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Teaching Preservice Physical Education
Teachers to Reflect

Judith H. Placek and Donna M. Smyth

Discussions of reflective thinking and teach-
ing have become common in recent educational
literature (Gore, 1987; Grant, 1984; Posner,
1985). Teacher educators also have written a
great deal about the necessity of teaching pre-
service teachers to reflect (Bullough, 1989;
Calderhead & Gates, 1993; Liston & Zeichner,
1987; Smyth, 1989; Valli, 1992). The term re-
flective thinking is often traced back to John
Dewey. While Dewey’s general definition of
reflection, “turning a subject over in the mind
and giving it serious and consecutive consider-
ation” (1933, p. 3), provides a broad framework
for thinking about this topic, his distinction
between routine and reflective action has helped
educators think more specifically about reflec-
tion. While routine action is guided by impulse,
tradition, and authority, reflective action is “be-
havior which involves active, persistent and care-
ful consideration of any belief or practice in
light of the grounds that support it and the
further consequences to which it leads” (p. 9).
This reflective action is the type of reflection
teacher educators hope to encourage through
teacher education programs.

Two assumptions underlie the renewed inter-
est in reflective teaching in teacher education
programs. First, educators assume it is possible
to teach preservice teachers to be more reflec-
tive and, second they assume that reflective
teachers will provide better educational experi-
ences for their students (Goodman, 1989).

Much of the research and writing about teach-
ing physical education is technologically ori-
ented, telling preservice teachers the right way
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to teach (Rink, 1993; Siedentop, 1991). Some
recent interest, however, has been shown in
reflective approaches. Kirk (1986) has called for
an alternative approach to the technical perspec-
tive based on reflective practice. Several articles
(Cutforth & Hellison, 1992; Graham, 1991),
Hellison and Templin’s book, A Reflective Ap-
proach to Teaching Physical Education (1991), and
an AIESEP conference (1993) devoted to the
topic of reflection have added to the sparse
physical education literature on the topic. The
only ‘data-based study in physical education,
however, is Rovegno’s case study of a preservice
teacher (1992). '

Recent research evaluating the effects of
teacher education courses or program compo-
nents that encourage reflection has shown the
difficulty of teaching preservice teachers to be-
come more reflective (Ferguson, 1989; Morine-
Dershimer, 1989; Ross, 1989; Rovegno; 1992;
Zeichner & Liston, 1987). While we recognize
the necessity of preservice teachers learning to
execute the technical skills of teaching, we are
interested in encouraging students to think
about and move to the second of Van Manen’s
(1977) three levels of reflectivity, reflection on
the relationship between principles and prac-
tices with particular attention to social context.
Moving students to Van Manen’s third level
(reflection on moral and ethical issues of domi-
nation and authority) was considered too diffi-
cult to accomplish in this one semester study.

Asking students to reflect at higher levels is
congruent with the assertions of O’Sullivan &
Doutis (1994) who describe expert physical edu-
cation teachers as, “virtuosos,” not only having
“sophisticated content knowledge and pedagogi-
cal content knowledge, but also demonstrating a
commitment to the social, political, and moral
agendas of teaching physical education” (p.176).



They, like other physical education teacher edu-
cators, question how we might provide novice
teachers with experiences which would lay the
foundation for the development of such con-
cepts and eventually apply them as they become
more experienced teachers. In addition, they
recommend that research in this area of preser-
vice teacher education would be of value.
Believing technical, social, and political reflec-
tion to be important, we have tried for a number
of years a variety of strategies (e.g., journal
writing, discussions of class observations) to help
preservice physical education teachers learn to
reflect. While we were discouraged by our lack
of success, the recent literature renewed our
interest in this topic and we attacked the prob-
lem again. Specifically, Valli’s (1992) report on
case studies provided us with a number of
models for preparing reflective practitioners.
In accordance with Goodman’s (1989) call for
more reports on how teacher educators pro-
mote reflection, this paper describes a project
whose purpose was to design, implement, and
evaluate learning activities planned to facilitate
and increase the reflectivity of undergraduate
physical education majors at two institutions.
We limited the scope of the project by asking
students to focus their attention on teachers and
teaching on a day-to-day basis in their classes
rather than all possible events relating to teach-

