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Abstract 

The term hidden curriculum is not new to education or physical education. It 
is difficult to explain, sometimes hard to identify, but undoubtedly influential 
to student learning. This paper differentiates the hidden curriculum from an 
official curriculum. Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) students (n 
= 35) in an undergraduate Curriculum Design course were asked to recall 
their experiences with the hidden curriculum in their formal primary and 
secondary school physical education experiences, identifying negative and 
positive outcomes veiled at the time. Eight themes emerged from participant 
responses and are described with specific examples. Five practices are noted 
for educators to manage the hidden curriculum. 
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1. Introduction 

It is the second lesson of a court invasion games unit in a secondary school. 
Twenty-five students walk into the gymnasium; some dressed appropriately for 
physical activity while others are not. Mr. Jay, the physical educator teacher and 
former semi-professional basketball player, takes attendance. He then announces 
that students will be divided into three groups and each group will participate in 
different activities; a basketball game, drills for shooting and passing, and a 
free-choice game. He picks ten athletic male students for a basketball game and 
asks the others to select either drill group or free-choice game group. Most fe-
male students select to go to the “free-choice” group and begin playing dodge-
ball. Students in the drill group practice passing and shooting technique as in-
structed from the teacher. After 15 minutes, Mr. Jay joins in on the basketball 
game as a player for the rest of class. 
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The scene described in the vignette above is not uncommon in many physical 
education (PE) classes. In particular, in a crowded gymnasium with a large class 
size, the PE teacher often controls selections and sequences of activities, group-
ing students, and how much time is allotted for giving feedback on student per-
formances. Being repeatedly exposed to this type of learning environment, stu-
dents unconsciously learn messages such as the teacher is in control of their 
learning, athleticism is the most valued trait in PE classes, and boys are favored 
over girls in physical activities. These student-learning outcomes are gained not 
from an intended curriculum but from a hidden curriculum. The hidden curri-
culum refers to lessons that are learned, around such things as the transmissions 
of norms, values, attitudes, or beliefs that are conveyed in a non-open way in the 
classroom and by the operation of schooling (Giroux & Penny, 1983; Martin, 
1983; Rink, 2014). 

A curriculum is used to describe a set plan, the complete set of experiences, or 
the learned content of an experience; as a single class session, a set of classes, or a 
defined period of learning. In any of these formats, it is important to distinguish 
between planned outcomes and those emerging without prior planning or con-
sideration for future instruction and student learning. The hidden curriculum 
has had researchers’ and practitioners’ attention in general and physical educa-
tion literature over last 40 years. However, the term has not been defined well 
because it delivers a sense of the complexity of teaching and learning. It conveys 
messages of grey areas, ambiguous moments, or multidimensional aspects in 
teaching and learning (Kirk, 2012). The term also has been defined in multiple 
ways according to different research agendas and interests of different scholars 
including social skills (Endow, 2012) and discourse and ideology (Kirk, 2012). 
Due to no-agreed upon definition of hidden curriculum it is often hard for 
teacher educators to understand how to support teachers to consider the hidden 
curriculum into their formal, official curriculum (Thomson & Ennis, 1997). 

This paper intends to assist physical educators understand the hidden curri-
culum with specific examples provided by university students enrolled in a 
physical education teacher education (PETE) programme in the United States; 
however, the topic and composition of what the hidden curriculum represents 
for educators and students is a universal concern and just as relevant in any 
education settings. The formal curriculum and the hidden curriculum are de-
fined and the importance of understanding the hidden curriculum is examined. 
PETE students’ testimony is recognized with implications and suggestions clear-
ly outlined regarding the hidden curriculum for physical educators and im-
proved teaching practices. 

2. Curriculum and Hidden Curriculum 

Curriculum refers to the learning experiences that occur in a programme (Metz-
ler, 2011); the knowledge, skills, and learning experiences provided to students 
within a school programme (Lund & Tannehill, 2010); a long-term plan for what 
you will teach and what you want students to learn (Rink, 2014). The curriculum 
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can be viewed differently by stakeholders (e.g. individual teachers, other school 
faculty, students, parents, administrators, support staff, etc.). Curriculum is the 
set of planned experiences with intended outcomes, the expected content to be 
taught that may include the norms, rituals, and customs established by a school, 
programme, department, or instructional leader. For educators, it’s the sum of 
experiences of the learner in the programme or school system; to students it 
could be the learning items necessary for a good grade or passing grade (Sieden-
top & Tannehill, 2000). 

