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Abstract 

In this chapter we first outline the Irish educational context and introduce the key actors of 

the physical education and sport pedagogy (PESP) workforce. Then, we present examples of 

collaborative efforts where these actors work together toward a shared goal. The chapter 

concludes with considerations for future development. Acknowledging the complex 

dynamics, the physical education and sport pedagogy workforce in Ireland is testament of 

collective effort and dedication, with evidence of progress and goodwill from all 

stakeholders. This points to a promising future for the Irish PESP workforce research and 

development, built on a solid foundation and a commitment to innovation and growth.  
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Part 1: Overview of the Irish context 

The Republic of Ireland (referred hereinafter as "Ireland”) is an island nation in north-

west Europe that shares a land border with Northern Ireland. The education system in Ireland 

is made up of three levels: primary (ages five to 12), secondary or “post-primary” (ages 13 to 

18), and tertiary (universities, technological universities, institutes of technology and colleges 

of education). Ireland has a population of just over five million people, with approximately 

560,000 students in 3,100 primary schools and 406,000 students in 727 post-primary schools 

(Government of Ireland, 2023). Physical education is a mandatory school subject at primary 

and post-primary level. Specialist physical education teachers are only required at post-primary 

level, which is comprised of junior cycle (ages 13 to 15) and senior cycle (ages 16 to 18).  

The small demographic and geographical profile of Ireland in comparison to other 

countries featured in this book has enabled us to provide a clearly defined overview of the key 

actors in the Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy (PESP) workforce. The PESP workforce 

comprises four key actors or stakeholders, as outlined in Figure 1: Teachers; Pre-service 

teacher educators; Policy makers; and Professional association leaders. Figure 1 identifies the 

core dimensions of each of these key actors. The fifth speciality role identified in previous 

chapters in this book--namely “doctoral program university staff” -- falls within the remit of 

pre-service teacher educators in the Irish context as there are no distinct doctoral programmes 

specific to the preparation of PESP faculty members.  

There have been seismic developments in the Irish physical education curriculum 

landscape in recent years, not least with the introduction of the examinable physical education 

as part of the Leaving Certificate. This curriculum reform has brought about unprecedented 

levels of attention to a subject area that has traditionally suffered from inadequate staffing 

levels, time allocation, and facilities (O’Sullivan 2006).  
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Figure 1. Key stakeholders in the PESP Workforce in Ireland  

 

Since 2018, new physical education subject specifications have been introduced at 

junior cycle (ages 13 to 15) and senior cycle (ages 16 to 18) in post-primary schools, and a 

revised primary school syllabus is due to be released in the next academic year. 

Notwithstanding the scale of curriculum reform, these developments have been largely 

welcomed by all key actors in PESP workforce in Ireland, as evidenced by a six-fold increase 

in the numbers of schools offering the elective Leaving Certificate Physical Education subject 
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as part of their Leaving Certificate subject offering (National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment, NCCA, 2023). Despite this welcome enthusiasm regarding physical education in 

Ireland, the realities of subject hierarches and the prioritisation of some traditional academic 

subjects, including mathematics and science (Trudeau & Shephard 2008), remain.  

Furthermore, newly qualified teachers who have completed an undergraduate degree 

undertake a concurrent programme that qualifies them to teach another school subject such as 

English, Mathematics, Geography. The concept of role conflict (Iannucci & Richards, 2022) 

that may arise from dual subject qualifications and role preferences of teachers will be explored 

later in this chapter. In part one of this chapter, we will provide an overview of existing 

structures of school programmes, teacher education, policy makers, and professional 

associations, along with the interconnections, or lack thereof, among them. 

Part 1: Overview of Key Actors 

In this section we explore the role and dynamics of the key actors involved in the PESP 

workforce in Ireland. We will begin by outlining the pathways and structures of Physical 

Education Teacher Education (PETE) and the associated professional accreditation body. We 

then examine the role of the Physical Education teachers themselves as key actors in the PESP 

workforce, before analysing the policy development landscape of Physical Education in 

Ireland. We conclude this section with an analysis of the role of professional support services, 

both government coordinated and professional networks, in the development of the PESP 

workforce in Ireland.   

Key Actor 1 – Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) 

Teacher Education in Ireland is provided through university level institutions. At the 

time of writing, post-primary PETE is offered by the University of Limerick, Dublin City 

University and University College Cork. Students undertake a 4-year Bachelor of Science 
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(BSc) or Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) undergraduate degree in Physical Education and 

another post-primary curriculum subject, for example, English or Mathematics. The only 

postgraduate route to teaching is through a 2-year Professional Master of Education 

programme. In addition to undertaking the PME programme, students must have completed 

the required curricular subject requirements for physical education, as set by the Teaching 

Council (2020a) through study at level 8 on the Irish National Framework of Qualifications, 

equivalent to an honours degree (QQI).  