ing.
Method

Nineteen undergraduate students majoring
in teacher preparation in physical education
participated in this study. Twelve students at-
tended a large state university and seven at-
tended a state liberal arts college. While partici-
pating in this study all students were enrolled in
a one-semester secondary prepracticum course
in physical education in their institution. The
students were either juniors or seniors sched-
uled to student teach the following semester.
Although the students were enrolled in two
different physical education teacher education
programs, and thus their prior course work and
prepractica differed, we wanted to obtain a
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greater number of students than were available
from one institution and to compare student
scores from two different teacher education
programs.

Study Design and Data Collection

The primary source of data for this study was
a series of four essays which the students wrote
during the course of the semester. The essays
were the culminating assignments; prior to each
essay the students were assigned readings and
wrote about their experiences in the public
schools in their own journals. They had further
opportunities to reflect through weekly (Univer-
sity) or bi-weekly (State College) discussions.
The four writing assignments were analyzed to
determine the students’ levels of reflectivity
throughout the semester.

Prior to writing each essay, the students at
both institutions were assigned the same reading
material which was designed to stimulate their
thinking about a particular aspect of teaching
physical education. The students at each institu-
tion then discussed the readings with each other
and their professor in classes accompanying the
prepracticum. We realize that these discussions,
while designed to be similar in format, may have
differed considerably since they were led by
faculty from each respective institution. Also,
given the open-ended nature of discussions in
general, the resultant conversations within each
course almost certainly varied between the two
groups. Immediately following the reading and
discussions students were asked to write a two to
three page essay related to teaching physical
education.

Specifically, during the beginning of the se-
mester, students read and discussed Chapter 1,
“Reflective Teaching—Who Needs it?” from
Hellison & Templin’s book (1991). This reading
assignment and ensuing discussion focused on
the purpose of reflecting about one’s own teach-
ing, as well as one’s philosophy related to teach-
ing physical education. In addition to their read-
ing and writing assignments, the students were
observing the public school physical education
teachers with whom they would be teaching
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during the semester. The first writing assign-
ment was designed to encourage students to
think about and describe their vision of the
“ideal” physical education teacher.

Their second reading assignment, “The Road
Less Traveled—A Fable” (Zidon, 1991) pro-
vided students with a “story” which described
two different physical education curriculum ide-
ologies. The following discussion focused on
physical education teachers’ varying philoso-
phies about teaching and curriculum. At this
point in the semester many of the students were
assisting their cooperating teacher with parts of
a lesson. The second writing assignment re-
quired the students to describe how their coop-
erating teachers compared to the “ideal” teacher,
particularly paying attention to their teaching
style.

As the semester progressed, students from
each institution assumed more teaching respon-
sibility; thus the next reading assignment and
subsequent discussion were concerned primarily
with effective teaching strategies in physical
education (Mustain, 1990). Their third writing
assignment required the students to reflect upon
one of their own teaching episodes, describe it,
and compare themselves to their “ideal” physical
education teacher.

At the end of the semester the students were
asked to reflect upon their observations, read-
ings, discussions, and teaching experiences
throughout the course. For their last writing
assignment, the students re-wrote their descrip-
tion of the “ideal” physical education teacher in
light of any changes they may have made as a
result of their experiences during the semester.

Data Analysis

The written assignments were analyzed to
determine the students’ levels of reflectivity.
Each student’s assignment was divided into seg-
ments. A segment was defined as writing which
focused on one central idea. Thus, each assign-
ment had varying numbers of segments. Each
segment was coded, the segment scores added,
and the mean score for each assignment was
calculated.

We used the categories suggested in Sparkes-
Langer, Simmons, Pasch, Colton, & Starko
(1990), “Framework for Reflective Thinking” to
code the individual segments within each essay.
This framework was adapted from Gagne’s
(1968) hierarchy of thinking and Van Manen’s
(1977) idea of critical reflection. The framework
is based on the belief that students’ language can
convey their ability to use concepts and prin-
ciples to explain events and experiences
(Sparkes-Langer, et al., 1990).