The curriculum has a clear direction with formative checks to ensure progress. 
In US school health and physical education programmes, it may be represented 
as a binder with national and/or state standards, a scope and sequence of in-
structional units, activities, and skills, and a list of all assessments used to docu-
ment student learning. In some settings, it is the list of instructional units si-
tuated on the school calendar with limited connectivity. 

One of the areas of the curriculum that has received a great deal of interest is 
that of the hidden curriculum. The hidden curriculum includes all experiences 
occurring (originally unseen) in the holes in a PE programme. It encompasses 
what is tolerated or unnoticed, perpetuated, and reinforced through intentional 
and unintentional acts. These rituals of teaching and learning can be both posi-
tive and negative. The hidden curriculum includes the demonstrated values of 
the institution, unplanned and unrecognized values that are taught and learned 
through the process of education, lessons students that were not the part of the 
designed learning experience, such as norms, values, or beliefs of teacher or 
school (Huber, 2003). An exposed hidden curriculum can uncover the social in-
stitutions of physical education at the local level and helps inform how 
pre-service teachers and physical education teacher education (PETE) pro-
grammes prepare future professionals for delivering effective instruction. The 
hidden curriculum can be an issue of power among teacher and students, among 
PE colleagues. The literature from both physical education and the wider educa-
tional community define the hidden curriculum in similar ways, such as the 
“unintended, implicit experiences that are overlooked” (Lund & Tannehill, 
2010); the culture of the educational climate (Pesut, 2003); experiences com-
prising what students learn from the school’s culture, acceptable and unaccepta-
ble behavior (Hilliard, 2000); the overall norms and culture of a student’s educa-
tional environment (Murray, 2003). A hidden curriculum is one where the do-
minant discourses in society at large that are embedded in the school curriculum 
(Thomson & Ennis, 1997). These experiences are allowed, overlooked, and often 
beyond the control of the instructional leader. These added experiences are on 
the periphery but can negatively impact the overall learning environment and 
cumulative experiences for learners. 

3. The Hidden Curriculum in Physical Education 

The body of research on formal curriculum in physical education continues to 
grow with the emergence of new and refined instructional models (Metzler, 
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McKenzie, van der Mars, Barrett-Williams, & Ellis, 2013; Metzler, 2011) that 
compliment Best Practices in teaching skills (Rink, 2010) and aid effective plan-
ning for standards-based instruction (Lund & Kirk, 2010). 

Instructional models in physical education (e.g. sport education, cooperative 
learning, games for understanding, or direct instruction) provide an overall plan, 
clarify learning priorities, specify an instructional theme, and are backed by re-
search within each model (Metzler, 2011). Rink (2014) outlines effective teach-
ing skills for learning, such as a) designing learning experiences and task, b) 
content development, and c) developing and maintaining a learning environ-
ment among others. Each assumes an overall understanding and grasp of pro-
grammatic goals and daily objectives when teaching physical education for stu-
dent learning. 

Instruction informed by national objectives is executed best by beginning at 
the planning phase, establishing a major unit focus, developing a culminating or 
summative performance, identifying essential knowledge, skills, and abilities, 
and designing learning activities (Lund & Kirk, 2010). Despite the deliberate 
teachings of the above principles and the broad, comprehensive nature of na-
tional standards, primary and secondary physical education programmes leave 
students bored, uninterested, and alienated (Siedentop & Tannehill, 2000). Rink 
(2014) likens an unaligned curriculum to a moving car without a driver. A cur-
riculum is a moving target, dynamic product intended for regular review and re-
vision. When curricular decisions are not used to guide instruction there is no 
long-term plan. 

Nutt and Clarke (2002) addresses the hidden curriculum in detail, including 
issues of masculinity, femininity, normed behavior of boys and girls, and the 
importance in attention given to observing behaviors of both teachers and stu-
dents in the learning environment. For example, one of the critical issues in 
physical education is related to gender equity (Kirk, 2012). A common behavior 
in physical education settings observed is teacher’s unconscious gender-biased 
verbal comments (e.g., “throws like a girl”, “be the man”, “girls can’t do this”, 
etc.). The messages conveyed by those teacher comments often encourage gend-
er biases among students, discourage female students’ active participation in PE 
classrooms, and lower self-esteem of male students who are not athletic. This 
consistently happens because of teachers’ lack of awareness of and knowledge 
about gender bias and the non-explicit stereotypes perpetuating in their class-
rooms (Duffy, 2013). 

