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ABSTRACT 

 

 Case study work on the occupational socialization of physical education teachers in Alabama 

suggests a major incongruence between official, policy-described physical education and actual 

practice. To counter the negative effects of occupational socialization, Curtner-Smith (2009) 

suggested that sport pedagogists follow the lead of Evans and Penney in the United Kingdom (e.g., 

Penney, 2008) and Rink and associates in the United States (e.g., Rink & Mitchell, 2002) taking more 

of an activist approach in their work by engaging in research with a political/policy focus. The 

purposes of this study were to (a) describe what was occurring in the name of physical education in 

the state of Alabama and (b) illustrate discrepancies between teachers’ practice and national and state 

policy texts.  Two hundred forty-eight physical education teachers (137 elementary, 74 middle 

school, and 37 high school teachers) completed the Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS), 

a 20-item instrument designed to obtain demographic and programmatic information about physical 

education teachers and teaching in Alabama. Frequency counts were made and percentages 

calculated for forced-choice answer questions on the PEAS. Analytic induction was used to code 

and categorize data generated by open-ended questions. Frequency counts were then made and 

percentages calculated for each inductive category. Key findings were that physical education 

programs in Alabama were often congruent with national and state policy in terms of teachers’ role 

emphasis, stated goals and objectives, and assessment techniques when formal evaluation was 

carried out. Time allocated for the subject was also equal to or exceeded national and state 

minimums at the elementary and middle school levels. Conversely, areas of non-compliance or 

which often contradicted national and state policy texts were formal grading criteria, the allocation 
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of time for pupils to engage in “free play,” and content. A concerning number of teachers were not 

certified to teach physical education or conduct formal evaluations. Class sizes were much larger 

than suggested or required at many elementary and middle schools. Major implications included the 

need for improved physical education teacher education, state enforcement of its own existing 

policy, and state provision of more rigorous guidelines regarding content and curriculum models. 
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CHAPTER I 

CONGRUENCE OF PRACTICE IN ALABAMA ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS WITH 
NATIONAL AND STATE POLICY TEXTS FOR PHYSICAL EDUCATION  

 

Key Words: Elementary Physical Education, Policy and Practice 

 

Abstract 

 Curtner-Smith (2009) suggested sport pedagogy researchers take a more activist role in order 

to break the cycle of non-teaching in physical education (PE). The purpose of this study was to begin 

Phase 1 of the program of political/policy-oriented research proposed by Curtner-Smith by 

documenting what was occurring in elementary PE in the state of Alabama and to illustrate any 

discrepancies between national and state policy texts and practice. One hundred thirty-seven 

elementary PE teachers completed the Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS), a 20-item 

instrument designed to obtain demographic and programmatic information about PE teachers and PE 

teaching in Alabama. Frequency counts were made and percentages calculated for questions on the 

PEAS requiring a forced-choice answer. Analytic induction was used to code and categorize data 

generated by open-ended questions. Frequency counts were then made and percentages calculated for 

each inductive category. Key findings were that elementary PE programs in Alabama were congruent 

with national and state policy in terms of teacher role emphasis, time allocation, goals and objectives, 

and assessment techniques when formal pupil evaluation was carried out. Programs were often 

incongruent with official policy when it came to class size, grading practices, teacher assessment 

techniques, the provision of daily PE, and content taught. Implications for elementary PE in Alabama 

are discussed.  
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Congruence of Practice in Alabama Elementary Schools With 
National and State Policy Texts for Physical Education 

 Research on the occupational socialization of physical education (PE) teachers has revealed a 

cycle of acculturation, professional socialization, and organizational socialization which, in the main, 

produces ineffective PE programs in the United States (Curtner-Smith, 2009). Specifically, prior to 

entering PE teacher education (PETE), recruits are more likely to have experienced low quality PE 

programs and poor PE teachers themselves. Given that their own orientations toward the subject are 

heavily influenced by what they see and experience during their schooling, it is not surprising that 

most recruits enter PETE with a “non-teaching perspective” (Crum, 1993) and are mainly motivated 

by the prospect of working with extracurricular sports teams. 

 Unfortunately, PETE programs have been shown to be largely unsuccessful in attempts to 

change recruits with hard core coaching orientations and even when they manage to dent these 

orientations, the adverse conditions faced by beginning teachers, once they enter the workforce, serve 

to wash out any gains made in thinking and practice. Moreover, these inhospitable workplace 

conditions often dash the aspirations of those few recruits who leave school and PETE with teaching 

orientations and ultimately drive many of them from the profession. 

 To break this “cycle of non-teaching PE teachers” in his own state of Alabama, Curtner-

Smith (2009) suggested that sport pedagogy researchers take more of an activist approach to their 

work and, following the examples set by Dawn Penney and John Evans in Britain (e.g., see Penney 

& Evans, 1999; Penney, 2008) and Judith Rink and her associates in South Carolina (e.g., see Rink, 

2001; Rink & Mitchell, 2002; Rink & Williams, 2003), undertake a program of political/policy 

oriented research.  

 Phase 1 of this work, Curtner-Smith (2009) suggested, should involve contrasting official 

policy on the subject with what actually occurs in school PE programs. The object here would be to 
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illustrate discrepancies between policy texts (i.e., national and state documents which provide 

guidelines or dictate curricular frameworks for PE) and practice. 