Physical education remains a highly sought after course of study. For example, the 

standard to gain access to the BSc Physical Education programme at the University of Limerick 

in 2023 was 543 CAO (Central Applications Office) points – this is comparable to the scores 

required for Architecture or Psychology. While most students entering the PETE programme 

come directly after completion of post-primary schooling, other entry pathways are offered for 

mature students (age 23+ years), access course and graduates of higher certificate courses (level 

5 and 6 on the National Framework of Qualification)1. 

At primary/elementary school level, students undertake a 4-year Bachelor of Education 

degree, typically focusing on three strands of subject knowledge pedagogies, professional 

studies, and school placement, as required by the Teaching Council (MacPhail & Macken, 

2020).  This degree programme also includes approximately 30–50 hours of PE training (Ní 

Chróinín, 2018).  These teachers are required to teach all subject areas in primary schools, 

including physical education, and are often referred to as “generalist” teachers. Similar to post-

primary level, a 2-year PME programme in primary teaching is also available. Approximately 

6% of undergraduate primary teaching students study additional physical education modules 

during their degree, providing up to 30 additional ECTS in physical education (Ni Chróinín 

 
1 The National Frameworks of Qualifications for Ireland has 10 levels. An honours degree is at level 8 and a 

PhD is at level 10. 
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2018; Brennan et al, 2021). However, to date these graduates have not been fully utilised to 

support the provision of physical education in primary schools (Brennan et al 2024). 

The Teaching Council provides professional accreditation for programmes, and these 

are renewed, following an inspection process, on a regular basis. The standards for 

programme/course design, content, and resourcing are also set by the Teaching Council (The 

Teaching Council, 2020a). In addition, for post-primary level the Teaching Council set out the 

requirements for each curricular subject, including physical education (The Teaching Council, 

2020b). These standards provide a framework to guide the design of teacher education 

programmes at each institution. Upon graduation students from accredited undergraduate and 

postgraduate programmes are eligible to register with the Teaching Council as teachers. Only 

teachers who have met the registration requirements of the Teaching Council are allowed to 

teach in state-recognised primary and post-primary schools and have their salaries paid from 

state funds.  

In addition to the initial teacher education offering described above, several tertiary 

institutions provide undergraduate courses in physical education and sport pedagogy that do 

not include qualified teacher status. Examples include Munster Technological University and 

Atlantic Technological University. These programmes often include the aforementioned 

subject requirements for physical education (The Teaching Council, 2020b), thus enabling 

students to undertake a postgraduate teacher education programme and subsequently register 

as a physical education teacher with the Teaching Council. As there are only approximately 20 

places each year on the PME physical education programme, many students enrol in 

programmes at UK institutions, i.e. 1-year Postgraduate Certification in Education (secondary 

Physical Education). 
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The preparation of PETE specialists as part of doctoral education programmes is the 

responsibility of PETE faculty. This approach that is broadly reflective of the preparation of 

PETE faculty in other jurisdictions including much of Europe and Australia. Engagement in 

doctoral supervision, although not compulsory, is generally accepted as a necessary endeavour 

for career progression among PETE faculty. Most universities provide professional 

development opportunities to best prepare those who are engaged in doctoral supervision.  

Key Actor 2 – Physical Education Teachers  

To examine the workings of the PESP workforce, one must understand the aspirations, 

needs and interests of teachers as key actors in the complex world of teaching and learning 

(Iannucci & MacPhail, 2018). As detailed in the introduction, the education system in Ireland 

is made up of three levels: primary, secondary or “post-primary”, and tertiary (Universities, 

Technological Universities). Physical education teaching is influenced by several factors, 

including individual teacher-related factors (e.g., confidence, prior experiences, knowledge, 

interest) and institutional factors (e.g., facilities, equipment, curriculum demands, funding; 

Morgan & Hansen 2008).  

At both primary and post-primary levels, the oversight body to examine the quality of 

learning for children and young people in Irish schools is the responsibility of the Inspectorate 

of the Department of Education.  A range of inspection types is used to gather information on 

the quality of education provision, and to evaluate schools including whole school evaluations, 

subject inspection and incidental inspections, for which no notice is given to a school in 

advance. A major review and redevelopment of the primary school physical education 

curriculum took place up to 2024. In the draft curriculum, physical education is included as 

part of a Wellbeing specification that aims to “empower each child to thrive, now and in the 

future, fostering their wellbeing by providing them with the necessary knowledge, skills, 

dispositions, attitudes, and values needed to make informed decisions, while positively 
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impacting their communities and the world” (NCCA, 2024). A welcome development in the 

new curriculum is the increased time allocation to physical education, from 1 hour per week to 

2 hours per week for children in 1st (age 7) – 6th class (age 12), and an increase from 1 hour per 

week to 1 hour and 40 minutes for children in junior (age 5) and senior infants (age 6). The 

proposed strands of the Wellbeing specification are (i) movement education, (ii) emotional and 

relational education, (iii) health education, and (iv) community and belonging.  It is 

recommended that children experience at least six of the following seven activity areas during 

physical education: adventure; alternative activities; artistic and aesthetic activities; athletics; 

aquatics; group games; individual/partner games.  

