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1 Early gymnastic systems in the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries

Early efforts to include physical activities as a compulsory part of school life in private-

based philanthropic boarding schools dates back to the last decades of the 18th century. 

Types of physical activity (PA) were related to different pedagogical and elementary 

gymnastic concepts for children of German and Swiss origin with the writings of 

Gutsmuths (1793) and Pestalozzi (1807). Both gymnastic concepts were transmitted in 

the early decades of the 19th century to the north and south of Europe: to Denmark 

and Sweden (Guthmuths’ impact on Nachtegal and Ling); and to Spain and Portugal 

(Pestalozzi’s impact on Amoros). The two concepts uniquely combined and were 

transmitted by Clias (1819, 1825) to France (Paris) and England (London) in the late 

1810s and early 1820s (Naul, 1994). Beside these early beginnings in private boarding 

schools before the year of 1800, physical education as a state-school subject also had a 

tradition in Europe going back more than 200 years in countries like Sweden (Lundvall, 

2015), Denmark (Sorensen & Jorgensen, 1998) and Germany (Naul, 2002). The state 

policy of inclusion of Gutsmuth’s gymnastics and early types of Ling gymnastics into the 

public school system originated in the two first decades of the 19th century in Denmark, 

Germany and Sweden. When Napoleon lost control over Europe, Amoros had to emigrate 

from Madrid to Paris in 1816 where he later became the founder of the French type of 

military gymnastics (Amoros, 1826), which also approached the French school system 

via the Joinville academy.

The European roots of PE in other countries, mainly in the west and south of Europe, 

had already developed, with cross-border implementation of variously assimilated early 

European concepts, e.g., in Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy and France after the mid-19th 

century. The different turns, and up and downs, in the Europeanization of PE shaped 

many national teaching concepts of PE, even in countries which seem to be the unique 

birthplaces of their “own national concepts of gymnastics, games and sports” (Germany, 

Sweden, the UK) (Naul, 1994).

The exchange between early systems of national kinds of gymnastics spread across Europe 

in the first part of the 19th century. In some countries, the first phase of Europeanization 
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in physical education development and cross-border implementation started in the 

1850s. The early Europeanization process of the Ling school gymnastic system started 

to spread: first to Scandinavian neighbors, then to Germany, England, and France. At 

the end of the 19th century countries like Spain, Italy and Greece incorporated the Ling 

system into their school systems with the beginning of regular physical education (PE) 

teaching (Naul, 1994). 

Since the 1890s both the Swedish Ling system and the British games and sport system 

have dominated school-based PE across Europe, alongside their national assimilated 

concepts of PE, such as “la méthode Belge” (Renson 1999; Naul, 2007), “la méthode 

française” (Decker, 1999) and “Danish gymnastics” (Naul, 1999). Even in the German 

Empire, Swedish gymnastics and British sports became two essential pillars at the 

school level at the turn of the 19th century, beside the national law and Spiess school 

gymnastics (Naul, 1988, 2002). 

2 The games and sport movement at the 
end of the 19th century and its political 
impact inside and outside schools in the 
early 20th century

The increase in British games and sport education system at public schools was a second 

strand of PE development in Europe after the 1870s (McIntosh, 1968). Games and sports 

were assimilated by fact-finding tours of educators and officers to England such as the 

German schoolteachers Hermann and Koch, and in particular by the Frenchman, Baron 

de Coubertin, as well as others from continental Europe and Scandinavia. 

The first wave of school-based physical activities with athletics, games and sports, was 

assimilated as an extra-curricular part of gymnastic lessons by physical educators from 

continental Europe who began visiting different British public schools in the late 1860s 
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and 1870s. This sport movement received another impulse for international transmission 

by the beginning of the Olympic Games movement in the 1890s. Members of the 1st 

International Olympic Committee (IOC) worked regularly either as school teachers (Guth-

Jarkovsky in Bohemia, Kemeny in Hungary) or promoters of athletics, games and sports 

for young people in their countries (Gebhardt in Germany, de Coubertin in France, Vikelas 

in Greece). The first members of the IOC wanted to include regular practice of games and 

sports in school life in their home countries in Europe for their health and social benefits 

(Naul & Lämmer, 2002; Naul, 2010, pp.43-48).

