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TENDENCIES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF SCHOOL 
PHYSICAL EDUCATION IN BULGARIA, MACEDONIA 

AND SLOVENIA

Eleonora Mileva, Ilija Klincarov, Biljana Popeska,  

Marjeta Kovac, Gregor Starc

ABSTRACT
Physical education is an integral part of the educational system. In the EU Work Plan for Sport 2014–17 it is emphasized 
that physical education teachers are key agents for putting physical and sport policies into practice. The aim of the 
research is to study main elements of the physical education systems in three Balkan countries – Bulgaria, Macedonia 
and Slovenia. The following criteria are outlined: status of physical education in the educational system; learning 
programs; professional qualification of teachers; buildings and facilities for physical education classes. The research 
methods that have been used include a study of educational documentation, analysis of specialized literature sources, 
and comparative analysis. In the three countries of the research, physical education is an obligatory school subject in 
all levels of their education systems. In Bulgaria, official programs in physical education with concrete educational 
content and clear instructions have been adopted. In the secondary schools in Bulgaria, Macedonia and Slovenia there 
are qualified specialists in physical education. Generalist teachers providing physical education classes in the primary 
school do not have the necessary preparation and the adequate skills for teaching physical education. There is lack of 
appropriate buildings and facilities for realization of the curriculum in some regions of the countries. Future activities 
are intended for the professional qualification in physical education and sport for generalist school teachers, and for the 
continuing professional development of all sports pedagogues.

Key words: school sport, learning programs, teachers, preparation, primary school

Introduction
Physical education (PE) is an integral part of the 
educational system. It is a compulsory subject in 
primary and secondary schools in the European 
countries. The best possibility for a positive in-
fluence on children’s physical development is the 
well-structured and organized physical education 
process at schools (European Commission, Expert 
Group on Health-Enhancing Physical Activity, 
2015). Physical development is closely linked to the 
promotion of health and healthy lifestyle, including 
lifelong physical activity and exercise (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2013). Pupils who 
participate in regular physical education classes 
have better concentration and memory, increased 
problem-solving abilities and positive attitude to-
ward self and others. This improves their person-
al and social behavior, school climate and reduces 
violence and vandalism (European Commission/
EACEA/Eurydice, 2013). Physical education can 
“contribute crucially to the personal growth of 
young people in helping them to develop physical 
awareness and belief in their own physical abilities, 

along with a general feeling of bodily well-being 
and thus greater self-confidence and self-esteem” 
(http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/).

According to the World-wide Survey of School 
Physical Education (UNESCO, 2014) physical ed-
ucation is an obligatory school subject for boys and 
girls in 98% of the European countries. Formally 
accepted national curricula are evident in 94% of 
countries in Europe (a proportion similarly identi-
fied in the 2010–2011 EUPEA Physical Education 
Survey). In the European physical education curric-
ulum, time allocations during the primary school 
phase amount to an average 109 minutes weekly 
(range of 30–290 minutes). In the secondary school 
phase there is an average of 105 minutes weekly 
(range of 30–240 minutes) (UNESCO, 2014).

In the EU Work Plan for Sport 2014–2017 (Europe-
an Commission, Expert Group on Health-Enhanc-
ing Physical Activity, 2015) it is emphasized that 
physical education teachers are key agents for put-
ting physical and sport policies into practice. They 
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have the most important role for the realization of 
different sports activities and forming of healthy 
life style of children. Physical education teachers 
should be role models and should be physical-
ly active as well. The Recommendation 13 of this 
document clearly states that qualified PE teachers 
should be preferred at all educational levels.

In secondary education a Master’s degree is usual-
ly required for the positions of physical education 
teachers. It is pointed out that in the European 
Union, both generalist teachers and specialized 
(with a Bachelors or Masters Degrees) teachers give 
physical education classes. At pre-school and at 
primary education level, schools usually pursue a 
single-teacher model, where non-specialist teach-
ers are allowed to teach physical education. In such 
cases, it is considered beneficial, that at least a qual-
ified physical education teacher is provided as men-
tor and support to the generalist teachers.

The importance of continuous professional devel-
opment (CPD) is also highlighted in this docu-
ment. It is pointed that CPD should be normally 
available to physical education teachers, thereby 
facilitating interaction with other disciplines. High 
quality training opportunities should always be 
ensured to allow physical education teachers to ex-
pand their knowledge in relevant themes, such as 
new motor skills and sports, and health-enhancing 
physical activity, in order to improve the quality of 
their provision. Initial physical education teacher 
qualification should be constantly adapted to in-
clude such relevant topics, and also results from re-
cent research and new learning approaches.

Aim and objectives of the study
the aim of the study is to compare the state and de-
velopment of the school physical education in three 
Balkan countries – Bulgaria, Macedonia and Slo-
venia. The main elements of the physical education 
system are of special interest for the research. The 
following criteria are outlined: the status of PE in 
the educational system; PE learning programs; the 
professional qualification of teachers in PE; build-
ings and facilities for teaching PE at school.

