
ined alongside interview accounts to cor-
roborate or challenge teachers’ stated phi-
losophies and to identify alignments and
tensions between beliefs and practices.
Coding and SDG allocations were refined
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through iterative team discussions, ensur-
ing shared interpretation and analytic co-
herence throughout the process.

Reflexivity

The research team included members from
five countries (Australia, China, Pakistan,
Serbia and the UK). This provided the ad-
vantage of a wide range of perspectives on
research and PE, enabling consideration of
different possible interpretations of data.
One limitation of this study was that the re-
search team's common language was Eng-
lish, necessitating translation before analys-
ing the raw data, increasing the possibility
that a participant’s response was misinter-
preted. For this reason, checking by a native
speaker and back-translation were utilised
to mitigate against this risk. Each member
of the research team brought their own ex-
periences and expertise in the field, includ-
ing teaching, teacher training and research
in PE. All members of the research team are
based at a teacher training university in
Changsha, providing access and facilitating
knowledge exchange on the subject. While
each member of the research team has their
own personal research philosophy, all share
the common aim of making a practical im-

pact on PE teaching. This shaped the ap-
proach taken throughout the research pro-
cess: for example. In contrast, the research
team recognises the potential bias in the
participant selection process. It is hoped
that developing relationships with Princi-
pals in local schools who are willing to be
involved in research will enable the re-
search team to make a positive impact
through future studies and interventions.

Trustworthiness

Transparency was maintained by keeping a
clear audit trail that documented coding de-
cisions, SDG allocations, analytic notes,
and the iterative development of matrices
used to map interview and observation data
(see Tables 3 & 4)(Koch, 1994). Credibility
was strengthened through investigator tri-
angulation. The first author reviewed and
coded all transcripts; 20% of transcripts
(n=7) were then double-coded by two mem-
bers of the research team. All authors inde-
pendently reviewed coded extracts, com-
pared SDG allocations, and met regularly to
discuss discrepancies and refine interpreta-
tions, until consensus was reached (Cofie et
al., 2022; Tobin (Begley, 2004). Examples
of initial Code generation and researcher
comments are provided in Table 3.

Table 3. Examples of initial code generation with researcher comments

Data Initial Code

Researcher Comments Linked SDGs

“Pay attention to the phys- Holistic health education Emphasises balanced attention to SDG 3

ical and mental health of
students.” (H4)

“PE lessons help students Engaging, enjoyable

build genuine interest and learning environments

enjoyment in sports.” (H5)

physical and mental health, con-
sistent with SDG 3 via integrated
health approach.

Highlights enjoyment and genuine SDG 4
interest as outcomes, aligning with

SDG 4 through meaningful, engag-

ing learning.

In instances where consensus could not
be reached, the last author, who has exten-
sive expertise in PE, acted as the adjudica-
tor. Following a team discussion of the con-
flicting interpretations, as the most experi-
enced qualitative researcher, the last author
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provided the final judgement to ensure con-
sistency and coherence in the coding pro-
cess. Data that did not align with any of the
SDG categories were excluded in the SDG-
focused coding process; however, all origi-
nal transcripts were retained in full for
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transparency and for potential re-examina-
tion during later stages of analysis. Obser-
vation field notes were used to corroborate
or challenge interview accounts, further en-
hancing credibility through data triangula-
tion.

Examples of this triangulation process
are shown in Table 4. Dependability was
supported by applying the SDG framework
consistently as an organising structure

throughout coding and charting (Tobin &
Begley, 2004), while remaining open to in-
ductive refinement within each SDG cate-
gory to capture contextual nuance. This bal-
ance ensured that the analysis remained the-
oretically coherent without constraining
emergent insights. Together, these strate-
gies contribute to a transparent, coherent
and trustworthy analytic process.

Table 4. Examples of data mapped between observation field notes and corresponding inter-

view transcripts

Observation Data

Interview Data

Researcher Comments

Many lessons were interrupted and “The small size of the venue, espe-
students went back to their class- cially the indoor facility, becomes
problematic during rainy weather,
as it lacks sufficient space for the

rooms and sat there.

lessons.” (M3)

The lesson was entirely teacher-di- “Teachers adapt by offering op-

Spatial constraints limit equita-

ble participation in planned PE,

in tension with SDG 10 require-
ment for equal access.