4. Student Perspectives 

Participants (n = 35) of this study were undergraduate Physical Education stu-
dents in their senior year and one term away from their culminating student 
teaching experience. Each participant completed separate teaching placements 
with foci on elementary PE, middle and high school PE, motor development, 
adapted physical activity, and outdoor education. Using the definition of a hid-
den curriculum described previously, physical education teacher candidates in 
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an undergraduate course in Curriculum Design recalled the negative and posi-
tive themes experienced in their K-12 formal PE programmes by completing an 
exit slip at the end of a class discussion of the hidden curriculum. The exit slip 
was a blank, half-sheet of paper submitted by each student at the front of the 
room at the conclusion of class. The authors believed that sharing these exam-
ples would increase understanding of this construct and potential impact on 
student learning, and the timing was appropriate for students to look critically at 
their own experiences in order to effectively manage hidden outcomes that sur-
face only when the formal curriculum is initiated. 

Negative and Positive Outcomes of the Physical Education Hidden 
Curriculum 

Responses were collected and organized as being negative or positive outcomes 
with themes emerging for each outcome. Each of the themes is described using 
specific examples from the student exit slips as well as anecdotes taken by the 
authors from the course discussion. 

Negative 
Low Accountability & Marginalized Programme. More than two-thirds of all 

participants identified a lack of accountability as the most troubling aspect in 
their school physical education programmes. In addition, participants men-
tioned drifting in a PE class when not held accountable for their own learning; in 
other words, showing up and passing through the course. If the criteria for a task 
or a series of tasks in a lesson were made unclear, without teacher differentia-
tion, then students admitted being able to easily fall into the comforts of tradi-
tional, ineffective physical education programmes. Over one-half of participants 
mentioned explicit, ineffective teacher behaviors that led to ineffective student 
learning. These include spending less time in units due to limited student inter-
est and boredom and not having a planned, coherent curriculum. Teachers were 
essentially rolling out the ball, a term known in physical education when a 
teacher offers the space (gym) and equipment (ball) with little or no instruction 
(Locke, 1992). It may be viewed by students as “free play” or “open gym”, or 
teachers could arrange students in teams to play games in selected sport with li-
mited instructions, rules, and expectations for play during the class or previous 
lessons. Little accountability gives little or no attention to the common learning 
domains in physical education (cognitive, affective, & psychomotor) and student 
learning is assessed in a “one size fits all” format. One could reasonably expect 
goals and objectives to be not made clear; a programme unstructured, unde-
cided, unknown, refuted by students, and teacher-driven to a fault in this cir-
cumstance (Tinning & Fitzclarence, 1992). 

Over-Emphasis on Competition. An environment vulnerable to unintended, 
negative student outcomes is one thriving on the highs of winning and lows of 
losing. Students uninterested in formal competition or the emphasis of competi-
tion are marginalized in such a programme (Wright, 2004). More than one-third 
of the students identified a curriculum reliant on just traditional sports. Partici-
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pants identified traditional team sports, often involving a single ball with large 
class size. Mostly experienced, skillful students who have direct sports expe-
rience outside of PE were the individuals directly involved in the game while 
others, even in the game, appeared as spectators. In this context a clear winning 
team and losing team exists, and the impact may feel more high stakes on those 
marginalized students. In other words, students are praised and honored for 
winning-students are ignored and casted for losing. The overly competitive en-
vironment may be more common than we care to admit. It is a PE programme 
holding only themed units with skill development, practicing in a scrimmage 
environment, and applying learned skills in modified or full-sided games (e.g. 
11v11 soccer, 6v6 volleyball). Winning and losing as stark opposites is an out-
dated norm and opposes maximizing the learning potential of competition 
(Marshall & Hardman, 2000). 