Later, with his book “Pedagogie	Sportive,” Coubertin (1922) set a milestone for the impact 

of sport education in the 1920s and 1930s, before WWII. But in this interwar period 

between WWI and WWII, sport education was included not only in extra-curricular events 

at European schools, sport education was also incorporated by many right- and left-wing 

political parties outside schools in diverse youth organizations. The training of the Aryan 

body via powerful gymnastics (Bukh) and types of combat sports became an essential 

part of the fascist ”superman body” (Bernett, 1985; Bonde, 2000) in countries like Italy, 

Germany and Spain (Bonello, 1999; Teja, 1999; Terret & Vescovi, 1999). However, it took 

some years after WWII for sport education to become a term and for a new concept of 

teaching PE to become assimilated. The Sovietization process in Eastern Europe, and its 

impact on PE as “body education” in the 1950s, laid the foundation for early competitive 

teaching and sport concepts, later also assimilated in Western Europe.

3 Gymnastic systems – natural reforms in 
the 1910s and 1920s

With assimilation of the renewed Swedish Ling system by Törngren in Denmark of the 

1890s, a unique national development of Danish gymnastics (Knudsen) started and was 

adopted in England in the 1910s and influenced the higher learning of English male 

teachers in PE. Later, after WWI, the updated Danish system of Nils Bukh (1923) was 

adopted across Europe with a strong impact on Germany of the 1920s, a reform decade 
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of school gymnastics (Neuendorff, 1923; Naul, 1988, 1999). At this time, Bukh himself 

became the personal transmitter of the Danish system to China and Japan, where new 

“morning exercises” became a school event in schoolyards before lectures started in the 

morning. This heritage of Danish gymnastics is still alive up until today in Chinese and 

Japanese elementary schools.

A second, new natural strand of school-based gymnastics developed in Austria with 

Gaulhofer and Streicher (1924) – “natural gymnastics” – that was highly influenced 

before WWI by the new Swedish Törngren (1914) system. The “Austrian School” was 

adopted in many European countries, particularly in Germany and the UK, partly in the 

Netherlands and Italy by invited lecture and demonstration tours of the two Viennese 

school teachers. The concept influenced state-regulated physical education curriculum 

development and the framework for PE teacher training in many European countries, 

even in Sweden, but also in Germany and the Netherlands when Karl Gaulhofer was 

appointed head of the Amsterdam Faculty of PE teacher training in 1932. The 1930s 

became the peak of assimilation of the Austrian school of natural gymnastics across 

central Europe, Scandinavia, the UK and the south of Europe.

4 The new sport movement as a curricular 
part of updated physical education after 
1950s 

The purpose of sports became the new framework for state PE curricula, first in the 

Soviet Union (1957), and later in East Germany (GDR) in the 1960s (1965) (Dietrich, 

1965; Hinsching, 1997) in France (1967) (Spitzer et al., 1994; Terret, 2000); and in West 

Germany, or the FRG (1968) (Naul & Großbröhmer, 1996; Stibbe & Aschebrock, 2007). 

This “sportification process in PE” reached the peak of its development in the 1970s and 

1980s (Naul, 2003) when traditional PE and natural gymnastic systems in the north and 

south of Europe assimilated a more recreational sport concept as a part of their curriculum 

of PE (Lindroth, 1993). The “sport concept in PE” dominated regular curriculum concepts 
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of PE up until the turn of the century (2000) as well as many extra-curricular forms of PE 

at school across Europe (Pühse & Gerber, 2005; Klein & Hardman, 2007).

