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Abstract: Although school education, including the subject of physical education (PE), has the
potential to contribute to the visions set out by the 2030 Agenda and its sustainable development goals
(SDGs), little attention has been directed towards sustainable development perspectives in PE teacher
education (PETE). In this explorative paper, we aimed to investigate how sustainable development
perspectives are reflected in Swedish PETE course syllabi, focusing on learning outcomes. The
source of data was 496 learning outcomes retrieved from PETE course syllabi at the eight Swedish
PETE institutions that examine PE teachers for compulsory school grades 7–9 and upper secondary
school. A qualitative thematical analysis was performed, and two educational resources developed
to support how to use education in achieving SDGs were used as a guiding framework. The findings
show eight learning outcomes (<2%) explicitly related to sustainable development perspectives. We
found these learning outcomes in courses dealing with outdoor education, movement and health
didactics, and work environment and ergonomics. Our further analysis suggests that 37 learning
objectives (19% as cognitive, 43% as socio-emotional, and 38% as behavioural) and 31 competencies
(35% within knowledge and understanding, 32% within skills and applications, and 32% within
values and attributes) could be linked to our themes of learning outcomes. These learning objectives
and competencies of the SDGs were for good health and well-being, quality education, gender
equality, reduced inequalities, peace, justice, and strong institutions. The main findings signal a
possibility to work with the conceptualisation of sustainable development perspectives and SDGs
in PETE. PETE educators should be encouraged to critically reflect on what it can mean to include
sustainable development perspectives in PETE course syllabi.

Keywords: 2030 Agenda; physical education; sustainable development; teacher education

1. Introduction

In this day and age, humanity faces several global challenges, such as poverty, in-
equality, climate change, environmental degradation, peace, and justice. These global
challenges are the points of departure in the 2030 Agenda that were introduced by the
United Nation in 2015 [1]. The 2030 Agenda is a universal call to action for people, the
planet, and prosperity. Based on global solidarity, the 2030 Agenda calls for all countries,
developed and developing alike, and stakeholders to implement the action plan [1].

In relation to the 2030 Agenda, education has been acknowledged as one main driver
to realise the 17 SDGs [2]. Here, the concept of education for sustainable development is
introduced, which according to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganisation (UNESCO), aims at “encouraging the transformation of education so that it is able
to contribute effectively to the reorientation of societies towards sustainable development” [3].
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It has been suggested that education for sustainable development should build on quality
education that addresses deep and enduring social and cultural changes [4].

Moreover, education is not only addressed directly as a goal (SDG #4) but may also con-
tribute to the sustainability challenges by empowering people to make responsible decisions.
This requires sustainability competences, such as systems thinking, future oriented thinking,
collaboration, strategic thinking, critical thinking, self-awareness, emotional intelligence, the
ability to use media, and integrated problem solving [5]. These sustainability competences
may be developed through appropriately designed pedagogies that engage heads (cognitive
domain), hands (psychomotor domain), and hearts (affective domain) [2,5].

The broad and ambitious 2030 Agenda encompass 17 sustainable development goals
(SDGs) that are divided into 169 targets (Figure 1). The 17 SDGs cover economic, social,
and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. In essence, the far-reaching
SDGs are expected to stimulate actions to enable people to fulfil their potential in a healthy
environment, ensure sustainable consumption and production to meet the needs of the
present and future generations, ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperity, and
foster peaceful, just, and inclusive societies [1].
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In addition to education, it has been acknowledged that physical activity and sport
may contribute to the realisation of the vision set out by the 2030 Agenda [6,7]. For
example, links have been found between physical activity and 15 of the 17 SDGs, with
robust evidence for the five SDGs: good health and well-being (#3), industry, innovation,
and infrastructure (#9), sustainable cities and communities (#11), climate action (#13), and
peace, justice, and strong institutions (#16) [8]. Since education, physical activity, and sport
have been acknowledged as contributors, physical education has both the potential and an
obligation to contribute to the visions set out by the 2030 Agenda.

As a compulsory part of the school curriculum in most countries, physical education
provides opportunities for students to engage in physical activity, develop movement capa-
bility and sport-related skills, and learn about health and healthy lifestyles [9]. In physical
education, students can experience positive social interactions, develop cooperating skills,
and demonstrate empathy and respect [10–12]. Despite this, several issues have been debated
in physical education over recent decades. From an international perspective, these critical
issues include, for example, the dominance of the biomedical perspective on health, the multi-
activity-based curriculum with ambiguous learning goals and a narrow view of the concept of
abilities, and the noninclusive teaching and learning environment [13–15]. More specifically,
studies have shown that physical education teachers consider promotion of physical activity
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as their primary objective [16]. Physical education may also follow conventional sport logic,
which is more reminiscent of recreation than an environment for learning [17], and students
often seem unaware of what they are expected to learn [18]. We argue that these issues are
problematic in relation to not only quality physical education but also SDGs, such as quality
education (#4), gender equality (#5), and reducing inequality (#10).