 In Phase 2, researchers would examine the state’s micro and macro politics with a view to 

gauging their impact on PETE and PE. An initial goal in Phase 2 would be to explain how official 

policy texts are conceived and produced. Next, researchers would examine how such texts are 

interpreted or “read” by school boards, administrators, teachers, pupils, parents, PETE faculty, 

politicians, and the public at large. 

 Curtner-Smith (2009) also suggested that in Phase 2 researchers investigate the politics of 

and social mechanisms by which the blame for poor teaching has been shifted from school cultures 

to the programs where teachers were trained. Moreover, special attention, he argued, should be paid 

to the impact of the extreme politics practiced by the “religious right” in Alabama; a group of 

politicians who some leftist media political commentators have named the "Talibam.”  

 Other topics for investigation within Phase 2 include what Curtner-Smith (2009) called 

“Rosemary’s Baby syndrome.” This would involve studying how those with political power who 

often appear to support PE in Alabama’s schools are either silenced or, in reality, act in such a way 

as to promote the status quo. In addition, Phase 2 might include studying Sperber’s (2000) concept 

of “beer and circus” in the school context. That is, how local communities in Alabama are kept from 

considering educational issues, including improvements in PE, by the focus on and festivity that is 

generated by extracurricular school sport.   

 Finally, Curtner-Smith (2009) suggested that researchers attempt to answer the following 

“key questions” during Phase 2: 

• Who makes policy in Alabama and how is it framed? 

• What and who do official policy texts privilege? 

• What and who do official policy texts subordinate, marginalize, or ignore? 

• Which voices are heard and which silenced in the policy-making process? 
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• How do state government texts and texts produced by professional associations, school 
systems, university professors, and teachers differ? 

• What scope is there for "slippage" from official policy? 

• Are teachers reproducing official policy as practice or are they contesting, adapting, 
modifying, and recreating it to suit their own ideologies and to make it manageable 
within the unique contexts in which they work?  
and 

• If teachers are adapting or contesting policy is it helping or hindering pupils?   
 

Purpose 

 The purpose of the study was to begin Phase 1 of the program of political/policy oriented 

research proposed by Curtner-Smith (2009) by (a) documenting what occurs in the name of 

elementary PE in the State of Alabama and (b) illustrating discrepancies between national and state 

policy texts and practice.  

Method 

Development of the Physical Education in Alabama Survey 

 As alluded to in the introduction of this paper, detailed qualitative case studies have been 

completed in which the difficulties faced by preservice and beginning inservice teachers in 

Alabama’s schools were documented in some detail (e.g., Curtner-Smith, 1996, 1997, 1998, 2001; 

Curtner-Smith, Hastie & Kinchin, 2008; Curtner-Smith & Sofo, 2004; Stran & Curtner-Smith, 2009). 

There were, however, no relatively large data sets describing what occurs in Alabama’s schools in the 

name of PE available. For this reason, the Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) was 

developed to gather data from a relatively large sample of teachers (see Appendix A).  

The PEAS is a 20-item survey designed to obtain demographic and programmatic 

information about PE teachers and PE teaching in Alabama. Demographic data generated by the 

PEAS include teachers’ location, age and experience; their qualifications; and their role emphasis. 

Programmatic data produced by the instrument are concerned with time allocation for PE, curricular 

organization, class size, goals and objectives, content, and grading and evaluation  
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Participants and Procedures 

Data collection took place at the 2008 Alabama Association of Physical Education 

Recreation and Dance (ASAPHERD) Fall Conference held between November 9th and November 

11th, 2008. The conference was attended by 300 PE and health education teachers all of whom were 

employed in the 68 county and 63 city school systems in the state of Alabama. Permission to collect 

data at the conference was given by the ASAPHERD Executive Board.  

PE teachers attending the conference were approached by the researcher and asked if they 

would participate in the study. Teachers were given a short introductory letter which introduced the 

researcher and described the goals of the study. If they agreed to participate, teachers were required 

to sign a consent form in congruence with the researcher’s institutional review board policy on 

human subjects.  They were then left to complete the PEAS by themselves and asked to return 

completed surveys to a booth located outside the main conference hall.  

Data Analysis 

 Frequency counts were made and percentages calculated for questions on the PEAS requiring 

a forced-choice answer. The qualitative technique of analytic induction (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) 

was used to code and categorize raw data generated by the open-ended questions. Frequency counts 

were then made and percentages calculated for each inductive category. Data generated by these 

processes were then collapsed into two broad categories, those concerning the demographics of the 

teachers in the sample and those concerning the PE programs which they delivered. In addition, 

demographic data were subdivided into those related to location, age and experience; qualifications; 

and role emphasis. Similarly, programmatic data were subdivided into those concerned with time 

allocation, organization, and class size; goals and objectives; content; and grading and evaluation. 

Finally, the description generated by the data analysis was compared with the key components and 

requirement of the official policy texts for PE issued by the National Association for Sport and 
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Physical Education (NASPE) (2004) and for the State of Alabama [Alabama Department of Education 

(ADE), 2003]. 