It has been acknowledged that there are huge variances in the delivery of physical 

education at primary schools, with almost one in five primary school children receiving half of 

the recommended physical education curriculum time each week (Woods et al 2023). Ní 

Chróinín and Murtagh (2009) note that many primary teachers in the Irish context lack the 

confidence and competence to teach physical education, reflective of international discourse 

on the topic of generalist teachers’ delivery of physical education (Whipp et al 2011). Physical 

education at primary level is often outsourced to external providers, most frequently for Gaelic 

games, swimming, and dance (Mangione, 2020). Unfortunately, there is no requirement by the 

Department of Education for primary teachers to engage in professional learning opportunities 

in physical education during their careers, such opportunities are required for curricular areas 

such as numeracy or literacy.  

Of note, developing and providing a programme of continuous professional 

development in physical education at both primary and post-primary was included as a key 

action in Ireland’s National Physical Activity Guidleines policy (Government of Ireland, 2020). 

Some primary teachers are active members of the Irish Primary Physical Education Association 

and regularly undertake additional training opportunities offered by the IPPEA or formal 
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support services. Engagement in such professional development opportunities is voluntary, 

with the motivation to take part derived from teachers' passion, interest and desire to provide 

better physical education experiences for their students in primary schools.  

The second-level education system in Ireland consists of two multiyear cycles: a 3-year 

junior cycle followed by a 2-year senior cycle. The junior cycle aims to provide a broad and 

balanced education in a variety of subjects to prepare students for advancement into their senior 

cycle. At the end of the senior cycle, students complete Leaving Certificate Exams. At the time 

of writing, Physical Education has a junior cycle specification (NCCA, 2023), a senior cycle 

syllabus (NCCA, 2017), and since 2018, Physical Education is available as an optional Leaving 

Certificate Examination subject (NCCA, 2018).  

Latest figures indicate that approximately half of schools in Ireland provide students 

with the option of selecting Physical Education as Leaving Certificate specialist subject option, 

an increase from 60 schools following a phased roll out in 2018 (NCCA, 2023). Latest 

representative data at national level indicate that students received on average 73 minutes of 

physical education per week at post-primary level (Woods et al., 2022). A survey involving a 

nationally representative sample of Physical Education teachers in Ireland reported that 

although two thirds of participants agreed or strongly agreed that their school had adequate 

physical education facilities, almost three quarters (69%) indicated that they were required to 

share a sports hall on at least one occasion per week with another physical education class 

group representing a significant barrier to covering the PE curriculum (O’Keeffe et al., 2020). 

As noted by Iannucci and MacPhail (2018), Physical Education teachers in Ireland have 

a high level of autonomy in their programme design and implementation of physical education. 

However, recent curriculum developments, particularly with the introduction of formalised 

assessment in Physical Education (e.g. Leaving Certificate Physical Education), have had a 

transformative effect on the subject. Prior to the introduction of classroom-based assessments 
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in Junior Cycle Physical Education in 2016, and Leaving Certificate Physical Education in 

2018, there had been no formal requirement for teachers of physical education to assess or 

evaluate student achievement. The absence of formal assessment was among the most cited 

reasons for the inferior subject status associated with Physical Education in post-primary 

schools in Ireland prior to the introduction of Leaving Certificate Physical Education 

(MacPhail et al., 2008).  

This policy gap resulted in a deliberate prioritisation of the traditional academic 

subjects (Rocliffe et al., 2023). It is common practice in Ireland for post primary physical 

education teachers to teach another subject, such a Mathematics or English. Iannucci and 

MacPhail (2019) reported that while the career trajectories of qualified physical education 

teachers in Ireland are individual and complex, as they spend a longer time teaching in schools, 

they withdraw from their initial strong and proud identity as a physical education teacher in 

favour of identifying with teaching their elective subject. Nevertheless, based on Departmental 

coordinated curriculum enactment reviews (NCCA 2023) and anecdotal evidence from 

schools, recent developments in the Physical Education curriculum landscape have had an 

enormously positive effect on the subject’s status in schools in Ireland. Therefore, considering 

these developments, the issue of Physical Education teacher identity requires further 

exploration. 