These critical issues aside, there has recently been a growing interest in exploring and
establishing links between physical education and sustainable development perspectives.
This includes interest towards environmental attunement [19], sustainable development
perspectives in general [20], and links between physical education, the 2030 Agenda,
and the SDGs [21–23]. For example, Lohmann et al. found that, although not explicitly
linking them to the concept of education for sustainable development, different content
and methods of education for sustainable development may already be implemented and
discussed in the field of physical education [20]. Some of the sustainable development
competencies related to the sport and movement aspects of professional knowledge, beliefs
and values, motivational orientations, and self-regulations include knowledge of challenges
and problems of sustainable development in the sport context, knowledge about ethical
and value discourses, and critical thinking [20]. In relation to the 2030 Agenda, it has been
suggested that 24 of the 169 targets could be addressed in physical education, including
targets from SDGs such as good health and well-being (#3), quality education (#4), gender
equality (#5), reduced inequalities (#10), and climate action (#13) [22]. Consequently, there
may be links between physical education and the economic, social, and environmental
dimensions of sustainable development [23].

Moreover, several well-known established practice-based models in physical educa-
tion, including the personal and social responsibility model and the cooperative learning
model, may facilitate sustainable development competencies [22,23]. Nonetheless, while
there may be links to sustainable development perspectives, it is also essential to recog-
nise that any aspirations towards integrating SDG-oriented content in physical education
should be conducted without overlooking core aims of the subject, such as learning about
physical activity, health, and healthy lifestyles [20,23]. Since the actual SDG-oriented teach-
ing content therefore may not be comprehensive, it may be critical to approach teaching
in a manner that promotes sustainable attitudes among students. As recently stated by
Baena-Morales et al. [23] (p. 13): “It is not teaching a sport, and it is doing it with recycled
material; the aim is to educate attitudes so that students understand and begin to develop
competencies that are conducive to a more sustainable world. Educate in the values of
reusing materials and objectives in order to educate towards more sustainable consump-
tion. It is not an orienteering race; it is an opportunity to respect and enjoy nature. It is
not a group activity but a way to develop employability attitudes. We must understand
our subject not as an end in itself but as a means to help create a more prosperous and
sustainable world”. In this sense, sustainable development perspectives may be interpreted
as an overarching teaching approach rather than another addition of teaching content to a
sometimes already overcrowded physical education curriculum [20].

The Present Study

Acknowledging education as critical to realising the SDGs means that teachers in
primary and secondary school may play a critical role. Teachers are positioned at the heart
of the microlevel in education as those being responsible for educating future generations
to address the global challenges that humanity is facing [24]. Despite this, awareness in
sustainable development among physical education teachers it is not well understood. One
study has found that physical education teachers had an overall high consciousness for
sustainable development but that awareness in sustainability generally is higher among
females compared with male physical education teachers [25]. Furthermore, we argue
that, if any changes in relation to education for sustainable development are to take place
in school, teacher education is one critical point of departure. This is because teacher
education should contribute to the development of knowledge, skills, and abilities needed
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for tomorrow’s teachers to become active change agents to bring about change to the school
curriculum.

The previous literature on teacher education suggests that sustainable development
education is generally embedded by teacher educators as a component of a compulsory
subject, or as an essential part of school policies, practices, and activities [26–28]. In relation
to physical education teacher education (PETE), little attention has been directed towards
sustainable development perspectives and sustainable development competencies. At least in
part, this may be explained by the fact that physical education cultures, norms, and values that
generally do not include sustainable development perspectives, may be taken for granted and
seldom challenged in PETE. To date, some critical competencies among physical education
teachers include being able to perform different types of activities with the correct technique,
have knowledge about tactics and rules, and to detect errors and design task progressions, as
well as select and modify appropriate tasks and provide appropriate feedback [29]. From a
public health perspective, it has also been recommended that physical education teachers are
competent in areas such as physical inactivity, health, and fitness testing [30]. In line with this,
a study from Sweden showed that mechanistic views of physical activity, rather than social
perspectives on health and critical inquiry, dominate course syllabi in PETE [31]. However,
the need for alterative perspectives in PETE has been discussed, including the necessity to
identify novel integrative approaches to movement cultures and issues related to social justice
education and inclusion, among others [29,32,33].

Even though physical education has the potential to contribute to the visions set out
by the 2030 Agenda, little attention has been directed towards sustainable development
perspectives in PETE [20–23]. More research is needed to understand how sustainability
can be understood, framed, and integrated in PETE. As it constitutes a critical source of
information regarding what physical education teacher students should know, understand,
and/or be able to perform by the end of a course, we believe that one way to gain such
an understanding is to analyse the current state of PETE course syllabi. In this explorative
paper, we aimed to investigate how sustainable development perspectives are reflected
in PETE course syllabi. In doing so, we focus on the learning outcomes. Our paper was
guided by the following two research questions:

1. What learning outcomes in PETE course syllabi are explicitly related to sustainable
development perspectives?

2. What learning outcomes in PETE course syllabi can be linked to SDG-oriented learning
objectives and competencies?

2. Material and Methods
2.1. Source of Data

The source of data for this paper was PETE course syllabi from higher education
institutions that prepare physical education teachers to teach pupils in compulsory school
(grades 7−9) and upper secondary schools in Sweden. Course syllabi are generally de-
signed by PETE educators as those responsible for the course, and then authorised by
the faculty board at each higher education institution. Course syllabi encompass a de-
scription of the course contents, form(s) of teaching, learning outcomes, and assessment
formats. Some previous studies with focus on PETE have used course syllabi as the source
of data [31,34]. The learning outcomes outlined in the course syllabi was the subject for
analysis as they govern the knowledge, understanding, skills, and values (often divided
into three types of learning outcomes: knowledge and understanding; competence and
skills; and judgement and approach) that students need to demonstrate to pass a course.
Through websites, we located and retrieved all physical-education-specific course syllabi
from the eight Swedish higher education institutions which offer physical education as a
first subject in compulsory school (grades 7−9) and/or upper secondary school. In doing
so, we retrieved the latest version of the physical-education-specific course syllabi available
(i.e., at least one subcourse with focus on physical education) and excluded the courses that
focused on teaching practice (in-service training), methodology, and degree projects. In
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total, this resulted in 42 physical-education-specific course syllabi (the courses ranged from
7.5 HECs to 30 HECs per course) with a median of 4.5 (range: 3−9) courses per institutions.
Of these, 5 courses were exclusively directed towards compulsory school (grades 7−9),
24 towards upper secondary school, and 13 were combined. Together, these course syllabi
covered 557 learning outcomes.

2.2. Guiding Framework

For the aim of this paper, we used two reports as a guiding framework. These
two reports are educational resources developed to support policymakers, curriculum
developers, and educators on how to use education in achieving the SDGs. The two reports,
which are further described below, are (i) the Education for Sustainable Development Goals:
Learning Objectives (EfSDG-LO) from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and (ii) the Curriculum framework for the Sustainable
Development Goals (CF-SDGs) from Commonwealth [35,36].

2.2.1. Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives

The EfSDG-LO report from UNESCO provides suggestions on SDG-oriented learning
objectives [35]. These SDG-oriented learning objectives are outlined on a general level,
aiming at providing students with future capabilities. Furthermore, they can be tailored
for any specific learning settings and sociocultural context. Educators and curriculum
developers must define the level to be achieved by their learners, ranging from basic in
primary education to expertise in higher education.

For each SDG, there are cognitive, socio-emotional, and behavioural learning objectives.
These learning objectives include knowledge and skills that are needed to understand the
SDGs (cognitive) and social and self-reflection skills that enable learners to, for example,
collaborate, communicate, and develop themselves (socio-emotional), as well as action
competencies (behavioural). Table 1 provides examples of learning objectives for the SDG
good health and well-being (#3), stratified across the cognitive, socio-emotional, and
behavioural learning objectives.

Table 1. Examples of learning objectives for the SDG good health and well-being (#3) available in
EfSDG-LO from UNESCO [35]. All learning objectives as quotes from UNESCO [35], page 16.

Cognitive Socio-Emotional Behavioural

“The learner knows conceptions of health,
hygiene, and well-being and can critically
reflect on them, including an
understanding of the importance of
gender in health and well-being”.

“The learner is able to encourage others
to decide and act in favour of promoting
health and well-being for all”.

“The learner is able to include
health-promoting behaviours in their
daily routines”.

“The learner knows relevant prevention
strategies to foster positive physical and
mental health and well-being, including
sexual and reproductive health and
information, as well as early warning and
risk reduction”.

“The learner is able to create a holistic
understanding of a life of health and
well-being and to clarify related values,
beliefs, and attitudes”.

“The learner is able to plan, implement,
evaluate, and replicate strategies that
promote health, including sexual and
reproductive health and well-being for
themselves, their families, and others”.

2.2.2. Curriculum Framework for the Sustainable Development Goals

The CF-SDGs report aims to support those involved in planning and delivering
education and learning to bring about the transformational changes and competencies
needed for people to lead fulfilling lives [36]. It embraces a holistic life-course approach,
involving education from early childhood to adulthood, to reinforce the need for lifelong
learning and for all to participate in realizing the SDGs.

As part of the life-course approach, the CF-SDGs report provides suggestions on
SDG-oriented learning outcomes for all education levels, including higher education,
divided into three sets of competencies. These three sets of competencies are knowledge and
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understanding, skills and applications, and values and attitudes. Competencies for knowledge
and understanding cover, for example, life skills and an understanding of and how to
respond to social, environmental, and economic challenges and complexities. Among
others, competencies for skills and applications cover critical thinking, problem-solving, and
goal-setting skills. Competencies for values and attitudes cover, for example, commitment to
justice and respect for diversity. Table 2 provides examples of competencies for the SDG
good health and well-being (#3).

Table 2. Examples of competencies for the SDG good health and well-being (#3) available in CF-SDGs
from Commonwealth [36]. All competencies as quotes from Commonwealth [36], page 26.

Knowledge and Understanding Skills and Applications Values and Attitudes

“Development of expertise and research
in health-related issues and policies”.

“Promotion in attitudes and skills with
reductions in risk behaviours”.

“Understanding the health, social, and
economic benefits of sport and physical
activity participation across the lifecycle”.

“Understanding of complex links
between health, vulnerabilities, and
environmental factors (e.g. climate
change)”.

“Ability to use sport as a tool to
contribute to broader development
outcomes”.

“Commitment to inclusive physical
education and activity and regulation to
promote inclusive and equitable
participation”.

2.3. Qualitative Analysis

Before the qualitative analysis was conducted, we extracted all learning outcomes from
the physical-education-specific course syllabi to an external text sheet (Word document)
developed for this paper. We then checked the external text sheet and any duplicates
were removed, leaving 496 unique learning outcomes. We then conducted our qualitative
analysis in two steps.