This shows clear tension be-

rected. Only in group tasks do stu- tional activities and promoting stu- tween their claim and actual

dents choose their role; the task
and level of challenge are decided
by teachers.

dent-led choices.” (H4)

practice, regarding SDG which
emphasises student agency.

Results

The analysis revealed a complex picture of

how PE in China implicitly engages with the
SDGs. Data were identified in relation to
SDGs 3,4, 5, 8,10, 12, 13, and 16, which are
described below. A summary of the align-
ment and misalignment across interview and
observational data is provided in Table 5.

International Sports Studies. (47) 2
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SDG 3: Good health and well-being
Teachers consistently framed the primary
purpose of PE as cultivating lifelong health
behaviours, directly aligning with the SDG
on promoting mental and physical well-be-
ing and preventing non-communicable dis-
eases. This was articulated as a commit-
ment to fostering durable exercise habits
and a holistic view of student health. Many
expressed a long-term vision for their stu-
dents that extended beyond skill acquisi-
tion. As one teacher stated, the ultimate
goal is to “develop a lifelong healthy life-
style” (P1).

This philosophy was often linked to a
balanced focus on both physical health and
psychological well-being. For instance, one
teacher explained that their approach was to
“support students’ healthy growth by focus-
ing on both physical and mental well-be-
ing” (H9). Another teacher also connected
daily practice to this holistic outcome: “it’s
also about their physical and mental health.
I keep an eye on their physical condition in
PE class, and I also care about their mental
state” (M5). Indeed, the central role of PE
for many was based on positivity and en-
joyment. One teacher stated that their main
goal is “... to make students happy first.
Only by learning happily in physical educa-
tion class can students take the initiative to
practice and consolidate the skills they have
learned” (H11). This focus on happiness
and enjoyment was seen as foundational to
building the lifelong engagement envi-
sioned by SDG 3.

Despite the strong theoretical and phil-
osophical alignment with holistic health,
observations and interview data revealed a
significant divergence in practice, where
health became narrowly defined by perfor-
mance on high-stakes tests. For some teach-
ers, especially in higher grades, the curric-
ulum was dictated by exam requirements:
“In 9th grade, the emphasis shifts to prepar-
ing students for the high school entrance
examination through targeted instruction”
(M1). Another noted their lessons were de-
signed to “Assess fitness and familiarise
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students with junior high PE exam compo-
nents (and) build exam readiness” (H6).

Similarly, another teacher described
that “Because they are facing the high
school entrance examination ... I will focus
on helping them to solidly master the skills
involved in physical education in the
[exam], to ensure that they can achieve sat-
isfactory results in the examination.” This
approach ultimately reoriented PE from a
focus on holistic, lifelong health towards
short-term, exam-focused fitness, often at
odds with the pursuit of SDG 3. Observa-
tional data further reinforced this in prac-
tice, with lessons often structured around
repetitive drills of test components, such as
long-distance running, sit-ups, and standing
long jump, rather than a variety of holistic,
game-based activities.

SDG 4: Quality Education
Teachers’ descriptions of their pedagogy
highlighted several aspects of quality edu-
cation (SDG 4), particularly the delivery of
engaging instruction and supportive learn-
ing environments. A prevalent pedagogical
strategy, as depicted in words, was the use
of play and games to promote engagement
and increase interest in physical activity.
One teacher described their method simply
as: “I tend to let students learn while play-
ing and add some game elements to make
them more interested” (H1). Others saw
cultivating interest as a core objective, with
one noting, “Interest is the best teacher,
only (by) let(ting) the children have an in-
terest in sports, they will take the initiative
to participate, to exercise” (M4).
Furthermore, teachers placed a strong
emphasis on building supportive and moti-
vational  teacher-student relationships.
Many described a dual role that balances
authority with approachability. One of the
teachers explained, “I am strict in terms of
discipline and have always been a strict
teacher image, but I also enjoy being
friends with students” (M2). However, sev-
eral teachers placed discipline and teacher-
centred practices as the central concept to
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maintain order. As was present in the ma-
jority of interviews, one teacher noted,
“First be a strict teacher, then a friend. An-
other detailed a strategic use of “motiva-
tional strategies (verbal encouragement +
material rewards) to emphasise discipline
and enhance learning outcomes” (H4).

Similar to SDG 3, the concept of "qual-
ity education" was often constrained by a
performative focus on examination results
and discipline. While some teachers did
mention student-centred approaches, the
majority tended to focus on narrow goals
addressing the learning outcomes linked to
physical fitness. One teacher’s mid-term
goal was solely to “encourage consistent
physical activity and enhance students’
overall physical fitness” (M1), with no
mention of broader skills or understanding.
Observations confirmed that lessons were
largely teacher-directed, limiting genuine
student autonomy and engagement, the key
components of SDG 4's vision for quality
education.