Key Actor 3 – Policy Makers 

Teacher education, teacher induction, in-service training, curriculum development, and 

curriculum enactment are governed and influenced by a range of statutory bodies of the 

Government’s Department of Education. Principal actors include the Teaching Council and the 

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). The NCCA is a statutory body of 

the Department of Education, meaning that is an organisation set up by law. The NCCA is 

comprised of representatives from stakeholder groups – including education, industry, trade 
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unions, and parents’ organisations, and given strong alliances with professional networks has 

been described as a model of social partnership (Gleeson et al, 2020). The NCCA advises the 

Minister for Education on curriculum for early childhood through to post-primary level, and 

accompanying assessment procedures used for subjects that are part of the curriculum. The 

development of physical education curricula and assessment at primary and post-primary level 

is led by the NCCA. In addition, the NCCA develops a range of support material, e.g. examples 

of best practice and planning resources.  

The NCCA has led the construction and redevelopment of several physical education 

curricula over the past decade, including primary PE, Junior Cycle PE, Senior Cycle PE and 

Leaving Certification Physical Education. The latter is a new, optional, examinable school 

subject in the final 2 years of post-primary school that was introduced to schools in September 

2018. The voice afforded to the education partners, particularly teacher unions, in curriculum 

making, as a result of the representational partnership basis upon which the NCAA was 

established, has been explored by scholars (Gleeson et al, 2020). Nevertheless, concerns have 

been raised in relation to unbalanced power-ratios in the curriculum development group for the 

design of the new Leaving Certificate physical education subject and the role afforded to 

practicing teachers (Scanlon, 2020). More recently, subject enactment reviews and 

development groups appear to have more democratic representation and contribution from 

practicing teachers, as evidenced in the aforementioned report on the early enactment review 

of Leaving Certificate Physical Education (NCCA 2023).  

The Teaching Council is the regulator of the teaching profession. Council members are 

appointed by the Minister of Education and include registered teachers, representatives from 

tertiary teacher education institutions, school management and parents’ associations. The 

Council develops and regulates professional standards in relation to teacher registration, 

teacher education, induction, and ongoing professional learning. All physical education 
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teachers in Ireland are therefore required to engage with the Teaching Council in all the 

aforementioned areas. As mentioned above, the Teaching Council sets out the standards for 

physical education teacher education programmes and provides professional accreditation for 

these degrees. The Teaching Council also offers support to teachers who wish to engage in 

research, either conducting research themselves or applying existing research to their practice.  

The “John Coolahan Research Support Framework” provides a research bursary 

scheme, where teachers can apply for funding to carry out new research. In addition, the 

“Researchers in Residence” scheme supports teachers who wish to explore existing research in 

their school context. Several projects relating to physical education have been funded through 

this framework (for example see Scanlon et al., 2023), and serve as a powerful example of how 

teachers, schools and teacher educators can be supported to collaborate and engage in research-

informed practice2.  

Key Actor 4 – Professional Support Services  

Professional support services for the PESP workforce in Ireland can be divided into two 

categories: coordinated provision by Government funded agencies including Oide (The 

Professional Development Service for Teachers) and regional Education Centres; and 

voluntary provision via subject associations including PEAI and professional networks such as 

PETE Ireland. Most experienced teachers in Ireland have operated without a formal national 

framework of professional development for much of their careers (O’Sullivan 2006). The 

establishment of a dedicated support service for teachers and school leaders named Oide (an 

old Irish word meaning teaching, tutor, instructor or professor) was a defining moment in the 

promotion of in-service continuous professional development. Oide is funded by the 

Department of Education. It offers a range of professional learning opportunities for teachers 

 
2 See https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/professional-learning/research/research-support-framework/research-

bursary-scheme-rbs/  

https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/professional-learning/research/research-support-framework/research-bursary-scheme-rbs/
https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/professional-learning/research/research-support-framework/research-bursary-scheme-rbs/
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and includes a dedicated team for Physical Education. Through its predecessor, the 

Professional Development Service for Teachers, Oide has been instrumental in supporting the 

implementation of new physical education curricula at primary and post-primary in recent 

years, not least with the introduction of Leaving Certificate Physical Education. The principal 

activity of Education Centres is to organise the local delivery of national programmes of 

teacher professional development on behalf of the Department of Education and Skills. 

Education Centres organise a varied local programme of activities for teachers, school 

management, and parents in response to demand. 