Results and Discussion 

Demographic Data 

Location, Age, and Experience 

Two hundred forty-eight teachers completed the PEAS during the course of the 3-day 

conference. One hundred thirty-seven of these teachers identified themselves as working in the 

state’s elementary schools. Thirty-nine (28.47%) were male and 98 (71.53%) were female. Figure 1 

indicates that these teachers worked in all eight major school systems throughout the state of 

Alabama. Perhaps surprisingly, given the physical nature of the subject, Table 1 indicates that the 

teachers were an aging group. Their mean age was 40.20 years (SD = 10.01). By contrast, Table 1 

also indicates that a significant number of teachers were fairly inexperienced and that relatively few 

had been teaching for 26 years or more. The participants’ mean experience of teaching was 12.10 

years (SD = 9.34). 
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Figure 1.  Teacher location. 
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Table 1 
 
Teachers’ Age and Instructional Experience in Years 
          
Teacher Demographic  f   % 
          
     Age 

≤ 25   11     8.02 
26 – 40   58   42.34 
≥ 41   68   49.64 

 Total            137            100.00 
     Instructional  
     Experience  
 ≤ 5   46   34.08 
 6 – 15   42   31.11 
 16 – 25   32   23.70 
 ≥ 26   15   11.11 
 Total            135            100.00 
          
Note. There were no responses from 2 teachers for question 4, therefore N= 135. 

 

Qualifications 

In terms of qualifications to teach PE, NASPE (2004) recommended and ADE (2003) required that 

elementary PE be delivered by teachers certified to teach the subject. Data in Table 2 indicate that 

108 (78.74%) of the teachers in the study were in compliance with these documents and qualified to 

teach PE. Encouragingly, 43 (31.39%) held an advanced degree in the subject. On the downside, 29 

(21.16%) were not qualified to teach PE and instead held degrees in other subject areas. Also of 

slight concern is the high proportion of teachers 19 (13.87%) who noted that they were qualified to 

teach PE through an alternative certification path. 
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Table 2 
 
Teacher Qualifications 
           
 Degree    f   % 
           
Bachelors in PE   46   33.58 
Masters in PE    43   31.39 
Alternative PE certification  19   13.87 

Bachelors in other subject area      7     5.11 
Masters in other subject area  15   10.95 
Specialist in other subject area      3     2.18 
Doctorate in other subject area   4     2.92 
 
Total              137            100.00 
           
Note. The highest PE degree earned by teachers with a PE qualification is reported. For those teachers without a PE 
qualification, the highest degree in another subject area is reported. 

 

Role Emphasis 

Sixty (43.79%) of the teachers indicated that they coached extracurricular sport mostly at the 

middle or high school level as well as teaching elementary PE. The type and number of sports they 

coached are shown in Figure 2 which also indicates that the traditional sports of basketball, 

American football, volleyball, softball, and track and field were the most prevalent. Given the 

pressure on high school coaches to produce winning teams, particularly in traditional sports, and the 

lack of focus on learning this emphasis can lead to in American PE (Curtner-Smith et al., 2008), 

these data suggested that a significant number of teachers may be emphasizing the coaching role 

over teaching. Data in Table 3, however, indicate that the vast majority of teachers and their 

administrators believed that teaching was the primary role. This finding, in turn, suggested that 

teachers would at least consider working toward realizing aims and objectives of curricular PE listed 

in official policy texts.  
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Figure 2.  Extracurricular sports coached by teachers. 
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PE Programs 

Time Allocation, Organization, and Class Size 

 The recommendation for lesson duration for elementary students from ADE (2003) is a 

minimum of 30 minutes. NASPE (2004) recommends elementary pupils receive a minimum of 150 

minutes of PE a week which also equates to five 30-minute lessons. Table 4 reveals that the largest 

proportion of teachers in the study taught lessons that were 30 minutes in duration and that sizable 

groups also taught 40- and 45-minute lessons. Schools, at which these teachers worked therefore, were 

in compliance with state and national policy. 

 
Table 3 
 
Role Emphasis of Teachers and Administrators 
             
 Role        f      % 
             
Teacher’s Emphasis 
 Coaching        9     7.38 
 Teaching    106   86.89 
 Coaching and Teaching      7     5.73 
 Total     122            100.00 
Administrator’s Emphasis 
 Coaching        4     3.39 
 Teaching    113   95.76 

Coaching and teaching           1     0.85 
 Total     118            100.00 
             
Note. For teacher’s emphasis 15 teachers failed to respond to questions 8 and 9, therefore N = 122. For administrator’s 
emphasis 19 teachers failed to respond to questions 8 and 9, therefore N = 118. 
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Table 4 
 
Number of Teachers Instructing Lessons Ranging From 30 to 105 Minutes in Duration 
            
Lesson length in minutes  f   % 
            
   30    59   44.69 
   35      7     5.30 
   40    25   18.93 
   45    26   19.70 
   50    10     7.58 
   55      2     1.52 
   60      2     1.52 
 105      1     0.76 
 Total             132            100.00 
            
Note. There were no responses from 5 teachers for question 10, therefore N = 132. 

 
 
 Data in Table 5 also show that the majority of teachers worked in schools that were in 

compliance with national and state policy on curricular organization which, respectively, 

recommended and dictated that daily PE be offered for elementary aged children 5 to 12 years. 

Worryingly, however, some 19.24% of respondents reported that pupils did not receive daily PE at 

their schools. 