SDG 10: Reduced inequalities

Interview data indicated that teachers were
philosophically aligned with the inclusive
principles of SDG 10, particularly in adapt-
ing to their students' varied physical abili-
ties. One teacher explicitly described a shift
in philosophy “from expecting all students
to meet the same standards to adopting a
flexible, student-centred approach that con-
siders individual differences in physical
condition and ability” (P11).

However, this alignment in philosophy
was consistently reported to be jeopardised
by significant structural barriers. Teachers
cited “The small size of the venue, espe-
cially the indoor facility, becomes problem-
atic during rainy weather, as it lacks suffi-
cient space for the lessons” (M6) and “Lim-
ited teaching facilities and equipment” (P3)
as major constraints. Observational data
confirmed that these material limitations,
combined with large class sizes, actively re-
stricted equal participation and constrained
valuable approaches to differentiation. The

International Sports Studies. (47) 2

observed practices highlighted limited op-
portunities for all students, creating a diver-
gence between the teachers' inclusive intent
and the equitable enactment of their les-
sons.

SDG 5: Gender equality

In contrast to SDG 10, there was no evi-
dence from interviews of teachers actively
promoting gender equality. Instead, their
discourse often reinforced traditional gen-
dered expectations in which boys appeared
to be linked more explicitly to engagement
in physical activities compared to girls.
Teachers frequently described student be-
haviour and engagement through a gen-
dered lens, making statements such as,
“Younger students are more playful and
mischievous, especially the boys” (H1) and
“Most boys are extremely enthusiastic and
active in sports. There is a relatively serious
polarisation” (P11). Although these inter-
view data suggested bias toward providing
more focus on boys, interestingly, observa-
tional data provided a nuanced counterpoint
to these findings. In practice, teachers often
employed gender-neutral groupings and
were observed encouraging both boys and
girls equally during activities.

Discussion

This is one of the first studies that investi-
gated the alignment between PE practices
and philosophies in China and the United
Nations’ SDGs through the lens of teacher
interviews and class observations. Our find-
ings reveal that while Chinese PE teachers
demonstrate strong philosophical and peda-
gogical alignment with the Health and
Wellbeing (SDG 3) and Quality Education
(SDG 4) agendas, this alignment is criti-
cally mediated by the pervasive influence
of high-stakes examination systems, which
narrows curricula towards exam-focused
fitness.

Furthermore, a complex landscape of
inequality emerged. While teachers ac-
tively strive to include students of differing
abilities (SDG10), their efforts are signifi-
cantly constrained by structural barriers

84



Bashir, M., Curovic, I., Hodgson, A., Oakes, P., Li, P., & Grecic, D. (2025)

such as limited space and large class sizes.
Despite teachers expressing a traditional
bias towards prioritising boys in sports dur-
ing interviews, classroom observations re-
vealed equal opportunities for participation
across both sexes (SDG 5). Notably, the
study uncovers a striking absence of en-
gagement with several SDGs (i.e., SDG 8,
SDG 12, SDG 13, SDG 16), highlighting a
significant gap between the global sustain-
ability agenda and its localised interpreta-
tion in Chinese PE. More specifically, there
was almost no reference to SDG 8 (Decent
Work and Economic Growth), and only
marginal engagement with SDG 12 (Re-
sponsible Consumption and Production),
SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 16
(Peace, Justice and Strong Institution).
This suggests that teachers conceptualise
the purpose of PE primarily through health
promotion, skill development and moral ed-
ucation, while environmental and socio-
economic dimensions of sustainability re-
main largely outside their professional
awareness. To address these gaps, we rec-
ommend the following: (1) the develop-
ment of explicit curriculum maps linking
national PE standards to specific SDG indi-
cators; (2) implemention of targeted teacher
training modules to broaden the scope of
sustainability in PE; and (3) the initiation of
systemic support through pilot model pro-
grammes and reforming assessment prac-
tices to highlight holistic, sustainability-
aligned outcomes.