It is important to compare the similarities and dif-
ferences in the physical education systems of the 
three countries, and observe to what extend the el-
ements of their systems of PE are aligned with the 
European requirements. Recommendations for a 

future development in the research are also to be 
given. The present study is a continuation of other 
comparative reports on the development of physi-
cal education in Bulgaria, Macedonia and Slovenia 
(Klincarov et al., 2017).

Methodology
The research methods that have been used are a 
study of educational documentation, an analysis 
of specialized literature sources, and a comparative 
analysis. The main documents on the current state 
and on the development of school physical educa-
tion in Europe and world-wide have also been stud-
ied. The national strategies and documents for the 
system of physical education in the countries have 
been analyzed. The learning programs in physical 
education for different education levels have been 
discussed.

Results
In Bulgaria, a National strategy for the development 
of physical education and sport 2012–2022 has 
been adopted (http://mpes.government.bg/Docu-
ments/Documents/Strategii/Strategia_2012–2022.
pdf). This strategy is a basic document of the gov-
ernment about the role and the social functions of 
physical education and sports in the Republic of 
Bulgaria. It reflects the need for a qualitative reor-
ganization of the system of physical education and 
sport as a compulsory component of the political, 
economic and social changes in society.

In Slovenia the revised expert doctrine of PE is 
described in the Guidelines of Physical Education 
(Kristan et al., 1992). In addition to the well-es-
tablished PE in schools, the development of school 
sport is based also on the National Program of 
Sport (Jurak et al., 2011). This strategic document 
defines the key features of Slovenian sport devel-
opment for the coming decade and emphasizes the 
intertwining of qualitative regular compulsory PE, 
school sport and out-of-school sports activities di-
rected to as many school children as possible (Jurak 
et al., 2011).

The physical and health education in Macedonia 
is regulated by the Conception for the nine-year 
compulsory education (Bureau for development of 
education, 2007) and Law for primary education 
(Ministry of education and sciences of Republic of 
Macedonia, 2007). These two institutions, The Bu-
reau for Development of Education and Ministry of 
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Development of education are the two main state 
bodies responsible for all educational policies, in-
cluding the strategy for physical and health educa-
tion (PHE) and PHE curricula.

In the three studied countries physical education is 
an obligatory school subject in all levels of the ed-
ucational system. In Bulgaria, it is practiced three 
times per week from 1st to 12th grade and in Mace-
donia, it is done three times per week from 1st to 9th 
grade. In Bulgaria the third PE lesson is provided 
usually as module education out of PE classes. In 
some schools in the country, the third PE lesson is 
not provided (Peneva, Buyuklieva, 2016).

In Slovenia in the first six years of schooling, chil-
dren have three PE lessons per week. In grades 6th – 
9th (end of primary school) they have two obligato-
ry PE lessons per week, but pupils can also choose 
one lesson per week as an optional sport subject, 
out of three one-year programs (sport for health, 
sport for enjoyment, optional sport), and one les-
son per week of an optional subject in dancing ac-
tivities (Starc, Strel, 2012).

In Bulgaria, official programs in PE have been ad-
opted, with concrete educational content and clear 
instructions (www.mon.bg). In 2015 and 2016 
new learning programs in PE for 1st, 2nd, 5th and 6th 
grade was introduced (according to the new Law 
for School and Pre-school Education). The PE pro-
grams for 3rd and 4th grade and for the other educa-
tional levels are being reorganized at present. There 
is obligatory and elective sports content in the PE 
programs for school education in Bulgaria (www.
mon.bg). With reference to the elective sports con-
tent, teachers can choose between different sports 
disciplines. It is agreed with the school principals 
and it depends on the facilities and the equipment 
of the school, and the characteristics of the region.

In Macedonia, the PE curriculum has not been 
changed since 2007. It is characterized with the lack 
of clearly defined learning objectives, no compre-
hensible instructions for learning across the cur-
riculum, as well as, lack of supporting documents 
(Klincarov et al., 2017).

PE in Slovenian schools is based on open curricu-
lums (Jurak et al., 2011). They include goals with 
recommended activities, standards of knowledge 
(skills and theoretical knowledge) and didactic 

recommendations. They evidence the connection 
between PE and school sport programs. In their 
annual working plan each school defines the course 
of lessons for all subjects and all additional activi-
ties, including sport activities. Schools themselves 
are responsible for the realization of their working 
plan and the programs are funded by the state and 
local budgets. Heterogeneous sport programs for 
children and youth are also offered by private en-
terprises.

In the secondary schools in Bulgaria, Macedonia 
and Slovenia there are qualified specialists in phys-
ical education. In all schools in Bulgaria from 5th 
to 12th grade, PE teachers are specialists, who have 
graduated the National Sports Academy (Peneva, 
Mileva, 2005), or specialized in Physical Education 
at the Pedagogical Faculties of the Universities in 
Veliko Tarnovo, Blagoevgrad, Shumen, Plovdiv and 
Sofia.