2.3.1. The First Step of the Analysis

In the first step of our qualitative analysis, we searched the external text sheet for
learning outcomes that explicitly relate to sustainable development. This meant that we
searched for the learning outcomes that contain the words (in Swedish) “sustainable” (håll-
bar), “sustainability” (hållbarhet), “sustainability perspectives” (hållbarhets perspektiv),
and “sustainable development” (hållbar utveckling). Thereafter, we highlighted the learn-
ing outcomes that explicitly relate to sustainable development and then extracted them to
another table. Then, we sorted the learning outcomes into types of courses that reflect the
focus area.

2.3.2. The Second Step of the Analysis

As frequently used in qualitative sport and exercise research, the second step of our
qualitative analysis involved a thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is used to identify and
analyse patterns within data, such as written text, and require flexibility to fit the data and
the research questions [37–39]. Here, the researchers themselves become a critical instru-
ment in the analytical procedure and should therefore undertake a reflective and thoughtful
engagement with the data. As two researchers were involved, the analytical procedure was
a collaborative approach that allowed for a nuanced reading and interpretation of the data.

We argue that the thematic analysis aligned well with the explorative approach of this
paper, as it involved a more generous reading of the learning outcomes. In practice, this
allowed us to conduct an analysis beyond what was explicitly related to sustainable devel-
opment. This was achieved by first using thematic analysis to generate (or produce) themes
of learning outcomes and then linking SDG-oriented learning objectives and competencies
to the themes.

We conducted our thematic analysis in six steps with references to the previous
literature on thematic analyses [37–39]. This included (i) familiarization with data, (ii)
generating codes, (iii) generating themes, (iv) reviewing themes, (v) defining and labelling
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themes, and (vi) producing the paper. First, we familiarised ourselves with the guiding
framework and the suggested SDG-oriented learning objectives and competencies. We
then read the extracted learning outcomes multiple times to obtain an initial sense of the
content. Here, we also took notes and marked initial ideas for the analysis. Next, we used a
classification scheme to create order in the large number of learning outcomes. We read
the extracted learning outcomes in depth and generated codes. Then, we collected the
codes to generate tentative themes (and subthemes) of learning outcomes. The themes were
identified at a semantic level but consideration was also given to latent concepts. Although
we did not use a predetermined coding protocol, the initial ideas for the analysis (as noted
above) served as inspiration during the process of generating themes. Then, we reviewed
and revised the tentative themes several times until a final set was decided on, defined,
and labelled. Descriptions of the final set of the eight themes of learning outcomes that
were generated from our analysis are available in Table 3.

Table 3. The final set of themes of learning outcomes that was generated from our analysis with
descriptions.

Themes of Learning Outcomes Descriptions

Health-related areas and issues

Be knowledgeable and have expertise in various health-related areas and issues, including
physical activity and exercise, motor development, physiology, anatomy, biomechanics and
ergonomics, health-related test methodologies, and knowledge of food, diet, and nutrition.
In addition, knowledge of health, health education, and health pedagogy, as well as
knowledge related to health and exercise psychology

Motivation Describe and explain basic concepts in exercise psychology, and describe different processes
that initiate and maintain motivation in relation to physical, movement, and sports activities

Movement activities
Be able to perform and demonstrate various movement activities, such as ball and net
games, movement activities to music and dance, as well as gymnastics and “friluftsliv” 1

and related activities, such as swimming, orienteering, skating, and skiing

Safety issues

Be knowledgeable and be able to demonstrate skills in the area of sport-related injuries,
such as causes, symptoms, and treatment of the most common injuries to the
musculoskeletal system, as well as cardiopulmonary resuscitation and abilities to consider
safety aspects when teaching indoors and outdoor

Inclusion
Be knowledgeable in the area of inclusive teaching methods, disabilities, and special
education, and be able to create conditions for an inclusive teaching and learning
environment

Teaching, didactics, and
professionalism

Reflect on and critically discuss, review, and problematise different didactic perspectives, as
well as implement teaching in physical education and health, and abilities to translate
knowledge about governing documents, feedback, and assessment and grading into
practice. In addition, knowledge of concepts, theories, and perspectives in the area of sport
science and educational science, as well as abilities in scientific theory and method

Norms
Analyse and problematise views of norms and ideas about sex, gender, and body, and
problematise norms in relation to various movement cultures from a norm-critical
perspective

Sex and gender Reflect on, problematise, and motivate teaching content and working methods in physical
education and health in relation to gender perspectives

1 The term “friluftsliv” is the Scandinavian variant of outdoor education.

After the thematic analysis, we searched for SDG-oriented learning objectives and
competencies that could be linked to our themes of learning outcomes. In doing so, our
analysis was conducted at a latent level that allowed us to go beyond the semantic content of
the data. Moreover, we used a back-and-forth process that allowed us to move between the
guiding framework and our themes of learning outcomes. The links that we found between
the guiding frameworks and our themes of learning outcomes were also reviewed and
revised several times until we decided on the final set of analysis that linked SDG-oriented
learning objectives and competencies to our themes of learning outcomes.
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In the section below, we present and discuss our findings. Examples of learning
outcomes were translated from Swedish into English.