Our findings reveal some contradictory
concepts in Chinese PE where a strong phil-
osophical alignment with the holistic PE
targeting Health and Well-Being (SDG 3)
and Quality Education (SDG 4) seems to be
critically undermined by the external exam-
ination system, which ranks students based
on their physical performances. Teachers'
advocacy for "lifelong healthy lifestyles"
and well-being demonstrates a clear under-
standing of SDG 3's aims that are compati-
ble with the ‘Healthy China’ initiative (Dai
& Menhas, 2020).

However, this intent is subverted in
practice, where the curriculum narrows to
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exam-focused fitness drills, potentially
eroding the intrinsic motivation essential
for sustainable long-term engagement in
physical activity (Esmaeilzadeh et al.,
2022). This suggests that the current model,
while effective for short-term test perfor-
mance, may fail to support genuine, sus-
tained exercise adherence necessary for
lifelong well-being (Liu et al., 2023), a con-
cern echoed in the declining fitness levels
of Chinese university students once exam
pressure is removed (Ma et al., 2025).

The Quality Education (SDG 4) ap-
pears to be addressed in the interviews by
emphasising game-based pedagogy that
was closely aligned with the concept of PL
to promote pupils’ motivation and compe-
tence, with the ultimate goal of improving
their self-confidence for lifelong engage-
ment in physical activity (International
Physical Literacy Association, 2022). In-
deed, contemporary PE pedagogical mod-
els reflected in game-based approaches are
widely established as pillars of QPE (Bessa
et al., 2021; Dudley et al., 2022; Koszatka-
Silska et al., 2021), offering significant
benefits over traditional methods that can
erode the self-esteem (Bessa et al., 2021)
essential for sustained student motivation
(Estevan et al., 2021).

However, a notable divergence was ob-
served between this stated philosophy and
the enacted curriculum. Despite advocating
for playful pedagogies, observational data
revealed that lessons were largely teacher-
directed, with limited genuine student
choice or autonomy. This gap was likely
exacerbated by the pervasive influence of
high-stakes examinations, which narrowed
the concept of "quality" to a performative
focus on fitness outcomes and exam readi-
ness. Consequently, the potential of QPE to
fully realise SDG 4's vision of promoting
critical skills, lifelong learning, and student
agency was critically constrained by the
systemic pressure of standardised testing.
Yuan and Yu's (2024) analysis, in fact, has
shown that while SDG 4 is nominally pre-
sent in Chinese national standards, its inte-
gration is part of a broader, uneven pattern

International Sports Studies. (47) 2



Education for Sustainable Development

with the unclear application across the sub-
categories. Our findings reveal that SGD
4’s broad curricular goals constrain the
transformative potential of PE.

This study reveals a critical distinction
in how Chinese PE teachers navigate differ-
ent dimensions of inequality, highlighting a
gap between conscious policy alignment
and unconscious bias. Teachers demon-
strated a clear, intentional commitment to
the principles of SDG 10 (i.e., Reduced In-
equalities) and articulated philosophies of
differentiation to support students of vary-
ing abilities. This aligns with the call by Dai
& Menhas (2020) for sports to be used as a
platform to "promote inclusion" and ensure
"equal access" in China. However, this in-
tent was made difficult to achieve by struc-
tural barriers such as limited facilities and
large class sizes, creating a clear divergence
between inclusive philosophy and equitable
practice.

In contrast, engagement with SDG 5
(i.e., Gender Equality) was characterized
by a significant discursive blind spot. While
observational data showed equitable prac-
tices like gender-neutral grouping, teacher
interviews consistently reinforced gendered
stereotypes, , positioning boys as naturally
more enthusiastic and dominant in sports
spaces. This uncritical reproduction of bias
in discourse, despite fair enactment, under-
scores a profound global challenge
(Kretschmer et al., 2023). It suggests that
without explicit pedagogical attention to
challenging stereotypes, as advocated by
Dai and Menhas (2020) to empower women
and girls, PE may passively sustain the ine-
qualities it has the potential to dismantle.
The findings indicate that achieving SDG
10 is primarily a battle against external
structural constraints, while progress on
SDG 5 requires an internal, discursive shift
in teacher awareness and professional de-
velopment.