Regarding voluntary support services, the preeminent role of the two physical education 

subject associations, the PEAI at post-primary, and the Irish Primary Physical Education 

Association, in the advancement of physical education in Ireland should be acknowledged. Led 

by voluntary committees comprising teachers and teacher educators, the subject associations 

coordinate multiple professional development activities and resource outputs to support the 

delivery of physical education in schools. Both subject associations coordinate national 

conferences where there is representation from all key actors in the PESP workforce including 

in-service and pre-service teachers, teacher educators, and researchers. 

 Curriculum reform or key policy development will often comprise of key stakeholders 

including representatives from physical education subject associations. A novel example of an 

initiative to promote collaboration among key actors in the PESP workforce is the annual 

“PEXpo3” event where students, guided by their teachers, are given the opportunity to conduct 

research related to physical education, sport, health and fitness at a local level in their in schools, 

and present their research projects at a national event involving students, teachers, researchers, 

and policy makers. 

 
3 See more at www.pexpoireland.com 

http://www.pexpoireland.com/
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Part 2: The Irish Physical Education Workforce in Action: Developing Unity and 

Collective Action  

 Chapter 5 of this book presented an example of the workforce-related literacy in 

practice and exposed some key concepts and their relations. In that chapter, Jones et al. 

(2025) eloquently argue about the importance of connection and interdependence among 

sectors within the workforce. They also contend that PESP professionals have the 

responsibility of strengthening their programmes and their practices by developing working 

relationships with the key actors in the workforce to develop unity of purpose and participate 

in collective action. In this second part of the chapter, we present some examples of the Irish 

physical education workforce in action, where different actors are working together to pursue 

a common grand aim: enable Irish children to actively participate in their communities and 

in society and to be resourceful and confident learners in all aspects and stages of their lives 

(Junior Cycle Physical Education specification, p. 3).  

In particular, we will focus on showing case some initiatives of one of the “boundary 

crossers” (Lawson et al., 2021), which in the Irish context has been key for the PESP 

workforce research and development, PETE Ireland. In the last few years, PETE 

Irelandprofessional network of voluntary PE teacher educators from the main PETE 

institutions in the country) has led collective actions that aimed to enhance “alignment and 

coherence” of the PETE programmes and pedagogies, but also with other key actors of the 

workforce, by establishing and agreeing upon a shared mission (e.g., PETE Ireland Strategic 

Plan 2023-2027). We will also present the case of the Sport Pedagogy research group at the 

University of Limerick as a pioneer in leading scholarship that is impacting the PESP 

research and development agenda nationally and internationally.  

PETE Ireland and the (re)Development of the Physical Education Subject 

Requirements 
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The physical education subject requirements established by the Teaching Council 

outline the essential qualifications and competencies necessary for individuals aspiring to 

become qualified post-primary teachers. These requirements ensure that teachers possess 

certain subject knowledge, pedagogical skills, and professional standards. By setting these 

criteria, the Teaching Council aimed to maintain high educational standards, promote 

effective teaching practices, and ensure that all post-primary teachers are well-prepared to 

meet the diverse needs of their students. PETE Ireland was a key actor for completing this 

important task for the Teaching Council and the PE workforce and agreed what could/should 

be the physical education subject requirements, after a policy change that motivated a 

reduction of the number of required credits (from 90 to 60).  

After several in-person meetings and discussions, PETE Ireland collective work 

agreed the re-configuration of the PE requirements after the 30 credits re-adjustment. To 

become a qualified physical education teacher, individuals must hold a degree-level 

qualification (Level 8 on the National Framework of Qualifications), with at least 180 ECTS 

(European Credit Transfer System) credits (or equivalent) with the specific study of Physical 

Education comprising at least 60 ECTS credits (or equivalent). To meet this requirement, and 

this was the proposal from PETE Ireland, the degree must include the study of all seven 

areas: (1) Adventure activities, (2) Aesthetic and expressive activities, (3) Athletic activities; 

(4) Competitive activities, (4) Fitness and health activities, (5) Technological knowledge of 

sport and physical activity, (6) Curriculum models for sport and physical activity, and (7) 

Water based activities. They also agreed that the degree must include the study of one area 

from (1) Motor Learning and Development, (2) Nutrition and physiology for healthy living 

and performance, (3) Sport and Exercise Psychology and/or (4) Physical Activity and 

Inclusion. Additionally, at least another from these four: (1) Policy and Provision in physical 

activity and Sport, (2) Sociological Perspectives of Physical Activity and Sport, (3) Well-
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being and Health Promotion, and/or (4) Theory and application of physical activity 

programming for health, fitness and performance.  

