@ IJRP.ORG

of Research Publicat
ISSN: 2708-3578 (Online)

73

“Empowering the Minds”: Critical Theory’s Impact on
Physical Education

Nancy Joyno Pavia®*, Henry E. Lemana II®

2 ipavia@addu.edu.ph & hlemana@uic.edu.ph
¢ Ateneo de Davao University, Davao City, Philippines
bUniersity of the Immaculate Conception, Davao City Philippines

Abstract

In contemporary education, cultivating students’ critical thinking is central to
preparing them for civic life, ethical decision-making, and adaptive problem-solving. This
paper examines how critical theory, primarily through the contributions of Paulo Freire,
Jiirgen Habermas, and Herbert Marcuse, illuminates strategies that develop critical thinking
across learning contexts and, in particular, within Physical Education (PE). Adopting a
narrative review methodology, the paper synthesizes key ideas and pedagogical approaches
such as problem-posing education, dialogic learning, community engagement/service
learning, emancipatory pedagogy, and action-oriented tasks. It translates these into concrete
PE practices that foster agency, equity, and social justice while enhancing motor learning,
tactical decision-making, teamwork, and wellbeing. The discussion highlights benefits and
tensions of applying critical theory in PE, followed by practical recommendations for
teachers, school leaders, and policy makers. In doing so, the paper emphasizes education’s
catalytic role in transforming individuals and communities.
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Introduction

In a rapidly evolving world marked by complex challenges, education functions as a bedrock for
both societal progress and personal growth, equipping learners with knowledge, skills, and critical thinking
dispositions needed for success (Sanila, 2023). Critical thinking is not merely the accumulation of facts; it is a
disciplined habit of interrogating assumptions, evaluating evidence, identifying bias, and arriving at reasoned
judgments (Kim, 2019). Critical theory complements this cognitive lens by examining how social structures
and ideologies reproduce privilege and marginalization and by proposing education as a lever for
emancipation and social transformation (ipl.org, 2020).

When converged, critical theory and critical thinking help educators design learning that goes

beyond technical proficiency, enabling learners to analyze and reshape the social conditions that influence
their lived experiences. This convergence is essential in Physical Education, a domain often stereotyped as
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purely physical but, in reality, profoundly cognitive, affective, and social. PE can be a living laboratory where
learners inquire into issues of inclusion, gender equity, bodily autonomy, health disparities, consumerism in
sport, and the ethics of competition—while simultaneously honing tactical decision-making, teamwork, and
self-regulation.

Theoretical Framework: Critical Theory and Education

Critical thinking, as described by Kim (2019), is the ability to thoughtfully examine one’s own
actions and beliefs, using careful reflection to form independent judgments. Complementing this cognitive
skill, critical theory challenges the taken-for-granted norms that shape society, exposing underlying power
dynamics and calling for the transformation of inequitable systems, particularly through education, which it
views as a central force for meaningful social change (ipl.org, 2020). Paulo Freire’s work is foundational in
this regard; he rejects the traditional “banking model” of teaching and instead promotes a problem-posing
approach built on dialogue, shared inquiry, and real-world engagement. In this model, teachers and students
learn alongside each other as they examine authentic issues, cultivating critical awareness and encouraging
action aimed at improving their communities (In Theory: Paulo Freire, 2023; Mahur et al., 2019). Jirgen
Habermas adds to this conversation by emphasizing communicative rationality, suggesting that education
should equip individuals to engage thoughtfully in public dialogue, helping them participate in democratic
processes and collective decision-making (Jiirgen Habermas | Biography & Facts | Britannica, 2023; Jiirgen
Habermas - Critical Theory, Social Philosophy, Public Sphere | Britannica, 2023).

Meanwhile, Herbert Marcuse examines how modern, affluent societies tend to shape people into
“one-dimensional” thinkers who conform to dominant expectations. He argues for forms of education that
encourage students to question oppressive norms and develop the courage to resist them, efforts that align
closely with movements for justice and liberation (Herbert Marcuse by Douglas Kellner, 2023; Critical
Theory - II, 2023; Resistance versus Emancipation: Foucault, Marcuse, Marx, and the Present Moment -
Kevin Anderson, 2023).

Taken together, these thinkers advocate for a way of teaching that values dialogue, inquiry, and
social engagement, an approach especially meaningful in Physical Education, where learning is not only
physical but also deeply social, ethical, and rooted in relationships.