 

Table 5  
 
Number of Teachers Instructing 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 Lessons per Week  
            
Number of lessons taught per week   f   % 
            

1     2   1.54 
2     6   4.62 
3     6   4.62 
4              11   8.46 
5            105            80.76 
Total            130          100.00 

            
Note. Seven teachers did not respond to question 11, therefore N = 130. 
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 Although recommendations about elementary PE class sizes were not made in NASPE (2004), 

in a later document (NASPE, 2006), the organization stated that these should be similar to those of 

other subject areas. Maximum teacher-pupil ratios for this age group, the document suggested, should 

be 1:25. Similarly, ADE (2003) stated that “physical education class size should be consistent with 

other classes in the school . . . [and] in situations involving classes that exceed a ratio of 1:30 . . . 

administrators must guarantee student safety and assure that instruction provides for achievement of 

the required content” (p. 73). More recently ADE (n.d.) has suggested that teacher-pupil ratios should 

be 1:18 for children in kindergarten through 3rd grade and 1:26 for children in 4th and 5th grade. 

 Data in Table 6 suggest that class sizes in Alabama’s elementary schools violently contravene 

and contradict both national and state policy. The mean class sizes across elementary grades ranged 

from 64.35 (kindergarten) to 67.24 (4th and 5th grade). Although it is assumed that many PE teachers in 

Alabama are provided with multiple classroom aides which would decrease adult-pupil ratios, given 

that aides are untrained and not qualified to teach PE, class sizes of over 60 children must make it 

extremely difficult for even the most skilled teachers to realize any of the objectives of the subject and 

probably threaten safety. 

 
Table 6 
 
Class Size 
        
Grade   M   SD 
        
Kindergarten  64.35   40.97 
1   66.52   42.46 
2   68.62   42.25 
3   62.66   39.22 
4   67.24   54.11 
5   67.24   40.97 
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Goals and Objectives 

Although 88 (64.23%) of the teachers reported having a written document to guide their 

school PE programs, worryingly, 49 (35.76%) reported not having such a document. This state of 

affairs does not inspire confidence in the programs run by these teachers. 

 Key goals and objectives for elementary PE emphasized by NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) 

were that children should emerge from programs having learned skills which would enable them to 

take part in a number of physical activities and comprehend movement principles and concepts 

including the tactics and strategies of various game, sport, and physical activity forms. These 

documents also argued that children should regularly take part in some form of physical activity, 

possess a level of fitness which would enhance their health, have knowledge of the effects of 

participation in physical activity, and display positive and mature personal and social behaviors within 

physical activity contexts.  

 A total of 164 goals and objectives written by elementary PE teachers were coded from 

question 14 on the PEAS. As shown in Table 7, these were broadly congruent with the goals and 

objectives emphasized by NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003). There were, however, some discrepancies. 

Specifically, while just over one-third of the objectives mentioned by the teachers were concerned with 

skillful movement, none was concerned with understanding movement concepts. Instead, the focus 

was entirely on learning and performing skills in isolation and within games and sports. In addition, 

while just under one-fifth of the goals and objectives listed by the teachers were concerned with health 

and fitness, unlike the national and state policy texts, the emphasis was almost entirely on knowledge of 

health and fitness rather than striking a balance between acquiring this type of knowledge and being fit 

and healthy.   

 



 15

Table 7 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Teachers’ Goals and Objectives 
            

Category       f   % 
            
Skillful Movement 

Learning skills         9   5.49 
Performing movement skills   25              15.24 
Performing in games and sports  26             15.85 
Skillful movement subtotal   60             36.58 

 
Participation in Regular Physical Activity  20             12.19 
 
Health and Fitness 

Positive self-Image      2   1.22 
Knowledge of benefits of exercise    2              1.22 
Knowledge of nutrition     3   1.83 
Knowledge of safety precautions    8   4.88 
Knowledge of healthy exercise habits      3   1.83 
Healthy relationships/choices     3   1.83 
Performing fitness skills   17            10.36 
Health and fitness subtotal   38            23.17 

 
Personal and Social Behaviors 

Sportsmanship/fair play   10   6.10 
Cooperation/team work   10   6.10 
Positive interaction with others    3   1.83 
Participation in class activities   11   6.71 
Character development     2   1.22 
Helping others        2   1.22 
Being responsible      2   1.22 
Enjoy physical activity       6   3.66 
Personal and social behaviors subtotal  46            28.05 

 
Total                          164          100.00 
            
 

Content 

 In contrast to PE policy documents in other countries [see, for example, Qualifications and 

Curriculum Authority (2009) in Britain], NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) were vague when it came to 

providing guidance on content appropriate for the elementary PE curriculum. Neither document 

specifically stated what content should be taught to children in different elementary grades. Moreover, 
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neither document endorsed specific curriculum models for elementary-aged children. Both 

documents, however, strongly implied that teachers take a movement approach with pupils in 

kindergarten through second grade and that content to pupils in these grades should consist of 

fundamental locomotor, nonlocomotor, and manipulative skills as well as educational games, dance, 

and gymnastics. 

 For grades 3 to 5, the two policy documents were equally vague when it came to content 

recommendations. The suggestion, however, appears to be that teachers continue to adopt a 

movement approach to refine fundamental skills and introduce modified versions of culturally 

accepted sport, game, dance, gymnastic, and other physical activity forms.  