With the spread of the Olympic ideals in conjunction with the Olympic games’ development 

after WWII, social and moral benefits about organized and competitive sports at schools 

and within sport clubs emerged and were disseminated by the inauguration of National 

Olympic Academies (NOAs) after 1968 (the first NOA was in Spain). With the founding 

of NOAs across Europe in the second half of the 1980s and early 1990s, a new concept 

of bodily-incorporated social values and the moral virtues of youth sport activities began 

to spread: Olympic education (Naul, 2010, pp.67-82). Olympic education has become 

a regular part of the PE or sport curriculum in some countries in Europe, Poland, the 

Czech Republic, Hungary, Russia and Ukraine. With competitive sport and sport for all 

movements across Europe since the 1970s, a sport model of education with a more or 

less competitive (or recreational) approach became popular as a part of curricular and 

extra-curricular physical education at school (Naul et al., 2017).

5 The rise and decline of physical education 
as a school subject in last decades of the 
20th century

The “golden decade” of PE in the 1970s led to the extension of time allotment for 

teaching PE, to new and better school facilities, and higher employment rates of licensed 

PE teachers. Increased efforts to support daily PE, along with regular research on PE 

emerged on a higher level in academic studies in the 1970s and 1980s supported by 

efforts of UNESCO and the International Council of Sport Science and Physical Education 

(ICSSPE) (Uhlenbrock & Meier, 2018). Early PE studies become an integral part of the new 

sport science development at universities in some European countries, e.g., in Belgium, 

Finland, Germany, and the UK. However, PE research was partly dismantled, particularly 

in the 1990s when the regular school setting with PE was studied and found to be 

less effective in promoting competitive sports; and when recreational school sports still 
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lacked recognition in promoting other educational targets with evidence in most of the 

European countries. 

The 1990s, 2000s and 2010s became well known by the work of Kenneth Hardman 

and others as the decades of declining physical education at school. The 1980s were a 

turning point for PE in many countries because of budget cuts, restricted employment 

rates for teachers, a focus on other academic school subjects, etc. Very often, another 

fact is overseen: in this period of transition, new ideas emerged like “l èducation 

psychocinetique” (LeBoulch 1971, 1981) and “l’éducation motoricité” (Parlebas, 

1999), both in France, and new concepts of PE were developed, with different types 

of movement education in the Netherlands (Stegeman, 2005) Germany (Laging, 2017), 

and Austria (Grössing, 1993). Very often pedagogical critique of these new approaches 

and concepts hurt traditional PE if a competitive purpose remained, or if teaching 

kinds of sports still was the focus of the subject. The structure of sport disciplines as 

an objective in PE came under pressure as a non-appropriate content area of teaching 

PE in countries like Germany, the Netherlands and Austria. In some EU countries, the 

1990s were the decade of decline and marginalization of PE, but also a decade for new 

arguments of legitimation and justification of the subject to re-establish health behavior 

of children and moral principles as qualities for life. The 1990s were the decade when 

the first studies about the decline of PA in children and adolescents, and an increase of 

overweight and obesity in young people, were acknowledged in academic discussions 

on PE (Hardman & Marshall, 2000; Hardman, 2008), along with alarming WHO reports 

across Europe after 2000 and up until to now (Guthold et al., 2019).

6 Ongoing crisis and new support for PE in 
the 21st century

The early years of the first decade of the 21st century mark an ambivalent development 

for PE and school sports. Surveys and reviews of the state-of-the art of the development 

of PE across Europe became popular, inaugurated by the first world-wide survey of PE and 
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the Berlin Declaration (ICSSPE, 1999; Hardman & Marshall, 2000), followed by a review 

commissioned by the European Commission (Brettschneider & Naul, 2004), national 

PE reviews of Pühse and Gerber (2005), and Klein and Hardman (2007) focusing on 

many European countries in the EU. In recent years, some scholars further continued 

with studies on the “crisis in PE development” (Hardman & Murphy, 2014), mainly 

addressed to policy makers, whereas other scholars developed fresh ideas to develop 

new school-based PE programs in networks including local partnerships with grass-roots 

sports organizations and the public sector, such as health and social work efforts by 

community-level governments (van Acker, 2011; Naul, 2012).