Method

This study uses a narrative literature review combined with a theoretical integration approach,
allowing ideas from different scholars and pedagogical traditions to be woven together into a cohesive
understanding. Rather than collecting new empirical data, the study brings together existing work on critical
theory and critical thinking, alongside practical literature on dialogic teaching, service learning, emancipatory
practices, and action-oriented learning. The key references include foundational and historical writings by
Freire, Habermas, and Marcuse, as well as analyses that unpack themes such as problem-posing, dialogue, and
learner agency.

The review unfolded in three main stages. First, a conceptual mapping process helped clarify what is
meant by critical theory and critical thinking, and how each concept shapes educational practice. Next, the
study identified central pedagogical approaches—such as dialogue, problem-posing methods, service-oriented
activities, and emancipatory or action-focused strategies—and distilled the guiding principles that connect
them. Finally, these principles were applied to the context of Physical Education, translating abstract ideas
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into concrete examples of classroom activities, assessment strategies, and learning environments aimed at
strengthening problem-solving, decision-making, and overall learning outcomes.

Since this work is a conceptual synthesis, it draws entirely from secondary sources and illustrative
cases; the practical impact of these ideas may differ across settings and will require contextual adaptation.
Even so, the method provides a clear and useful framework for designing future studies and developing PE
programs grounded in critical, reflective, and socially aware practices.

Discussion

This chapter presents the major insights drawn from the study, highlighting how critical thinking and
critical theory intersect meaningfully with Physical Education (PE). The findings are organized into four key
areas: (1) the importance of critical thinking in PE, (2) the translation of critical theory into PE practice, (3)
pedagogical approaches that advance justice and emancipation, and (4) the broader transformative impact of
education on PE outcomes

The Importance of Critical Thinking in Physical Education

One of the central findings of this study is that critical thinking remains essential not only in
academic subjects but also within the realm of Physical Education. As noted by Mamta Singh (2022) and
Tilak (2022), critical thinking allows students to carefully examine evidence, navigate complexity, and make
informed decisions. In PE, this capacity becomes visible when learners evaluate tactical options during
games, assess risks in movement sequences, interpret fairness within play situations, and think deeply about
ethical concerns such as performance enhancement, inclusivity, and body image.

Engaging with these cognitive demands leads to more than improved decision-making skills. The
development of empathy and the ability to collaborate effectively emerge as equally important outcomes.
When learners engage in reflective dialogue or cooperative problem-solving, they contribute to safer, more
welcoming, and more meaningful learning environments, an observation supported by Selby (2023) and Gohil
(2023). This reinforces the idea that PE is not simply about physical skills but also about nurturing the whole
learner.

Critical Theory in Action: Bringing Philosophy into PE Practice

The findings also reveal strong evidence that critical theory can be applied effectively within PE
instruction. Freire’s ideas offer an alternative to purely teacher-controlled drills by introducing
problem-posing approaches. In this model, teachers and students co-create inquiries such as investigating why
some students hesitate to participate. By gathering peer insights, examining barriers related to cultural norms,
safety concerns, or body image issues, and designing practical solutions, students develop critical awareness
and see direct improvements in participation (In Theory: Paulo Freire, 2023; Mahur et al., 2019).

Habermas’s emphasis on communicative rationality finds a natural home in PE when educators
incorporate structured dialogues. These dialogic circles give students space to justify tactical decisions, listen
to diverse viewpoints, and revise their thinking respectfully, creating a practice arena for democratic
participation (Jiirgen Habermas | Biography & Facts | Britannica, 2023; Jirgen Habermas - Critical Theory,
Social Philosophy, Public Sphere | Britannica, 2023).
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Marcuse’s critique of one-dimensional conformity encourages students to examine how consumer
culture influences sport—through branding, body ideals, or pay inequities. When learners design “refusal”
initiatives, such as organizing non-commercial tournaments or implementing “slow sport days,” they actively
challenge norms that restrict joy, access, and fairness in physical activity (Herbert Marcuse by Douglas
Kellner, 2023; Critical Theory - 11, 2023; Kevin Anderson, 2023).