The levels in the framework describe seven
categories of language and thinking progressing
from simple description to explanations with
consideration of moral, ethical, and political
issues (see Figure 1). In Levels 1 through 3,
events are described with no explanation of-
fered. For example, Level 2 descriptions label
events with appropriate pedagogical terms. In
Levels 4 through 6, explanations of an event are
offered. Level 4 explanations use tradition or
personal preference as a rationale. Level 5 ex-
planations offer principles or theories as ration-
ales, while Level 6 adds a consideration of
contextual factors.

As cited in Sparkes-Langer, et al. (1990) a
one-level difference in codes was considered
acceptable (e.g., one coder scored 4, the other 5)
in establishing reliability. Inter-coder reliability
was established at .85 for each of the four
writing assignments. Each researcher coded the
essays of students from the other program to
eliminate the bias of knowing that particular
student.

Results
Analysis of the essays written by the secondary
prepracticum students suggests that (a) the stu-
dents’ levels of reflectivity was moderately low,
(b) the students’ levels of reflectivity increased
very little over the course of the semester, and
(c) there was little variation in the range of
scores on the Framework within, as well as

across subjects (see Table 1).
The scores for writing assignment 1 (the ideal
physical education teacher) ranged from 2.0 to
3.8, indicating that these students labeled events



Level Description Examples from Study
1 No descriptive language | No examples given
2 Simple description "A good PE teacher should also have some
degree of knowledge of most sports and
techniques that are common at the
moment."

3 Events labeled with "Joe used the command style of teaching in

appropriate terms the soccer class | observed.”
(pedagogical concepts)

4 Explanation with "A healthy lifestyle means that the teacher
tradition or personal cares about him/herself and is involved with
preference given as a variety of health-related activities."
rationale

5 | Explanation with theory | "Once the teacher has planned for the
or principle given as class s/he then needs to know where
rationale ' everything will be set up, and do it before

class. The more time a teacher takes
running around getting equipment during a
class, the higher the students' wait time."

- 6 | Explanation with "Being a realistic and open-minded person
principle or theory and would also help the teacher to better
consideration of understand the students' social background

‘| contextual factors which works as a great tool when trying to
understand and plan for the students.”

7 | Explanation with "With the state of PE today, the burdens of
consideration of ethical, | maintaining a strong and viable program
moral, and political are slowly becoming the responsibility of
issues the individual PE teacher. Justifying a

program to students, parents, faculty, and
school boards is just as important as the
actual teaching."

Figure 1. Framework for reflective teaching (from Sparkes-Langer et al., 1990)

with appropriate pedagogical terms such as
“positive feedback” and “time-on-task.” In addi-
tion, they were beginning to provide explana-
tions of their descriptions with tradition or
personal preference given as rationale. For ex-
ample, one student wrote,
A good physical education teacher’s curricu-
lum should involve fitness, skill development,
individual games and sports, team games and
sports, as well as cooperative activities. The
. better teacher involves all these aspects of

curriculum into a complete K-12 package.
(Level 4)

In this excerpt from writing assignment 1, the
student provided an overview of content areas
for a typical physical education curriculum. The
rationale for this statement was not based on
principle or theory, but rather on tradition or
personal preference.

Overall, students showed no change in their
reflectivity scores from assignment 1 to assign-
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Table 1. Range and Mean Reflectivity Scores for Written
Assignments

Range Mean
Univ  College Overall
Assignment 1 20-38 3.0 3.1 3.0
Assignment 2 23-42 3.0 3.0 3.0
Assignment 3 25-4.1 34 3.4 34
Assignment 4 29-438 3.9 34 37

ment 2 (comparison of cooperating teacher to
“ideal” teacher) as the mean scores were identi-
cal. The overall mean scores for writing assign-
ments 3 and 4 suggest a slight improvement in
the students’ levels of reflectivity. Thus al-
though the students were providing explana-
tions using tradition or personal preference,
they were not using principles or taking contex-
tual factors into account.