In most schools in Bulgaria from 1st to 4th grade, 
physical education and sports lessons are taught by 
generalist teachers who do not have the necessary 
professional qualifications and training in PE. In a 
small part of the big schools in the large towns in 
Bulgaria, all classes from 1st to 4th grade are con-
ducted by certified PE specialist teachers.

The Faculty of Sport of the University of Ljubljana, 
is currently the only higher education institution 
in Slovenia for PE teachers. The course of study is 
five years. The three Faculties of Education (in Lju-
bljana, Maribor and Koper/Capodistria) educate 
only generalist teachers who teach PE in the pri-
mary-school classes (1 to 5). Their study program 
lasts four years.

The Faculty of Physical Education, Sport and Health 
in Skopje is the leading institution in Republic of 
Macedonia in education of specialized PE teach-
ers that deliver physical and health education from 
6th to 9th grade. The generalist teachers that teach 
PHE in the first stage of primary education (1st to 5th 
grade) are educated at the Teaching Faculties at the 
Universities in Skopje, Stip and Bitola, as well as at 
the Institute of Pedagogy at the Faculty of Philoso-
phy in Skopje and Tetovo. The study programs at all 
named institutions lasts four years.

Discussion
the national strategic documents for the develop-
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ment of physical education and sport in Bulgar-
ia, Slovenia and Macedonia outline the main ap-
proaches and the theoretical formulations, defining 
the strategic objectives and directions of the na-
tional systems for physical education and sport and 
the basic principles on which they are built. The 
gap between the theoretical formulations in certain 
parts of the documents and their practical imple-
mentation can be considered as a major drawback. 
From the analysis of the literature sources, it is 
clear that the number of PE lessons per week and 
the time allocation for the subject of physical ed-
ucation in Bulgaria, Slovenia and Macedonia meet 
the requirements for quality physical education. 
Additional optional sport and health programs or 
elective sports contents in primary and secondary 
education are available in all three countries.

Regarded the PE curriculum, recent changes are 
made in the PE curriculum in Bulgaria. New state 
educational standards for physical education at all 
levels of the education system are adopted. They 
are introduced with the new School and Pre-school 
Education Law (2016). In Macedonia there are no 
clearly defined standards for evaluation, there are 
only expected goals. The lack of standards is one of 
the major problems. The recent and current chang-
es in the legislation of sport and PE in Bulgaria and 
Slovenia, are good examples which could be im-
plemented in Macedonia, where an inappropriate 
construction of the national PE curriculum is ob-
served.

One of the important observations of the research 
analysis is that the specialist physical education 
teachers in the three countries have the necessary 
preparation and the adequate knowledge and skills 
for teaching physical education. The main educa-
tion level requirements for PE teachers are a Bach-
elor’s or a Master’s degree of training. At the same 
time, the generalist teachers providing PE classes 
in the primary school do not have sufficient special 
skills and qualification to conduct physical educa-
tion lessons. The competencies of generalist teach-
ers are much lower.

It has been observed that the schools in some re-
gions of Bulgaria and Macedonia lack appropriate 
buildings and facilities for the realization of the PE 
curriculum (Peneva, Buyuklieva, 2016). As a result, 
quite often two classes in PE have to be conduct-
ed simultaneously in one and the same school gym 

(Popeska, 2016). This is one of the reasons for the 
lack of quality physical education at primary and 
secondary school levels in both countries.

Future activities are aimed at higher profession-
al qualification in physical education and sport of 
generalist teachers and continuing professional 
development of all PE teachers. Receiving a higher 
educational degree (a Master’s Degree) is necessary. 
Teachers feel the greatest need for improvement of 
competencies which are directly applicable with-
in PE classes. For older teachers it is important to 
meet some new requirements in PE teaching, such 
as the integration of students with special educa-
tional needs within regular classes, the concept of 
cross curricular teaching, multicultural education, 
etc. (Tul et al., 2015). For that purpose, some uni-
versities in Bulgaria have opened departments for 
professional development and training of PE teach-
ers (Kl. Ohridsky Sofia University, Trakia Univer-
sity, Stara Zagora, and University of Shumen). In 
2016 a department for continuing professional de-
velopment of PE teachers was also created at the 
National Sports Academy in Sofia. It was aligned 
with the new Law for School and Pre-school Edu-
cation and the new regulations for the professional 
qualification of teachers, adopted in January 2017. 
Since January 2017 many qualification courses have 
been organized at the National Sports Academy. 
They are directed at the new tendencies, methods 
and content of physical education in Europe and on 
national level.

We recommend common educational programs to 
be organized in the future between Bulgaria, Slo-
venia and Macedonia for the professional develop-
ment of specialized PE teachers, for international 
discussions, seminars and joint projects focused on 
sharing positive experience between authorities, 
experts and pedagogues. We hope that similar ini-
tiatives will improve the quality of PE in all three 
countries.
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