 A total of 1996 content statements were coded from the teachers’ responses to question 15 of 

the PEAS. The frequency and percentage of these are shown in Table 8 within 11 categories and 21 

subcategories. The table indicates that teachers taught content that was generally congruent with 

national and state policy. The main focus was clearly on teaching fundamental movement skills 

(39.03%), particularly in the first three grades. Interestingly, most time appeared to be devoted to 

teaching locomotor skills, considerably less time to teaching manipulative skills, and relatively little 

time to teaching nonlocomotor skills.  

 Educational gymnastics, dance, and games together with cooperative games accounted for 

21.20% of the content the teachers taught. The main focus was on educational games, particularly in 

the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th grades. Relatively few educational gymnastics, dance, and cooperative games were 

taught by the teachers. The amount of educational gymnastics taught dropped as pupils aged, the 

prevalence of educational dance remained consistent across grade levels and cooperative games 

teaching peaked in the 3rd grade. 
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Table 8  
 
Frequency and Percentage of Elementary School PE Content Taught to Different Grade Levels 
                   
         Grade 
         K                    1        2        3        4        5      Total 
 Content  f  % f % f % f % f % f %   f % 
                   
Fundamental 
Movement 
Skills 

 
Locomotor skills 108 30.34   97 27.64   99 26.61  47 13.47   31   9.84   29 11.46 411      20.59 
Nonlocomotor skills   30   8.43   19   5.41   14   3.76    6   1.72     6   1.90     5   1.98   80        4.01 
Manipulative skills   50 14.04   72 20.51   64 17.20  41 11.75   34 10.79   27 10.67 288      14.43 
Fundamental  
   movement 
   skills subtotal  188 52.81   188 53.56   177 47.58 94 26.93   71 22.54   61 24.11 779      39.03 

 
Educational gymnastics     9   2.53   12   3.42     3   0.81    3   0.86     0   0.00     1   0.39   28        1.40 
 
Educational dance    11   3.09     9   2.56   14   3.76  15   4.29   12   3.81   10   3.95   71        3.56 
 
Educational games    32   8.99   39 11.11   56 15.05  67 19.20   49 15.55   14   5.53 257      12.88 
 
Cooperative games      9   2.53     3   0.85   10   2.69  22   6.30   12   3.81   11   4.35   67        3.36 
 
Modified Sports 

Invasion games     4   1.12     1   0.28     3   0.81     1   0.29   11   3.49   16   6.32     36    1.80 
Target games      0   0.00     3   0.85     4   1.08   10   2.87     3   0.95     6   2.37     26    1.30 
Net/Wall games     2   0.56     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.29     2   0.63     5   1.98     10    0.50 
Striking/Fielding 
   games     11   3.09     10   2.85     9   2.42     8   2.29   11   3.49   15   5.93     64    3.21 
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Table 8 (con’t.) 
                   
         Grade 
         K                    1        2        3        4        5      Total 
 Content  f  % f % f % f % f % f %   f % 
                   

Track and Field     1   0.28     4   1.14     5   1.34     5   1.43     7   2.22     4   1.58     26    1.30 
Bonkerball      0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.39       1     0.05 
Newcomb      0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.32     1   0.39       2    0.10 
Modified sports 
   subtotal        18   5.06   18   5.13   21   5.65   25   7.16   35  11.11   48 18.97   165    8.27 

 
Outdoor and 
Adventurous 
Activities 

Orienteering      0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     2   0.57     1   0.32     2   0.79       5    0.25 
 Fishing           0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.32     1   0.39       2    0.10 
 Canoeing       0    0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.39       1    0.05 
 Outdoor and 

   adventurous  
    activities subtotal     0  0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     2   0.57     2   0.63     4   1.58       8    0.40 
 
Aquatics 

Swimming      0   0.00      0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.32     1   0.39       2    0.10 
Water safety rules     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.29     2   0.69     0   0.00       3    0.15 
Aquatics subtotal     0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.29     3   0.95     1   0.28       5     3.25 

 
Full Version Sports 

Invasion    46 12.92   28   7.98   39 10.48   49 14.04   64 20.32   41 16.21   267   13.38 
Target       4   1.12       2   0.57     8   2.15     19   5.44     9   2.86     9   3.56     51     2.56 
Net/Wall      9   2.53     11   3.13     12   3.22     13   3.72   19   6.03   11   4.35     75     3.76 
Full version 
   sports subtotal   59 16.57     41 11.68     59 15.86     81 23.21   92 29.21   61 24.11   393   19.69 
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Table 8 (con’t.) 
                   
         Grade 
         K                    1        2        3        4        5      Total 
 Content  f  % f % f % f % f % f %   f % 
                   
Health      30   8.43     41 11.68     29   7.79     35 10.03   34 10.79   34 13.44   203   10.17 
 
Other 

Cup stacking      0   0.00     0   0.00     3   0.81     3   0.86     4   1.27     6   2.37     16     0.80 
 Parachute      0   0.00     0   0.00     0   0.00     1   0.29     1   0.32     1   0.39       3     0.15 
 Other subtotal      0   0.00     0   0.00     3   0.81     4   0.00     5   1.59     7   2.78     19     0.95 

 
Total    356 17.84 351 17.59 372 18.64 349 17.48 315 15.78 253 12.68 1996 100.00 
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 Surprisingly, only 8.12% of the content mentioned by the teachers was classified as modified 

sport. Worryingly, some of this was taught in kindergarten through 2nd grade; however, most modified 

sport was taught to the older grades. Modified striking/fielding and invasion games were most 

prevalent. Net/wall and target games were least prevalent. 