A new partnership model of PE developed in different forms in recent years in many 

countries of the EU with the purpose of extending time for regular PE lessons, mainly 

in Eastern Europe (e.g., Bulgaria, Hungary, Slovenia), with the extension of physical 

activities at school during extra-curricular time (Naul, Utesch, & Niehues, 2018). 

PE at school, in whatever form, became a new target for new stakeholders seeking to 

develop their missions after the year 2000. The United Nations, e.g., identified physical 

education (UN, 2005) and their “sport for development goals” (UN, 2003) with the 

support of PE; likewise WHO Europe identified PE as the most appropriate physical 

activity for all children and adolescents to counteract the obesity epidemic (WHO Europe, 

2007; WHO, 2010). To increase awareness of a healthy lifestyle with the promotion of 

health-enhanced physical activity (HEPA) became an essential part of the new WHO 

Europe guidelines from the last decade onward, also with an inclusion of school-based 

PE (WHO Europe, 2018; WHO, 2019). 

In this context, after the year 2010, new quality standards for PE have been labeled with a set of 

criteria by international authorities (UNESCO, 2015; EUC, 2015) and professional associations 

for PE and sport science (ICSSPE, AIESEP, EUPEA). With the HEPA wave, new efforts were 

initiated by the European Commission, for example, the “European Year of Education through 

Sport” (Janssens et al., 2004; Naul & Scheuer, 2020; Introduction into this book).

For the last 10 years PE was re-shaped across Europe with further promotion by old 

(ICSSPE, UNESCO) and new stakeholders (UN, WHO, IOC), highlighting old and new 

benefits of PE.
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7 Outlook: partnership network models for 
PE in progress in Europe

The re-shaping of PE with modern types of PA has focused much more than ever before on 

the health concerns of young people and getting them re-active, to prevent overweight, 

and to re-include the moral purposes of PE, which were almost omitted during the 1980s 

and 1990s by other PE teaching concepts in some EU countries. Since closer links exist 

between HEPA and PE in some EU countries, different partnership models have been 

set up in national and cross-border studies of PA and PE. The new community-based 

partnership-model of PE has become a new framework for extending the inclusion of 

partners from other public sectors (sport, health, social work) to strengthen new quality 

PE with all-day schools and PA after-school programs in the 2010s. 
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guerres. Une comparaison des systemes Francais et Italiens. In A. Krüger & E. Tangbaek 

(eds.), The	History	of	Physical	Education	and	Sport	from	European	Perspectives	(pp.269-

283). Copenhagen: Univ. of Copenhagen.



Research on Physical Education and School Sport in Europe

36

Törngren, L. (1914). Lehrbuch	der	schwedischen	Gymnastik. Esslingen: Wilhelm Langguth.

Uhlenbrock, Ch. & Meier, H.E. (2018). Defining an organizational role in a contested 

field. The evolution of UNESCO s̀ approach to physical education. The	 Journal	 of	 the	

History	of	Sport, 35, (11), 1130-1148.

UNESCO. (2015). Quality	Physical	Education.	Guidelines	for	Policy-Makers.	Paris: Unesco.

UNITED NATIONS. (2003). Sport	 for	 development	 and	 peace:	 towards	 achieving	 the	

Millennium	goals. Geneva: UN.

UNITED NATIONS. (2005). Concept:	Education,	health,	development,	peace:	Interational	

Year	of	Sport	and	Physical	Education. Geneva: UN.

Van Acker, R., de Bourdeaudhuij, I., de Marteleaer, K., Seghers, J., Kirk, D., Hairens, L., de 

Cocker, K. & Cordon, G. (2011). A framework for physical activity programs within school-

community partnerships. Quest	63 (3), 300-320.

WHO Europe. (2007). Step	to	health.	A	European	framework	to	promote	physical	activity	

for	health.	Copenhagen: WHO.

WHO. Europe. (2018). European	Health	Report	2018. Copenhagen: WHO Europe.

WHO. (2010). Global	recommendations	on	physical	activity	for	health. Geneva: WHO.

WHO. (2019).	Guidelines	on	physical	activity,	sedentary	behaviour	and	sleep	for	children	

under	5	years	of	age. Geneva: WHO.