The above work from PETE Ireland colleagues for the Teaching Council, was indeed 

challenging and relevant, not only for the difficulties of reducing the number credits and 

aligned modules/courses, but also as a collegial discussion about the purpose of PETE and 

the content knowledge expected for all PE teachers in Ireland, as a foundation for effective 

teaching and learning. This collective initiative can be viewed as exceptional or even unlikely 

to be replicated in other higher education contexts. The collegiality and professional 

relationships among academics within the PETE space in Ireland, provide a remarkable 

example worth highlighting, which should be a key component in the collaborative redesign 

of PE and PETE, and the development of the workforce (MacPhail & Lawson, 2020). 

PETE Ireland Development of Teaching Resources for the New Leaving Certificate 

Curriculum Specification 

Commissioned by NCCA, PETE Ireland academics also joined forces to co-design a 

supporting tool for all the teachers using the new Leaving Certificate Physical Education 

(LCPE) specification. When the LCPE was introduced, as usual in processes of enacting new 

curriculum (Scanlon et al., 2019) teachers faced some challenges in planning for teaching and 

meaningful assessment to address the 125 learning outcomes. As Scanlon et al. (2020) 

eloquently discussed, the achievement of teachers’ agency when enacting new curriculum 

should not be conceptualised as a product (achieved) but rather as something that is 

processual (achieving) and indeed, needs support.  

In responding and aiming to address this grand challenge for the Irish PE workforce, 

PETE Ireland showed an example of democratic action, triggered by the important outcome 

of supporting PE teachers practices and professional journeys, but more importantly, to 

enhance the learning experiences that all the LCPE students (some of them comprising the 
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future PE teachers of the workforce). Informed by the principles of instructional alignment 

(MacPhail et al., 2023), PETE Ireland teacher educators, co-created a teaching resource4, that 

included examples of learning experiences and related assessment practices, for all the ten 

topics of the two strands of the LCPE curriculum. This could be seen as a great example of 

collective action of one of the key actors of the workforce, and indeed, one that could be 

translated to other curriculum and/or areas of study. 

Signature Pedagogies of Physical Education Initial Teacher Education Providers 

Signature pedagogies refer to the forms of teaching-learning that leap to mind when 

thinking about the preparation and ongoing learning and development of members of a 

particular profession (e.g. doctors, lawyers, teachers; Shulman 2005). Recently, Hordvik and 

Beni (2024) have revisited Shulman’s (2005) concept and re-emphasised that signature 

pedagogies are both pervasive and routine, cutting across topics and courses, programmes 

and institutions. Aiming to know the different pedagogical approaches embraced by PETE 

Ireland programmes, PE teacher educators from the main PETE institutions felt motivated to 

start the project: ‘Signature pedagogies in PETE Ireland.’  

As presented earlier in the chapter, in Ireland, there are three main programmes 

delivered by state funded universities that lead to a physical education teaching qualification 

(Table 1).  

 

Table 1. Tertiary institutions that offer a physical education degree with a teaching 

qualification status 

Tertiary institution Programme Duration NFQ 

University of 

Limerick 

Bachelor of Science (Honours) in Physical 

Education (with Irish, Geography, English or 

Mathematics) 

4 years Level 8 

 
4 Full resource at https://ncca.ie/media/5592/lcpe_resources_en.pdf  

https://ncca.ie/media/5592/lcpe_resources_en.pdf
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University College 

Cork 

Bachelor of Education (Honours) in Physical 

Education, Sports Studies and Arts 

4 years Level 8 

Dublin City 

University 

Bachelor of Science (Honours) Physical 

Education (with Biology or Mathematics) 

4 years Level 8 

NFQ = National Framework of Qualifications5 

 

However, they have nuanced visions and missions, and different programmes of study 

and courses/modules. For example, the BSc. of Physical Education at the University of 

Limerick has a strong focus on pedagogical content knowledge and experiential learning, 

whereas in the BEd. Physical Education, Sports Studies and Arts, at University College Cork 

the focus is also on coaching related matters. Indeed, regardless all the accredited 

programmes need to address the mentioned PE requirements established by the Teaching 

Council, there is some autonomy in the provision of programmes across institutions. 

In this scenario, the signature pedagogies project helped to understand the focus and 

the pedagogical approaches that were more prominent and shaped the education of future PE 

teachers. This is a work in progress, but a good example of the collegiality and support that 

exists among the PE initial teacher education providers. 

Professional Development Opportunities and Support among the Workforce Actors 

The teacher education continuum in Ireland encompasses initial teacher education, induction, 

and continuous professional development (CPD), ensuring teachers are well-prepared and 

continually supported throughout their careers. This structured pathway aims to maintain high 

teaching standards and adapt to evolving educational needs, fostering lifelong learning and 

professional growth among educators. As presented earlier, there are different support 

services that provide CPD in the different stages of this continuum and that evidence a great 

sense of collegiality and support among the key actors of the Irish PE workforce. 