 Understandably, given their class sizes, teachers offered very little in the way of outdoor and 

adventurous activities. By contrast, considering the high rate of drowning in the state (see Woolbright 

et al., 2008) among children and young adults of ages 4 to 24, it was a surprise that so little swimming 

was taught. This state of affairs contrasts unfavorably with most other developed countries in the 

world. On the upside, was the fact that 10.17% of teachers’ content was concerned with health and 

that this was offered consistently across grades, presumably within units on other content. 

 A final concern was that so many teachers taught full version sports to younger elementary 

aged pupils. Indeed, many taught invasion games to pupils in kindergarten and a few also taught this 

age group target and net wall games. While these curricular offerings may have been developmentally 

appropriate for some advanced elementary pupils in the upper grades, it is unlikely that they were 

anything of the sort for the teachers’ youngest charges.   

 Also contradicting state and national policy was the fact that 104 (75.91%) of the teachers in 

the sample reported that they included what they termed “free play” in their curricula. Frequently, this 

came in the form of “choice day” and involved 1 day a week when formal instruction was halted and 

instead children participated in recreational activities of their choice. Moreover, teachers indicated that 

whether choice day took place or not often depended on the degree to which students complied 

during the rest of the week and how well they behaved in general. Obviously, this is a worrying trend. 

Essentially, it suggests that at many elementary schools in Alabama potentially one-fifth of the time 

allocated for PE is not used for instructional purposes. It also suggests that teachers have not learned 

effective management skills or are not prepared to hold children accountable for educational progress. 
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Instead they offer a “negotiated curriculum” (Young, 1998) in which less work is exchanged for good 

behavior.  

Grading and Evaluation 

 Guidance on the awarding of grades to elementary-aged children was not stressed in either the 

NASPE (2004) or ADE (2003) documents. To the contrary, the NASPE (2004) document 

emphasized that “too often, assessment is seen as solely for the purpose of determining a student 

grade”(p. 3) and warned that “narrowly identifying grading as the singular purpose of assessment 

contributes to inappropriate assessment practices and poor instruction in general” (p. 3). In addition, 

the document stated that high quality PE teaching should involve the “use of regular assessment to 

monitor, reinforce, and plan for [pupil] learning” (p. 6). Such assessment could, the document argued, 

involve  

the use of a range of evaluation methods but should “reflect the subject content that is most 
important for [pupils] to learn, . . . enhance learning through a connection with instruction, . . . 
provide reliable evidence of student performance, and . . . yield valid inferences about student 
learning. (p. 3)   

 
 Similarly, and based on the NASPE (2004) standards, the ADE (2003) document asked 

teachers to assess children based on their ongoing performance. The goal of this assessment is to aid 

planning, improve instruction, provide parents with accurate progress reports, and identify children 

who may need special attention. To this end, the ADE (2003) document recommended that teachers 

use many different assessment techniques including checklists, portfolios, peer- and self-assessment, 

and pupil journals to assess pupil’s physical skill levels and learning in the affective and cognitive 

domains.  
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Table 9  
 
Frequency and Percentage of Criteria Used by Elementary Teachers for Awarding Grades 
              

Criteria        f    % 
              
Behavior 

Participation       69    45.09 
Attitude/conduct      30    19.61 
Effort             9      5.88 

 Following directions      10      6.54 
 Obedience         9      5.88 
 Interactions with peers               4      2.61 
 Sharing equipment        1      0.65 
 Behavior subtotal                              132    86.27 
Dress  
 Appropriate attire        15      9.80 
 Appropriate footwear        6      3.92 
 Dress subtotal          21    13.73 
 Total                 153             100.00 
                
 

 In the current study, 109 (79.56%) of the teachers indicated that they were, in fact, required to 

provide children with formal grades. A total of 153 criteria for awarding grades were coded from 

question 18 on the PEAS. The frequency and percentage of these are shown in Table 9 within two 

categories and nine subcategories. Table 9 indicates that the teachers awarded grades based on the 

standard of pupils’ behavior and their ability to dress appropriately for PE. There appeared to be little 

effort to base grades on learning outcomes associated with their own declared goals and objectives 

(see Table 7) or those laid out in NASPE (2004) or ADE (2003). Only the criterion “interaction with 

peers” appeared to have any relation with these aforementioned goals and objectives and this was only 

mentioned four times. By comparison, the most frequently mentioned criteria were participation 69 

(45.09%), attitude/conduct 30 (19.61%), and appropriate attire 15 (9.80%). In short, and extrapolating 

from much of the research on PE classroom ecology (see Hastie & Siedentop, 1999), these grading 

criteria suggested that the teachers were primarily interested in keeping their pupils active, under 
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control, and well-behaved, matching the aspirations of the teachers in the classic study conducted by 

Placek (1983).   