Biased Curricular Offerings. A limited curriculum favors a limited group of 
students, types of activities or a specific activity. The curriculum offered in PE 
classroom could often be based on the preferences of the teacher or a select 
group of students (e.g., skilled or athletic). Nearly 50% of the participants listed a 
curriculum too influenced by teacher interest and not enough by student voice. 
In this context, teachers could make decisions on what to teach on a daily or 
lesson-by-lesson basis. Curriculum could be limited and driven by teacher dis-
position to a fault. Motives may include weather, convenience, tradition, and the 
all too common notion that “we’ve always done it this way”. Examples of biased 
curricular decisions by the participants included teachers offering the same in-
structional units and activities year after year throughout multiple grades and 
the activities being from the same categories (e.g. team sports, individual sports). 
Teachers in this format have reduced the list of course offerings based on the 
limits in their equipment closets rather than the possibilities of their profession.  

Positive 
Participants provided positive examples of the PE Hidden Curriculum. Exam-

ples were collected with initial analysis and organization into the following 
themes with examples informed by university PETE students. 

Responsibility, Discipline, & Accountability. Over one-half of participants re-
called a clear structure in their PE programmes. Lessons and units and courses 
had a clear fit and explicit expectations shared regularly in multiple formats. 
Teachers effectively made expectations clear to students. The PE programme 
operated in a consistent fashion with very little ambiguity for learning activities 
and expectations. Students mentioned themes of responsibility, discipline, and 
accountability as other outcomes based on a positive teacher disposition. Stu-
dents believed responsibility was best learned when it was modeled, reinforced, 
and treated as a skill to be taught (Jung & Wright, 2012). Over one-third of par-
ticipants listed positive instances of accountability, on much more than beha-
vior; instead, the programme was delivered addressing multiple domains regu-
larly. Accountability was present in skill development, knowledge, and demon-
stration of such skills. 
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Peer Relationships. More than half of participants recalled their K-12 PE ex-
periences where they were offered plenty of opportunities to interact with one 
another during learning time. One former teacher was described by as a partici-
pant as “cognizant” of the setup and “valued positive peer relationships during 
PE class”. The teacher fostered the development of positive interactions and re-
lationships in the class through strong organization, clear direction for teaching 
and learning, and appropriately sequencing activities and experiences. There was 
an understanding of the interplay of domains in a physical education setting, 
and the value each hold in the effective operation (and instruction) that regularly 
took place. For example, a student in a PE class where cooperative learning was 
emphasized, recalled the regularity of peer-teaching and students assuming re-
sponsibility for most the managerial tasks in each PE lesson. Students would 
demonstrate an investment in the class and contribute to the goals of the 
group—goals deliberately established by the teacher. In this environment, stu-
dents regularly mix with different students, are placed in heterogeneous groups, 
and are asked to offer perspectives. As described, peer relationships can often be 
the bi-product of strong teacher-student relationships formed and nurtured by 
the teacher (Smith, 2003). 

5. Five Practices for Managing the Hidden Curriculum 

As described in participants’ negative PE experiences, a hidden curriculum pro-
vides room for unplanned and undesired learning outcomes in PE classrooms. 
However, effectively managing the hidden curriculum allows positive outcomes 
to emerge. The followings are five strategies for PE teachers to deal with the 
hidden curriculum to promote students’ positive and desirable learning out-
comes that are not explicitly included in a formal PE curriculum. The strategies 
were developed by the participants and the authors, based off lessons learned 
from participants’ practicum experiences, authors’ observations and supervi-
sions in K-12 programmes. 

Practice #1: Walk the Talk. The importance of teacher behaviors is regularly 
underrated and modeling the same behaviors you expect of others provides a 
visible model for students. Positive and negative feelings toward school and ex-
periences can be tied to the expectations and follow-through of the instructional 
leader. In short, deliver what you say you will deliver in a programme. 