It is important to acknowledge the con-
textual limits of this study. Firstly, the find-
ings are drawn from a qualitative multiple-
case design within a single city (Changsha)
and are therefore subject to selection bias
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and may not be generalisable to the diverse
educational landscapes across China. The
involvement of teachers allocated by their
school Principals also introduces the influ-
ence of institutional power dynamics, pos-
sibly selecting for participants who were
more willing or available rather than fully
representative of their peers. Additionally,
the interviews did not pursue or probe
deeply into the participants’ null responses
regarding SDGs §, 12, 13, or 16. This will
need to be rectified in future studies. Gain-
ing a more detailed understanding of what
PE teachers can contribute to these essential
SDGs, and how, will be a vital step in evi-
dencing PE’s fuller role in Education for
Sustainability. Furthermore, the focus on
teacher perspectives, while central to the re-
search questions, excludes the voices of
other key stakeholders such as students,
parents, and school leaders whose views
would provide a more complete under-
standing of how sustainability is perceived
and enacted within the school ecosystem.
Finally, the reliance on translated interview
data also introduces the possibility of se-
mantic loss or diminished cultural nuance.

Conclusion

This study offers one of the first empirical
analyses of Chinese PE teachers’ under-
standing of sustainable development and
how this understanding shapes their peda-
gogical practice. Findings reveal a land-
scape of constrained potential. While teach-
ers demonstrated philosophical alignment
with Health (SDG 3) and Quality Education
(SDG 4), these aims were critically under-
mined by an exam-focused system. Teach-
ers also actively pursued inclusion (SDG
10) despite structural constraints and, in
practice, provided equal opportunities
across genders (SDG 5) despite harbouring
traditional biases. Notably, environmental
and socio-economic SDGs were nearly ab-
sent. Therefore, to transform PE into an ef-
fective vehicle for Education for Sustaina-
ble Development, three concrete actions are
recommended: (1) the development of ex-
plicit curriculum maps linking national PE
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standards to specific SDG indicators; (2)
the implementation of targeted teacher
training modules on topics such as "PE for
Ecological Civilisation"; and (3) the initia-
tion of systemic support through pilot
"SDG-PE Model Schools" and the reform
of assessment practices to highlight holistic
outcomes aligned with a sustained and re-
sponsible engagement in physical activity.

From a research perspective, future
studies need to explore, in much more de-
tail, PE’s ‘missing pillars’ of sustainable
development. Large-scale studies that cap-
ture a wide range of PE teachers’ attitudes
and quantify the SDG knowledge base
would be helpful for establishing a baseline
from which to build. Delphi expert studies
that include multidisciplinary perspectives
could be conducted to classify and define
how the SDGs can be most successfully in-
tegrated into the subject.

Finally, the key stakeholders (pupils,
teachers, parents, school leaders, Party and
Ministry officials) must be approached to
provide their perspectives on what is
needed and what is possible within modern
China’s education system. Without such re-
search and direction, PE in China risks re-
inforcing a very narrow interpretation of
sustainability that privileges health and dis-
cipline while overlooking its broader eco-
logical and civic responsibilities.
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Table 6. Code framework

SDG o
SDGs out- SDG Outcome (As described in Potential PE interpretation
Baena-Morales et.al.)
come
SDG 3
(Good Health and Plan PE so pupils engage in regular phys-
Well-Being) Reducing premature mortality ical activity and experience enjoyment,
3.4 and promoting mental health social connection and stress relief, help-
and well-being ing them build habits that support long
term physical and mental health.
Use PE to promote healthy, active life-
styles and positive peer networks, and to
3.5 Reduction of substance abuse open discussion about' how physwa! ac-
tivity can be a protective factor against
smoking, alcohol and other substance
use.
Integrate road-safety topics into PE, for
Halve the number of deaths and  example safe cycling, helmet use and
3.6 injuries caused by road traffic safe routes to school, and promote active
accidents worldwide travel behaviours that reduce risk during
pupils’ daily journeys.
Use PE to develop body awareness, re-
. . spect for self and others, and safe rela-
Ensuring universal access to tionship skills, and signpost pupils to
3.7 sexual and reproductive health D SKITS, ENpOst pup .
services age-appropriate sexual and reproductive
health information and school health ser-
vices.
SDG 4
(Qualt{y Educa- Ensure that ?H girls and boys Guarantee access to regular, high quality
tion) complete primary and second- . .S . .
. . PE for all pupils, using inclusive teaching
4.1 ary education, which should be .
. so that PE supports engagement with
free, equitable, and of good .
. school, attendance, and broader learning.
quality
Design PE units that develop transferable
Improving skills for access to skills such as teamwork, communication,
4.4 employment, decent work, and  leadership, self-management and prob-
entrepreneurship lem solving, and make these links to fu-
ture study and work explicit.
Redution of gndrdgres S 10 s el e
4.5 in education and equality of P ’

vulnerable people
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actively challenging stereotypes or exclu-
sionary practices.
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Improving knowledge to pro-