3. Findings
3.1. Learning Outcomes That Explicitly Relate to Sustainable Development Perspectives

In the first step of our analysis, we found eight learning outcomes that explicitly relate
to sustainable development perspectives. These eight learning outcomes accounted for
fewer than two percent of the total number of retrieved learning outcomes. Moreover,
these learning outcomes were identified in four of the eight considered higher education
institutions.

In our analysis, we considered these learning outcomes to be found in courses (courses
or subcourses) as presented in Table 4. The first type of course was outdoor education. This
type of course involved learning outcomes that related outdoor education to sustainable
development perspectives. In the second type of course, the focus was on the importance
of movement capability for health from a sustainability perspective. We labelled this course
as Movement and health didactics. Finally, we labelled the third type of course as Work
environment and ergonomics.

Table 4. Type of courses (focus area) and learning outcomes that explicitly relate to sustainable
development perspectives.

Type of Course
(Focus Area) Learning Outcomes

Outdoor education 1

Account for and reflect on perspectives on sustainable development and adapt teaching to different
rooms and learning environments with special focus on “filuftsliv” 1

Analyse and evaluate different styles of “friluftsliv” 1 from a health and sustainability perspective

Problematise and critically process differences between “filuftsliv” 1 as a goal and “filuftsliv” 1 as a
means from a pedagogical, physiological, and historical perspective in relation to sustainable
development

Discuss how summer-oriented “filuftsliv” 1 can contribute to sustainable development from an
environmental perspective

Movement and health
didactics

Account for and evaluate the different dimensions of the health concept from a holistic perspective in
relation to the profession and sustainable lifestyle

Discuss the importance of general movement competence for health from a gender-equality and
sustainability perspective

Work environment and
ergonomics

Account for and discuss work environment aspects for teachers in physical education and health and
how teachers can conduct a sustainable work environment

Problematise physical ergonomic conditions and their consequences for sustainable health
1 The term “friluftsliv” is the Scandinavian variant of outdoor education.

We conclude that words such as “sustainable”, “sustainability”, “sustainability per-
spectives”, and “sustainable development” seldom appear explicitly in the learning out-
comes. This does not, however, necessarily mean that sustainable development perspectives
are not addressed in the physical education courses. In many ways, sustainable develop-
ment perspectives should permeate all teaching and not serve as an additional layer of
learning objectives and competencies to be added to course syllabi that may already be
overloaded.

In the section below, we present the second step of our analysis that involved a more
generous reading of the learning outcomes. Here, we looked beyond what was explicitly
related to sustainable development perspectives, and our analysis involved SDG-oriented
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learning objectives and competencies that could be linked to our final set of themes of
learning outcomes.

3.2. Sustainable Development Goals Oriented Learning Objectives and Competencies

When we used the EfSDG-LO from UNESCO, we found that 37 learning objectives
could be linked to our themes of learning outcomes. These learning objectives were
for the SDGs good health and well-being (#3), quality education (#4), gender equality
(#5), reduced inequalities (#10), and peace, justice, and strong institutions (#16). Of these
learning objectives, 19% could be placed as cognitive, 43% as socio-emotional, and 38% as
behavioural learning objectives.

When we used the CF-SDGs from Commonwealth, we found that 31 competencies
could be linked to our themes of learning outcomes. These competencies were for the SDGs
good health and well-being (#3), quality education (#4), gender equality (#5), and reduced
inequalities (#10). Of these competencies, 35% could be placed within knowledge and
understanding, 32% within skills and applications, and 32% within values and attributes.

In Figure 2, we illustrate the distribution of these SDG-oriented learning objectives
and competencies across the SDGs. We also provide examples of SDG-oriented learning
objectives and competencies that could be linked to our different themes of learning
outcomes in Table 5.
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Table 5. SDG-oriented learning objectives and competencies (from the guiding frameworks) that
could be linked to the different themes of learning outcomes (from physical education specific
courses). Examples of learning outcomes from the physical education-specific courses are presented
in the last column.

SDG Examples of Learning Outcomes and
Competencies (From the Guiding Frameworks)

Themes of Learning
Outcomes (Physical
Education-Specific

Courses)

Example of Learning Outcomes (Physical
Education-Specific Courses)

Good health and
well-being (#3)

“The learner knows relevant prevention strategies
to foster positive physical and mental health and
well-being, including sexual and reproductive
health and information as well as early warning
and risk reduction” 1

“The learner is able to communicate about issues of
health, including sexual and reproductive health
and well-being, especially to argue in favour of
prevention strategies to promote health and
well-being” 1

“Development of expertise and research in
health-related issues and policies” 2

“Understanding the health, social, and economic
benefits of sport and physical activity participation
across the lifecycle” 2

Health-related areas
and issues

Argue for the importance of physical activity
and different forms of exercise from a health
perspective

Describe how physical activity and exercise
relate to mental health

Describe how physical activity can promote
body perception, self-confidence, and
self-esteem

Analyse and evaluate the importance of food
and nutrition for the body’s growth,
function, and health

“The learner is able to include health-promoting
behaviours in their daily routines” 1

“The learner is able to plan, implement, evaluate,
and replicate strategies that promote health,
including sexual and reproductive health and
well-being for themselves, their families, and
others” 1