Practice #2: Know your Bias. Knowing your own biases as an educator may 
start with completing a self-evaluation, outlining your teaching preferences, 
tendencies, and detecting any bad instructional or pedagogical habits. Also, 
welcome opportunities to co-plan with colleagues. Co-planning allows gaps to be 
filled, brainstorming to take place, and the development of dialogue to form a 
more critical review of teaching and learning features in a programme. It reduces 
opportunities for biases to prevail in a PE programme and increases opportuni-
ties for internal alignment and innovative practice. Teachers and programmes 
should strive to plan for internal alignment in a curriculum, assuming the cur-
riculum is always a work in progress. Planning for an internally aligned curricu-
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lum may include: determining the major focus (of an instructional unit), devel-
oping summative experiences, identifying essential knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties, designing learning activities, and sharing critical resources (Lund & Kirk, 
2010). Teachers should have a strong sense of their programmes effectiveness, an 
understanding of their offerings and what is missing in their programme. If a 
self-evaluation and co-planning with colleagues still leaves a void, ask a colleague 
to observe your class and identify elements similar to the self-evaluation. 

Practice #3: Conduct a Needs Assessment with your “Clients”. Taking the 
time to gain students’ perspectives will be worth it. This does not necessarily 
mean a summative assessment asking the class at the end of a session how the 
class went or what they liked/ disliked about a lesson. Instead, it is more about a 
formative assessment which allows every student to share their perspectives 
throughout the course and enables instructor to use the information to tailor in-
struction. By doing so, students can diminish the social anxieties of voicing true 
opinions aloud to a teacher in front of her/his peers. You may be surprised how 
useful the information provided by student is when you ask their perspectives of 
the programme and its offerings, strengths, and areas of improvement. Critical is 
the genuine interest of the programme in student perspectives and contribu-
tions, as well as visible examples of student feedback in the programme within 
the parameters of meeting the planned programme, state, national standards. 
Inquiring from students allows programmes and teachers to recognize what is 
missing and needed in the form of curriculum, equipment, and overall impres-
sions of the educational environment. 

Practice #4: Aim for a Systems-Driven Programme. It is an attempt to articu-
late all experiences in a programme while understanding the impossibilities of 
the task, and a call for programmes to be comprehensive systems and low main-
tenance. To borrow from Rink’s (2014) analogy, the car is ready for anyone to 
drive when given the keys. Required in such a format is regular conversations 
among stakeholders (faculty) informed by national and state standards, shared 
responsibilities, and shared understanding of the mission of the programme and 
purpose of courses, classes, and the curriculum. 

Being systems driven allows the programme to take shape, for clients (stu-
dents) to have a clear sense of the direction of the programme and outline the 
purposes of the established model. Recommended is clear documentation that 
articulates what content is offered and how content is taught. These organiza-
tional efforts reduce the ambiguity while maintaining a clear direction of the 
programme. It offers more than just a template for current and future teacher. 
Emphasizing the importance of the programme, and giving attention and va-
luing the “programme” enables others (i.e. teachers, students) to build from a 
pre-existing position. 

Practice #5: Revise, Revise, Revise. This recommendation means a revision of 
one’s instructional delivery and strategies employed with students and consider-
ations for introducing new content or offering content different. The regular 
practice of revision signifies an attempt to be ahead of or along with the trends 
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in the profession, maintain relevance in the field among professionals and stu-
dents, and be open to change in an ever-changing discipline. Revisions can take 
place in multiple forms, such as up-to-the-minute changes in learning tasks, 
daily lessons, assessments, pedagogies, as well as courses and the programme at 
large. The commitment to revising and critically reviewing one’s teaching allows 
a programme to develop depth. 

6. Conclusion 

The authors believe the curriculum represents what is valued in a physical edu-
cation programme. There is a hidden curriculum that perpetuates positive or 
negative outcomes in physical education. Over time, the hidden curriculum be-
comes quite clear to students. It not only shapes the values, norms, and attitudes 
of future professionals but also maintains the existing values, norms, and atti-
tudes of working PE professionals. The hidden curriculum is important for 
physical educators to keep all possible outcomes in mind throughout the plan-
ning process, during a lesson, and in post-lesson reflection. As such, PE training 
programmes should provide opportunities for teachers to identify and reflect on 
issues associated with all inequities in PE classrooms and further apply such un-
derstanding to their instructional practices. 

Recommended is a stronger effort for curricular evaluation in-house, a clearer 
rationale for the decisions physical educators make programmatically and dur-
ing day-to-day offerings. Addressing and reducing outcomes less desirable in-
volves a thorough analysis of reasons for the emergence of those outcomes, and 
determines if strong planning can be the greatest influence toward reform. 
Recommended are attempts to assess the hidden curriculum through student di-
alogue and promote critical reflection on this topic. 
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