 Also of concern was that only 57 (41.61%) of the teachers in the study indicated that they 

conducted formal evaluation of their pupils. Perhaps this finding was related to the excessive class 

sizes with which teachers had to deal. A total of 497 methods and techniques for carrying out this 

formal evaluation were coded from question 20 on the PEAS. The frequency and percentage of these 

are shown in Table 10. The array of techniques and methods listed in Table 10 suggests that those 

teachers in the study who did conduct formal evaluations were employing assessment practices that 

were congruent with NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003). Most often used were some form of formal 

testing (42.23%), but teachers also employed observation (34.21%) and some form of written 

assessments (18.71%). There was, however, no mention of journaling. In addition, there were no 

discernible differences in the methods and techniques used to gather data on pupils in different grade 

levels. The most prevalent observational, performance, and written assessment techniques were visual 

monitoring or scanning, fitness testing, and narrative, respectively. Interestingly, the evaluation 

techniques displayed in Table 10 were in marked contrast to the criteria used for grading pupils shown 

in Table 9. Specifically, while the criteria for grading were distinctly uneducational, the evaluation 

techniques used by teachers appeared to be concerned with providing data on pupil performance 

related to educational goals.  

Summary and Implications 

 The purpose of this study was to document what was occurring in elementary PE in the 

state of Alabama and to illustrate any discrepancies between national and state policy texts and 

practice. In general, data indicated that elementary PE programs were congruent with national and 

state policy in some areas and incompatible in others. 
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Table 10 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Methods and Techniques Used by Teachers for Evaluating Elementary School Children 
                   
                               Grades         
           K              1        2        3        4        5    Total 

Method/Techniques f % f % f % f % f % f % f  %  
                   
Observation 

 
Visual monitoring/                        
scanning  21 26.25 20 24.39 19 22.89 19 23.17 19 21.84 19 22.89 117  23.54 

 Peer assessment   2          2.50   3   3.66   3   3.61   7   8.54   8   9.19   9 10.84   32    6.44 
Self assessment      5   6.25   5   6.09   6   7.22   4   4.88   1   1.15   0   0.00   21    4.23 
Observation subtotal 28 35.00 28 34.14  28  33.73 30 36.59 28 32.18 28 33.73 170  34.21 

 
Performance assessment 
  

Motor skill test  14 17.50 10 12.19   6   7.22 12 14.63 15 17.24 17 20.48   74  14.89 
 Physical fitness test 18 22.50 28 34.14 30 36.14  21 25.61 22 25.29 17 20.48 136  27.36  

Performance  
   assessment subtotal 32 40.00 38 46.34 36 43.37 33 40.24 37 42.53 34 40.96 210  42.25 

 
Written assessment 

 
Checklist    7   8.75   5   6.09   5   6.02   5   6.09   7   8.05   6   7.23   35     7.04  
Rubric       1   1.25   1   1.22   1   1.20   1   1.22   2   2.29   2   2.41     8     1.61 
Narrative    4   5.00   3   3.66   5    6.02    6   7.32   9 10.34   9 10.84   36     7.24 
Progress report      3   3.75   2   2.44   3   3.61   2   2.44   2   2.29   1   1.20   13     2.62 
Portfolio    0   0.00   0   0.00   0   0.00   0   0.00   0   0.00   1   1.20     1     0.20 
Written assessment 
   subtotal  15 18.75 11 13.41 14 16.86 14 17.07 20 22.98 19 22.89   93   18.71 
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Table 10 (con’t.) 
                   
                               Grades         
           K              1        2        3        4        5    Total 

Method/Techniques f % f % f % f % f % f % f  %  
                   
Other 
  

Body Mass Index   1   1.25   1   1.22   1   1.20   1   1.22   0   0.00   0   0.00     4     0.80 
Weight/Height    3   3.75   3   3.66   3   3.61   3   3.66   2   2.29   2   2.41   16     3.22 
Heart Rate    1   1.25   1   1.22   1   1.20   1   1.22   0   0.00   0   0.00     4     0.80 
Other subtotal    5   6.25   5   6.09   5   6.02   5   6.09   2   2.29   2   2.41   24     4.83 

  
Total   80 16.09 82 16.50 83 16.70 82 16.50 87 17.51 83 16.70 497 100.00 
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 On the upside, the study suggested that Alabama’s elementary schools were following 

national and state policy in terms of teachers’ role emphasis, time allocation for the subject, goals 

and objectives, and evaluation and assessment techniques employed when such evaluation and 

assessment was actually carried out. 

 On the downside, the results of the study suggested that many schools were contradicting 

national and state PE policy in terms of class size and grading practices. In addition, significant 

proportions of teachers in the study appeared to be contravening official policy by not being 

certified to teach the subject, providing one non-instructional lesson per week, and failing to provide 

daily PE or carry out formal evaluation. Content taught by the teachers was mainly consistent with 

the major policy documents, the one glaring problem being the relatively frequent teaching of full 

version sports. In addition, the lack of swimming instruction was disappointing. 

 Implications emerging from this study can be placed in two broad categories: initial and 

inservice PE teacher training and administration. Within the former, and despite the wealth of 

printed materials on the subject, it seems likely that both preservice and inservice teachers need 

more help with evaluation and assessment and the acquisition of content knowledge. Moreover, it 

appears that more emphasis should be given to helping PE teachers understand how the ecologies 

of their classrooms work and develop, especially when it comes to accountability and expectations. 

 Within the latter, it seems clear that the primary help state, school systems, and school 

administrators can give elementary PE teachers is to enforce and make it possible for schools to 

comply with official policy on class size. In addition, administrators could, perhaps, boost the 

standard of PE taught in the state’s elementary schools by also enforcing its own rules on teacher 

certification. Finally, and without being overly prescriptive, it seems likely that the quality of 

elementary PE could be improved in the state by the provision of more rigorous and direct 

guidelines regarding content and possibly by endorsing the use of particular curriculum models. 