While there was little change in the subjects’
levels of reflectivity throughout the semester, we
found that the University students scored some-
what higher than their State College counter-
parts on the last writing assignment. In addition,
six University student essays were coded above
4.0 (4.1 - 4.8). State College scores, on the other
hand, ranged between 2.9 - 3.8. This gain in
scores is a result of 50% of the University
students moving from using personal prefer-
ence (level 4) towards levels 6 and 7. One
student, for example, wrote the following,

I also feel that if a teacher doesn’t plan right,

or decides to skip a certain progression, there

is a chance of injury and time wasted if the
teacher has to backtrack to the areas s/he
skipped. These faults fall under the category
of poor time management. With good man-
agement time the students are more active
and therefore have more opportunities to
learn. (Level 5)

A few University students considered ethical,
moral, and political issues (level 7). One particu-
larly thoughtful student wrote,
Being a teacher in any capacity today requires
a special type of person. Society is changing

and is full of trouble that no longer are
hidden from children [sic]. Students come to
class with everything heaped on them from
financial woes to single-parent families to
drugs. P.E. teachers seem to have the respon-
sibility of being a friend and someone to talk
to, for most of these students. It is not easy,
but it needs to be done by someone.

We find the trend toward higher levels of
reflectivity to be particularly interesting because
of one particular difference in teacher educa-
tion programs offered at the two institutions. At
the University, the students were required to
take two courses related to social issues and
equity (one earlier and one concurrent with this
prepracticum course) in addition to the tradi-
tional courses in general education, sport peda-
gogy, and related areas of physical education.
State College students, however, had no formal
course work related to social issues or equity.

Discussion

The results of this project are similar to
those reported in previous studies (Rovegno,
1992; Welfel, 1982a, 1982b). Teaching stu-
dents to become reflective is difficult to accom-
plish. The students in these two schools not
only showed low beginning scores, but did not
demonstrate a significant increase in levels of
reflectivity over the course of the one semes-
ter project. Except for the University students’
slightly higher scores on writing assignment
number 4, the students’ reflective ability was
not influenced by the differences in programs,
nor much at all by the assignments in the
prepracticum experiences.

What reasons may account for this failure to
increase our students’ reflectivity? While we
cannot answer this question with certainty, three
possible reasons seem plausible. First, our read-
ings, class discussions, and writing assignments
may have been ineffective in promoting the type
of thinking we hoped to engender. The students
also may have been receiving mixed messages.
Although we tried to facilitate reflection at



higher levels, overall their teacher education
programs emphasized the technical skills of
teaching.

Second, it is possible that students were not
developmentally ready or able to move beyond
the stage of description and simple explanation.
Berliner (1988) and Mclntyre (1993) suggest
that perhaps reflection has limited utility for
beginning teachers and should be fostered only
after teachers have gained substantial experi-
ence.

Third, Dodds (1993) suggests that several
factors applicable to physical education may
help explain our lack of success. She suggests
that the conservative viewpoint brought by stu-
dents into the programs and their strong sport
ethic which favors direct action and following
coaches’ orders may override attempts to change
students’ styles of thinking.

While not encouraged by our results, we are
not totally discouraged either. As O’'Sullivan &
Doutis (1994) suggest, it is important to intro-
duce concepts to preservice teachers which can
be applied as they gain teaching experience. For
future efforts, we suggest that any attempt to
increase students’ reflectivity should not be lim-
ited to one class for one semester. If reflection is
considered important, it has to be done through-
out a teacher education program and coordi-
nated among classes to be effective. Teacher
educators must also be invested in reflection and
model reflective teaching behaviors (Valli, 1992).
Perhaps in designing learning experiences it
would be helpful for teacher educators to be
more specific about the types of reflection they
wish students to achieve. It is important to
inform students of the various types and then
reinforce their attempts to reflect on different
aspects of teaching and schools.
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