 
5 https://www.qqi.ie/what-we-do/the-qualifications-system/national-framework-of-qualifications  

https://www.qqi.ie/what-we-do/the-qualifications-system/national-framework-of-qualifications
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Oide providing CPD to PETE educators on LCPE assessment practices. Every 

year, CPD leaders from Oide (a new support service for teachers and school leaders, funded 

by the Department of Education, and formed from the integration of four existing support 

services) lead a practical webinar for PE teacher educators focused on an agreed topic. This is 

indeed a key activity to achieve alignment among the workforce since the CPD leaders from 

Oide will be offering CPD to the new qualified or just graduated PE teachers that went 

through PE initial teacher education. Alignment and consistency of the different approaches 

in initial teacher education and CPD (e.g., concepts, pedagogies, assessment practices, etc.) is 

essential to enhance and enrich professional learning journeys of new qualified and 

experienced PE teachers and avoid confusion if antagonistic approaches are used to address 

teaching and learning matters in those two phases of the continuum. 

PETE Ireland colleagues contributing to PEAI conference practical workshops. 

Consistently with the rationale of providing coherent teaching and learning and CPD 

experiences across the continuum, among the different actors of the workforce, every year in 

the annual PEAI conference, which is predominantly practical and curriculum-orientated, 

PETE educators chose to participate and lead practical workshops to PE teachers and 

preservice teachers attending. This is a unique opportunity for all involved but in particular 

for PETE educators, to share a learning space and informally get in touch with PE teachers, 

preservice teachers and policy makers. It is indeed meaningful for PETE educators, to 

experience the practical and theoretical workshops delivered by PE teachers around the most 

relevant aspects of the Irish PE curriculum. For example, assessment and digital technology 

approaches in the LCPE or pedagogical models to teach athletics or dance. This lived 

experience by PETE educators is then ‘translated’ to their PSTs, and eventually some 

research will be conducted, allowing for meaningful connection across the workforce. 

Sport Pedagogy as a Pioneer Research Group Impacting the Irish PE Workforce 
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Consistently within the last two decades, research by the University of Limerick's 

Sport Pedagogy research group in the Department of Physical Education and Sport Sciences 

has impacted physical education pedagogy and policy. Specifically, their research informed 

the development of second-level curricula in Ireland, including the recently established and 

examinable PE specification and Senior Cycle PE framework. The Sport Pedagogy research 

group’s support model for PE teachers also led to several communities of practice, who 

develop teaching resources for implementing new curricula across second level. Through 

collaboration with teaching professionals and relevant stakeholders in Ireland, the research 

group developed a best practice model that informs both policy and its practical 

implementation. In particular, their research has impacted the design, development, and 

establishment of new PE curricula across the Leaving Certificate (Scanlon et al., 2020), the 

Junior Cycle (13-15 years; O’Sullivan et al., 2022), and the Senior Cycle (15-18 years; 

Calderón & Tannehill, 2020).  

Through their research, the group has established a long-standing reputation of 

supporting PE educators and practitioners in Ireland. In the past five years, the increased pace 

of change in PE curricula has intensified this support. Their contribution as leaders on the 

field of PESP in Ireland, has increased the capacity and structures to foster community, 

orchestrate collaboration, and develop bridging mechanisms across-system components and 

key actors from the workforce. Their most recent achievement, a UNESCO Chair on Physical 

Education and Sport Pedagogy for Sustainable Development, is testament of their continuous 

groundbreaking contribution, that is indeed aspiring to keep innovating and improving the 

future of the PE workforce in Ireland and internationally. 

Part 3: Future of the Physical Education Research and Development Workforce in 

Ireland 
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 To reiterate, the landscape of physical education in Ireland has experienced 

significant changes over the past five years, notwithstanding the disruptions caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. During this period, the workforce has been challenged by the 

introduction of two new mandatory curricula and one optional curriculum. As presented, 

these new curricula emphasise the holistic development of students, fostering competence 

and confidence through active engagement. For the successful implementation and sustained 

efficacy of these curricula, however, we underlined that it is crucial to develop a united 

workforce to keep “enabling them to actively participate in their communities and in society 

and to be resourceful and confident learners in all aspects and stages of their lives” (Junior 

Cycle Physical Education specification, p. 3). 

Earlier in this chapter, we have provided evidence of the Irish PE workforce in action 

with several examples of collective action. Yet, the reality is that Irish physical education in 

the school context would benefit from more coherence and alignment among PETE and PE 

teachers. Fostering a stronger connection between universities and the PE teaching 

community is essential. Cooperating teachers could have an essential role that should be 

seriously considered as it has potential to enhance the student experience in schools. They 

should be considered as boundary crossers, as their daily interactions with student teachers 

provide valuable insights that can serve as feedback and feedforward to enhance the practices 

and pedagogical approaches of PETE educators. Aligning teacher education more closely 

with the practical realities of delivering the curriculum in diverse environments will ensure 

that all students receive a high-quality PE experience, regardless of the institution from which 

their teacher has graduated. 