“Promotion in attitudes and skills with reductions
in risk behaviours” 2

Movement activities

Move in a versatile way, practice, and adapt
movements and activities to different
contexts and environments

Design, carry out and evaluate endurance
training, strength training, and flexibility
training for different target groups based on
human biological knowledge

Demonstrate the ability to teach and
perform elements in ball games, dance,
swimming and lifesaving, and gymnastics
and athletics

“The learner is able to encourage others to decide
and act in favour of promoting health and
well-being for all” 1

“Applied knowledge and understanding to
promote active living (e.g., design, implement, and
evaluate inclusive physical activity)” 2

Motivation
Describe how work can be performed so
that students develop interest in different
movement activities (motivation)

“Understanding of social determinants of health
and social environments affecting health and
well-being and of how behaviours are
shaped/constrained by contexts” 2

Norms

Analyse different movement cultures from a
norm-critical perspective

Demonstrate the ability to problematise sex,
gender, body, and normativity in relation to
teaching in physical education and health

“The learner has the capacity to perceive when
others need help and to seek help for themselves
and others” 1

“Applied knowledge and understanding to
promote active living (e.g., design, implement, and
evaluate inclusive physical activity)” 2

“Commitment to inclusive physical education and
activity and regulation to promote inclusive and
equitable participation” 2

Inclusion

Demonstrate in-depth knowledge of
inclusive working methods in physical
education

Design teaching with a focus on inclusive
working methods

Design teaching based on different forms of
functional variations and disabilities
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Table 5. Cont.

SDG Examples of Learning Outcomes and
Competencies (From the Guiding Frameworks)

Themes of Learning
Outcomes (Physical
Education-Specific

Courses)

Example of Learning Outcomes (Physical
Education-Specific Courses)

“The learner knows relevant prevention strategies
to foster positive physical and mental health and
well-being, including sexual and reproductive
health and information as well as early warning
and risk reduction” 1

“Promotion in attitudes and skills with reductions
in risk behaviours” 2

Safety issues

Describe and understand the origin behind
the most common sports injuries

Demonstrate the ability to consider safety
issues when teaching indoors as well as
outdoors

Design and carry out training in
cardiopulmonary resuscitation

Design, implement, and motivate different
choices of “friluftsliv” 3 techniques and
“friluftsliv” activities in different
environments, taking into account safety
aspects and the teacher’s responsibilities

Quality
education (#4)

“The learner is able to promote the empowerment
of young people” 1

“The learner is able to recognise the intrinsic value
of education and to analyse and identify their own
learning needs in their personal development” 1

“Application of knowledge to create
age-appropriate learning environments for
preschoolers and primary-school pupils” 2

Teaching, didactics, and
professionalism

Be able to create good environments for
learning that contribute to good movement
experiences and knowledge formation for all
students in physical education and health

Critically reflect on and evaluate one’s own
and others’ choice of didactic perspectives in
order to take responsibility for one’s own
lifelong learning with relevance to the
profession

Work independently with physical
education and health, and motivate one’s
design, organisation, implementation, and
evaluation of teaching in physical education
and health based on current governing
documents

Gender equality
(#5)

“The learner is able to evaluate, participate in, and
influence decision making about gender equality
and participation” 1

“The learner is able to observe and identify gender
discrimination” 1

“The learner is able to plan, implement, support
and evaluate strategies for gender equality” 1

“Give equal attention and treatment to boys and
girls” 2

“Ability to develop gender-neutral curricula and
implement gender-neutral teaching practices” 2

“Better design and implementation of programmes
and policies that support marginalised girls and
women” 2

Sex and gender

Demonstrate in-depth knowledge of sports
didactics and an understanding of how the
teacher, based on the knowledge objectives,
can develop all students’ learning with
regard to sex, gender, and disability

Problematise and motivate teaching content
and working methods in the subject of
physical education and health in relation to
different norms and gender perspectives

Reflect on and support students’ identity
creation in a social and cultural context,
where stereotypical gender patterns,
discrimination, oppression, and abusive
treatment are counteracted
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Table 5. Cont.

SDG Examples of Learning Outcomes and
Competencies (From the Guiding Frameworks)

Themes of Learning
Outcomes (Physical
Education-Specific

Courses)

Example of Learning Outcomes (Physical
Education-Specific Courses)

Reduced
inequalities (#10)

“The learner is able to identify and analyse
different types of causes and reasons for
inequalities” 1

“The learner is able to plan, implement, and
evaluate strategies to reduce inequalities” 1

“Understand the impact of inequalities across
income, age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin,
religion, and economic or other statuses” 2

Inclusion

Sex and gender

Demonstrate in-depth knowledge of
inclusive working methods in physical
education and health

Problematise, evaluate, and implement
inclusive teaching and learning strategies

Identify and analyse how learning and
teaching in physical education and health
can be adapted for all students

Peace, justice,
and strong
institutions (#16)

“The learner understands the importance of the
international human rights framework” 1 Inclusion

Discuss and analyse the living conditions of
children and young people with special
regard to democratic values and children’s
rights

Abbreviations: SDG, Sustainable development goals. 1 SDG-oriented learning objectives from the Education for
Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives (UNESCO) [35]. All learning objectives as quotes from
UNESCO [35], pages 16, 18, 20, 30, and 42. 2 SDG-oriented competencies from the Curriculum framework for the
Sustainable Development Goals (Commonwealth) [36]. All competencies as quotes from Commonwealth [36],
pages 26, 30, 35, and 56. 3 The term “friluftsliv” is the Scandinavian variant of outdoor education.