Pedagogical Approaches Advancing Social Justice, Equity, and Emancipation in PE

Across the findings, several pedagogical strategies rooted in critical theory were shown to effectively
promote social justice and empowerment in PE settings. Problem-posing education equips learners to study
real issues such as unequal injury rates, by looking at conditioning patterns, equipment distribution, and
training schedules. Students then collaboratively design safety protocols and more equitable resource plans,
demonstrating shared responsibility (Freire, 1970/1990; Mahur et al., 2019).

Dialogue and reflection deepen learners’ understanding by encouraging them to question whose
voices shape gameplay, who gets included or excluded, and how rules influence participation. This cultivates
empathy and broadens perspective (Shor & Freire, 1987; Gockel, 2022). Service learning links PE to the
community by partnering with organizations to develop accessible activity events. Students apply classroom
concepts while reflecting on equity and real-world needs (Service-Learning - EduTech Wiki, 2022; Resch &
Schrittesser, 2023; Salam et al., 2019).

Emancipatory learning empowers learners to evaluate restrictive dress codes, gendered activity
assignments, or facility access, and to propose policies grounded in dignity, agency, and shared decision-
making (Nouri & Seyed Mehdi Sajjadi, 2014). Action-oriented education culminates in multi-lesson projects
such as a “Movement for All” festival, where students plan, implement, and assess activities. These
experiences strengthen their ability to plan, self-monitor, collaborate, and take meaningful action (CEFR,
2014; Wang & Chen, 2023).

Education as a Catalyst for Change: Implications for PE Outcomes

The findings strongly support the role of education as a transformative force in PE. When learners
engage in tactical discussions or scenario-based challenges, they develop sharper game intelligence and better
judgment (Mamta Singh, 2022; Tilak, 2022). Structured dialogue also improves empathy, lowers stigma, and
increases student participation, linking social-emotional learning to physical safety and wellbeing (Selby,
2023; Gohil, 2023).

When PE lessons incorporate themes of justice and equity, students gain literacy in recognizing how
issues of privilege, power, and access influence sport (GGI Insights, 2023). Service-learning activities nurture
civic-mindedness and give students hands-on experience in organizing inclusive community events (View,
2019; Salam et al., 2019). Meanwhile, integrating subjects like biology, ethics, media literacy, and design
thinking into PE broadens the scope and depth of learning, making PE more interdisciplinary and relevant
(Interdisciplinary Teaching Definition—Top Hat, 2019; Dr. Pramod Mishra, 2020).
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Implications

The findings of this study suggest a fundamental shift in how we perceive physical education,
moving it away from a purely kinetic pursuit and toward a space for intellectual and social development.
When we integrate dialogue and problem-solving into the gym, PE becomes a laboratory for democracy
where students don’t just follow orders, they learn to negotiate, reflect, and iterate on complex challenges.
This approach implies that the "hidden curriculum" of sports, the power dynamics, the inclusion or exclusion
of certain bodies, and the fairness of rules, is just as important as the physical skills being taught. By treating
movement as a platform for service learning and community action, the research highlights that PE has the
potential to build collective responsibility and civic-mindedness, ultimately proving that physical literacy is
inextricably linked to critical thinking and social equity.

Recommendations

To bring this vision to life, physical education teachers should move away from repetitive, isolated
drills and instead frame their lessons as tactical or equity-based challenges that require students to collaborate
and think on their feet. Implementing simple dialogic routines, such as opening and closing circles or using
specific sentence starters, can help students articulate their reasoning and reflect on their progress. On a
broader scale, school leaders and curriculum designers need to provide the structural support for this shift by
building schedules that allow time for reflection and creating assessment rubrics that value ethical reasoning
and teamwork alongside physical performance. Furthermore, policymakers and teacher education programs
must prioritize training that equips instructors to facilitate difficult conversations around inclusion and
resource equity, ensuring that the gym is a space where every student, regardless of their background or
athletic ability, feels empowered to participate and lead.

Conclusion

Critical theory offers more than philosophical critique; it provides practical guidance for cultivating
critical thinking that is ethical, inclusive, and action-oriented. In Physical Education, these ideas translate into
dialogic practice, problem-posing design, service-oriented projects, emancipatory reflection, and action
culminating in shared outcomes. The result is a PE that develops the whole learner, mind, body, and civic
heart, capable of informed decision-making, empathetic teamwork, and community leadership. Through such
approaches, education becomes a genuine catalyst for individual and social transformation.
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