The recent changes at the secondary level are overwhelmingly positive. The 

introduction of compulsory hours at the junior cycle, a structured and inclusive SCPE 

program, and the opportunity for students to leverage their sporting abilities in the LCPE to 
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earn points for university admission are all commendable advancements. However, it is now 

time to keep working on the formative learning years at the primary level. The current 

redevelopment of the Primary wellbeing curriculum is a great step forward, but it presents a 

highly specific set of learning outcomes that will be difficult for generalist teachers to engage 

with, mainly due to their lack of specific content knowledge. Primary teachers nationwide are 

doing their best, but the current standard falls short of what is needed. It is time to introduce 

specialist primary PE teachers in all schools to ensure that every child's PE experience 

throughout the whole of their primary and secondary education enriches their lives and 

enhances their well-being.  

To sum up, our author team has discussed and considered some themes as relevant to 

enable the PE workforce in Ireland to evolve and settle into its twenty first century version. 

The agreed areas for consideration are listed and briefly explained below: 

Placement on the National Political Agenda to Ensure Adequate Attention and Funding 

2022 saw the first time that physical education fell within a named ministerial cabinet 

remit within national government. In a dual brief, Thomas Byrne was appointed Minister of 

State at the Department of Education with special responsibility for Sport and Physical 

Education. This has, in part, prompted initiative such as Physical Activity in Teaching and 

Learning - Pilot Programme 2024. Further advocacy and promotion of work within the 

physical education community can maintain the place of the subject on this national agenda, 

keep momentum and focus on the main priority areas.  Sporting facilities, both in schools and 

community settings, despite significant National Sports Capital Grant Schemes and the 

development of school facilities through the School Building Programme, are not where they 

should be for a nation of our development as highlighted through calls from sporting bodies 

for an increased number of 50m pools and national standard running tracks. 

Collaboration (National and Local Level) in Policy and Practice 
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Close national collaboration between the Departments of Education, schools, health 

and sporting organisations is critical. Physical Education, Physical Activity and Sport for 

Children and Young People 2012 provided a key guiding framework, which was then 

followed at National Sports Policy 2018-2027, Sport Ireland’s Participation Strategy and the 

National Physical Activity Plan. The role of physical education is both acknowledged and 

challenged to improve in these plans. However, at a local level, strategic engagement 

between physical education professionals and the Local Sports Partnership (LSP) network 

can be a catalyst to support teachers and schools who aim to support hard-to-reach 

demographic. Closer attention is required to how schools and community-based sport and 

physical activity providers can better provide a clear accessible pathway for progression to 

achieve their potential and live an active, healthy lifestyle. 

Research 

Through research initiatives such as Physical Education Physical Activity and Youth 

Sport (PEPAYS) research centre, PETE Ireland and other as well as the recent formal 

establishment of regional Technical Universities with vibrant Health and Physical Activity 

departments, Ireland has a strong and informed group of researchers undertaking research on 

the impact of initiatives within our small island nation. Reports such as 'Children’s Sport 

Participation and Physical Activity in the Island of Ireland: a cross-sectional study 

comparing differences in participation between 2018 and 2022' highlighted the lack of 

growth, despite investment to date, in levels of active travel amongst adolescents. Other 

ongoing research projects such as ‘Justice Ed: Education for global justice, solidarity and 

interconnectedness: Developing and disseminating social justice approaches across physical 

education teacher education programmes’ led by the University of Limerick, are 

significantly contributing to the development of the workforce agenda.  
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Looking to the Outliers 

Despite developments in mainstream settings with regard to the aforementioned 

curricular developments and school building programmes, there exist significant outliers 

nationally where physical education is not provided in a meaningful way to learners. 

Research and targeted initiatives to better support quality access and provision in youth 

detention settings, prison settings, hospital and residential settings, as well as further supports 

for special schools and schools in the inner-city and Gaeltacht areas would allow the potential 

of better outcomes and experiences for all. 

Final Thoughts 

Achieving alignment and coherence among the key actors of the workforce is a 

complex matter. However, the PE workforce in Ireland have shown a collective effort and 

dedication that have been instrumental in driving these changes forward. The ongoing 

professional development and collaborative spirit have played crucial roles in this success. 

Evidence of positive progress and goodwill from all the actors is clear, which informs a 

bright future of the Irish PE workforce research and development. With a solid foundation 

and continued commitment to innovation and professional growth, the trajectory is set for 

even greater achievements. 
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