4. Discussion

The aim of this explorative paper was to investigate how sustainable development
perspectives are reflected in PETE course syllabi, focusing on the learning outcomes. We did
not expect that the learning outcomes from the retrieved physical education specific courses
would address all the SDG-oriented learning objectives and competencies as specified in
the educational resources EfSDG−LO and CF−SDGs [35,36]. In line with this, the main
finding from our second step of the analysis was that learning objectives and competencies
for the SDGs good health and well-being (#3), quality education (#4), gender equality
(#5), reduced inequalities (#10), and peace, justice, and strong institutions (#16) could be
linked to our themes of learning outcomes. The three dimensions of economic, social, and
environmental sustainable development were represented. In addition, we found that all
dimensions of learning objectives (i.e., cognitive, socio-emotional, and behavioural) and
competencies (i.e., knowledge and understanding, skills and applications, and values and
attributes) were represented, although to varying degrees.

In terms of research studies, physical education has mainly been discussed in relation
to the SDGs good health and well-being (#3) and quality education (#4) [21]. However, in
their review, Baena-Morales et al. suggested that targets from the following eight SDGs
could be worked on in physical education: good health and well-being (#3), quality educa-
tion (#4), gender equality (#5), decent work and economic growth (#8), reduced inequalities
(#10), responsible consumption and production (#12), climate action (#13), and peace, jus-
tice, and strong institutions (#16) [22]. Comparing the main finding from our second step
of the analysis with those from these two previous reviews, we found both similarities and
differences in terms of contribution to specific SDGs. In a broad sense, however, it seems
that the contribution of physical education and PETE, at least from what we currently know,
may be the most prominent for the SDGs good health and well-being (#3), quality education
(#4), and gender equality (#5).In line with the above, most of the learning objectives and
competencies that we could link to our themes of learning outcomes were for the SDG
good health and well-being (#3). These themes of learning outcomes included Health-related
areas and issues, Movement activities, Motivation, Norms, Inclusion, and Safety issues. On the
contrary, we found that relatively few learning objectives and competencies for the SDG
quality education (#4) could be linked to our theme of learning outcomes Teaching, didactics,
and professionalism. At first, this may be unexpected since the SDG quality education (#4)
may be highly related to the concept of quality physical education. However, most of the
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learning objectives and competencies for the SDG quality education (#4) concern perspec-
tives related to education for sustainable development [35,36], and these types of learning
outcomes were not represented in the theme Teaching, didactics, and professionalism. It should
be acknowledged, however, that many of the learning objectives and competencies for the
SDG good health and well-being (#3) reflect what one may expect a professional physical
education teacher to know, understand, and/or be able to perform. To be knowledgeable
in health-related issues and areas, be able to perform, or at least describe how to perform,
various movement activities with safety in mind, and be able to critically relate to and
create favourable conditions for inclusive teaching and learning environments, may be
considered as necessary qualifications for teachers who deliver quality physical education.
We argue, therefore, that the links between our themes of learning outcomes and the SDG
quality education (#4) may be more prominent than what our analysis shows. This may
also be the consequence of our decision to use the two educational resources EfSDG-LO
and CF-SDGs as guiding frameworks when conducting our second step of the analysis.

In relation to the two SDGs gender equality (#5) and reduced inequalities (#10), several
learning objectives and competencies that focus on gender perspectives and inequalities
could be linked to the themes of learning outcomes Sex and gender and Inclusion. It should
also be noted that learning objectives for the SDG peace, justice, and strong institutions (#16)
could be linked to the themes of learning outcomes Inclusion. Contemporary physical edu-
cation seems to be characterised by a noninclusive teaching and learning environment [14].
Among others, gender, sexuality, disability, social class, and ethnicity may be critical factors
related to opportunities to be recognised in physical education [14]. Issues related to sex,
gender, and inclusion, which according to our analysis have received attention in PETE, are
central to the two SDGs gender equality (#5) and reduced inequalities (#10). The importance
of ensuring an inclusive, child-centred approach to physical education is also highlighted
in the guidelines for quality physical education [40].