Embed sustainability themes in PE, for
example active transport, outdoor learn-

4.7 mote sustainable development ing, energy balance, and reflection on
(e.g., sustainable lifestyles) how active lifestyles relate to personal,
social and environmental well-being.
Use PE lessons to model safe, inclusive
fmprovement of school facili- use of fa(.:l.lltles, involve pupils in identi-
4.a . . . fying facility needs or hazards, and advo-
ties and learning environments . .
cate for accessible, gender-sensitive and
child-friendly PE spaces.
SDG 5 (Gender
Equality) Ensure that curriculum, grouping, activ-
P P ity choice and feedback in PE do not dis-
Elimination of discrimination . .
5.1 . . criminate by gender and that girls have
against all women and girls . ..
the same range and quality of participa-
tion opportunities as boys.
Establish clear behaviour norms in PE
Eliminate all forms of violence  that prohibit bullying, harassment and
5.2 against all women and girls in gender-based violence, respond quickly
public and private spheres to incidents, and teach conflict resolution
and respect.
Provide female students with leadership,
Women’s participation and officiating and organisational roles in PE
55 o Op mmiﬁlz . and school sport, and highlight female
4 PP role models in sport to normalise
women’s participation and leadership.
Use PE discussions and tasks to question
Promoting gender equality and  gender stereotypes in sport and physical
S5.c empowerment of women and culture, and design experiences that build
girls girls’ confidence, competence and voice
in physical settings.
SDG & (Decent
Work and Eco- . .
. . .. Provide pupils roles such as coach, or-
nomic Growth) Entrepreneurship, creativity and . . .
. ) . ganiser, official or media reporter, en-
innovation, and promoting the . T .
8.3 couraging creativity, initiative and basic
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formalization and growth of en-
terprises

enterprise skills within sport and PE pro-
jects.
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Promote sustainable tourism
that creates jobs and promotes
local culture and products

Connect PE with local environments and
cultures through traditional games, out-
door activities and school events show-
casing regional activities.

Social, economic and political
inclusion of all people

Ensuring equal opportunities
and reducing inequality of out-
comes

Use inclusive pedagogies such as mixed-
ability grouping, cooperative tasks and
varied roles.

Adapt rules, tasks and assessment crite-
ria in PE to reduce achievement gaps,
using differentiated challenges, formative
feedback and cooperative goals so di-
verse learners can experience success.

8.9
SDG 10 (Reduced
Inequalities)
10.2
10.3
SDG 12 (Responsi-
ble Consumption
and Production)
12.1
12.2
12.5

Sustainable consumption and
production

Sustainable management and
efficient use of natural re-
sources

Significantly reduce waste gen-
eration
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Prioritise low-resource, human-powered
activities in PE, minimise unnecessary
equipment use, and discuss the environ-
mental impact of sports goods and con-
sumer choices.

Teach pupils to use water, energy, spaces
and equipment efficiently during PE, and
to understand how careful planning of
activities can reduce their environmental
footprint.

Incorporate self-made or recycled equip-
ment in PE, encourage repair rather than
replacement of materials, and involve
pupils in reusing and recycling sports re-
sources.
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Ensure information and
knowledge relevant to sustaina-
ble development

Use PE as a context to raise awareness
of how movement choices affect the envi-
ronment, such as benefits of active travel,
park use and the ecological costs of large

sports events or products.

Strengthen capacity to adapt to
climate and natural disaster-re-
lated risks in all countries

Improve education, awareness,
and human and institutional ca-
pacity for climate change miti-
gation, adaptation, and early
warning

Through outdoor and adventure-type PE,
help pupils learn safe behaviours in heat,
cold and extreme weather, and discuss
how communities can stay active and
safe during climate related events.

Integrate climate change themes into PE,
for example by linking outdoor activity
to discussion of local environmental
change, organising litter picks or plog-
ging, and modelling low carbon activity
choices.
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12.8
SDG 13 (Climate
Action)
13.1
13.3
SDG 16 (Peace,
Justice and Strong
Institutions)
16.7

Ensure inclusive, participatory,
and representative decisions
that respond to the needs

Use cooperative learning and student
voice so pupils help design rules, roles,
activities and evaluation in PE, giving
them practical experience of fair, inclu-
sive and participatory decision making.
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