To the best of our knowledge, few studies have explored sustainable development
perspectives in PETE. However, one study provided insights to a cross-sector partnerships
programme to implement the SDGs good health and well-being (#3) and quality education
(#4) by improving PETE through stronger partnerships between schools and universities, as
well as a greater integration of theory and practice [41]. The dearth of studies, along with
the main findings from the present paper, signal a possibility to work with the conceptualisa-
tion of sustainable development perspectives and the SDGs in PETE. As previously noted,
researchers have recently begun exploring and establishing links between physical education
sustainable development perspectives, including specific links to the 2030 Agenda [20–23]. As
a response to the 2030 Agenda, as well as the criticism of contemporary physical education,
we have recently suggested three steps for opening a process that can deepen our conver-
sations and strengthen our actions in relation to education for sustainable development in
physical education. These three steps include curricula revisions, a reorientation of learning
perspectives, and a rethinking of perspectives on health and well-being [42]. From our point
of view, PETE educators should also be encouraged to critically reflect on what it can mean to
include sustainable development perspectives in PETE course syllabi. This may be one way
to challenge existing cultures and practices and allow for a re-thinking and re-orientation of
PETE teaching and learning practices. In this context, it should be stressed that the concept of
sustainability may involve a number of ontological and epistemological layers that generate
critical questions, such as what is to be sustained, for whom, and by whom. PETE educators
should therefore also reflect on how sustainable development perspectives can be connected
to educational theories [42]. As previously suggested, one learning perspective that may be
suitable in relation to education for sustainable development perspectives is that of transfor-
mative learning [2,4]. Moreover, while sustainable development perspectives may allow
for a re-thinking and re-orientation of PETE teaching and learning practices, integrating
SDG-oriented content should be conducted without overlooking the core aims of physical
education [20,23]. In this regard, some questions that could be addressed may be how the
concept of sustainable health and well-being can be explored, challenged, and applied in
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the students’ everyday life. From our point of view, such a concept embraces a holistic
perspective that involves knowledge and understanding of the relationship and interplay
between health and the environment. Furthermore, it means embracing a holistic, lifelong
approach to movement activities and physical activity that goes beyond what takes place
in physical education. Another question is to what extent environmental issues in relation
to physical activity should be considered. In their global action plan, the World Health
Organisation suggests several direct and indirect pathways that may link physical activity
policies to many of the SDGs [6]. For example, the implication of physical activity in relation
to the SDG good health and well-being (#3) goes beyond the prevention and treatment
of noncommunicable diseases. Encouraging active transportation, such as walking and
cycling, may reduce traffic volumes, reduce road traffic accidents, and even improve air
quality, as well as contribute to health and well-being [43,44]. Physical activities carried
out in nature also contribute to an appreciation of and desire for green environments such
as parks, as well as health and well-being [45]. Improved transport infrastructure that
promotes physical activity, such as walking and cycling, may reduce automobile use and,
thereby, not only less use of fossil fuels and emissions, but also everyday life physical
activity. If the latter part of lifelong learning is considered, then sustainable cities and
communities (#11), and perhaps also responsible consumption and production (#12) and
climate action (#13), would be included in the SDGs that physical education and PETE
could elaborate upon.

In terms of future research, the next step may be to conduct a similar analysis of
learning outcomes in other countries. This would enable cross-country comparisons that
may generate important insights and lessons learned that can be used to initiate discussions
regarding how sustainable development perspectives could be introduced or strengthened
in PETE.

Moreover, we chose to focus on the learning outcomes as retrieved from physical-
education-specific course syllabi. We conducted our research this way because learning
outcomes are critical sources of information regarding what students should know, under-
stand, and/or be able to perform by the end of the course. As such, learning outcomes
logically reflect beliefs, values, and attitudes that PETE educators wish future physical
education teachers acquire. Nonetheless, learning outcomes are not addressed and re-
alised in isolation, and simply analysing learning outcomes may introduce bias due to
decontextualization since we do not know what takes place in the actual teaching situation.
In relation to education for sustainable development, pedagogies should engage heads
(cognitive domain), hands (psychomotor domain), and hearts (affective domain) [2,5], and
such approaches may include learner-centred, action-oriented, and transformative learn-
ing [35]. Another suggestion for future research is therefore to explore how sustainable
development perspectives may appear in the actual teaching situation. This could, for
example, be explored through focus group interviews with PETE educators.

This study is not without its limitations. As discussed above, one limitation is that
we chose to focus only on learning outcomes. We can therefore not comment on whether
sustainable development perspectives may appear in the actual teaching situation. It should,
furthermore, be stressed that while the EfSDG-LO and CF-SDGs, the guiding frameworks,
suggest SDG-oriented learning objectives and competencies, they are not exhaustive or
definitive [35,36]. Although we found these two educational resources suitable for use in
exploring complex and comprehensive areas such as sustainable development perspectives
and the 2030 Agenda, this should be considered when interpreting the findings of our
study. Furthermore, it has been proposed that studies should explore the contribution to
the 2030 Agenda by explicitly stating links to specific targets that compose the SDG, rather
than merely stating the specific SDG [23]. However, this was not possible in the present
paper as the two educational resources only linked SDG-oriented learning objectives and
competencies to specific SDGs [35,36]. Despite this, we can observe links between the
themes of learning outcomes and, for example, the SDGs good health and well-being
(#3) target 4 (reducing premature mortality and promoting mental health and wellbeing),
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quality education (#4) target 5 (reduction of gender disparities in education and equality
of vulnerable people), reduced inequalities (#10) targets 2 (social, economic and political
inclusion of all people), and peace, justice, and strong institutions (#16) target 7 (ensure
inclusive, participatory and representative decisions that respond to the needs).

5. Conclusions

In this explorative paper, we focused on how sustainable development perspectives are
reflected in PETE course syllabi. Fewer than two percent of the analysed learning outcomes
explicitly related to sustainable development perspectives. These learning outcomes were
found in courses dealing with outdoor education, movement and health didactics, and work
environment and ergonomics. Our further analysis suggests that learning objectives and
competencies for 5 of the 17 SDGs could be linked to different themes of learning outcomes.
The main findings from this paper signal a possibility to work with the conceptualisation
of sustainable development perspectives and the SDGs in PETE.
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