 27

 

 

 
REFERENCES 

 

Alabama Department of Education. (2003) Alabama Course of Study: Physical Education: Bulletin 2003, 
No. 6. Montgomery, AL: Author. 

Alabama Department of Education. Classroom Improvement FAQs. (n.d.). Retrieved March 16, 
2009 from http://www.alsde.edu/html/sections/faqs.asp?section= 
54&sort=1&footer=sections 

Crum, B. (1993). Conventional thought and practice in physical education: Problems of teaching and 
implications for change. Quest, 9, 339-356. 

Curtner-Smith, M. D. (1996). The impact of an early field experience on preservice physical 
education teachers' conceptions of teaching. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education, 15(2), 
224-250. 

Curtner-Smith, M. D. (1997).The impact of biography, teacher education, and organizational 
socialization on the perspectives and practices of first-year physical education teachers: Case 
studies of recruits with coaching orientations. Sport, Education and Society, 2(1), 73-94. 

Curtner-Smith, M. D. (1998). Influence of biography, teacher education, and entry into the 
workforce on the perspectives and practices of first-year elementary school physical 
education teachers. European Journal of Physical Education, 3(1), 75-98. 

Curtner-Smith, M. D. (2001). The occupational socialization of a first year physical education 
teacher with a teaching orientation. Sport, Education, and Society, 9, 347-377. 

Curtner-Smith, M. D. (2009). Breaking the cycle of non-teaching physical education teachers: 
Lessons to be learned from the occupational socialization literature. In D. L. Housner, M. 
W. Metzler, P. G. Schempp, & T. J. Templin (Eds.). Historic traditions and future directions of 
research on teaching and teacher education in physical education (pp. 221-226). Morgantown, WV: 
Fitness Information Technology.  

Curtner-Smith, M. D., Hastie, P. A., & Kinchin, G. D. (2008). Influence of occupational 
socialization on beginning teachers’ interpretation and delivery of sport education. Sport 
Education and Society, 13(1), 97-113. 

Curtner-Smith, M. D., & Sofo, S. (2004). Influence of a critically oriented methods course and early 
field experience on preservice teachers' conceptions of teaching. Sport, Education and Society, 
9(1), 115-142. 



 28

Goetz, J. P., & LeCompte, M. D. (1984). Ethnography and qualitative design in educational research. San 
Diego, CA: Academic Press. 

Hastie, P., & Siedentop, D. (1999). An ecological perspective on physical education. European Physical 
Education Review, 5(1), 9-29. 

National Association for Sport and Physical Education. (2004). Moving into the future: National 
standards for physical education (2nd ed.). Reston, VA: Author. 

National Association for Sport and Physical Education. (2006, July). Teaching large class sizes in physical 
education: Guidelines and strategies. Retrieved March 9, 2009 from 
http://www.aahperd.org/naspe/physicalbest/ppt/largeClassSize.pdf 

Penney, D. (2008). Playing a political game and playing for position: Policy and curriculum 
development in health and physical education. European Physical Education Review, 14(1), 33-49. 

Penney, D., & Evans, J. (1999). Politics, policy and practice in physical education. London: E & FN Spon. 

Placek, J.H. (1983). Conceptions of success in teaching: Busy, happy, & good? In T.J. Templin & 
J.K. Olson (Eds.) Teaching in physical education (pp. 46-56). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics 
Publishers. 

Qualifications and Curriculum Authority. (2009). Curriculum, Qualifications and Exams, Regulation and 
Accreditation Tests and Assessments. Retrieved March 16, 2009 from 
http://curriculum.qca.org.uk 

Rink, J. (2001). Investigating the assumptions of pedagogy. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education, 
20(4), 112-128. 

Rink, J., & Mitchell. M. (2002). High stakes assessment: A journey into the unknown. Quest, 54(3), 
205-223.  

Rink, J., & Mitchell, M. (Eds.). (2003). State level assessment in physical education: The South 
Carolina experience. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education [Monograph], 22(5), 2003.  

Rink, J., & Williams, L. (2003) Developing and implementing a state assessment program. Journal of 
Teaching in Physical Education, 22(5), 473-493. 

Sperber, M. (2000). Beer and circus: How big-time college sports is crippling undergraduate education. New York: 
Henry Holt and Company. 

Stran, M., & Curtner-Smith, M.D. (2009). Influence of occupational socialization on two preservice 
teachers’ interpretation and delivery of the sport education model. Journal of Teaching in 
Physical Education, 28(1), 38-45. 

Woolbright, A. L., Afgan, K. I., Deavers, M., Li, C-M., Paul, F. Y., Robinson, B., Stone, A. D., & 
Zheng, Q. (2008). Alabama vital statistics: Division of Statistical Analysis, Center for Health 
Statistics. Retrieved April 22, 2009 from http://adph.org/healthstats/assets/AVS2007.pdf 



 29

Young, M.F.D. (1998). The curriculum of the future: From the “new sociology of education to critical theory of 
learning”. London: Routledge, Falmer Press. 



 30

 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX A 

The Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) (Elementary Section) 
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The Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) (Elementary Section) 

Demographic Information:                                             
1. School…………………………………… School District…………………………… 
2. Please check your gender:   a. Female  b. Male        
3. How old are you in years?  
…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
4. How many years have you been teaching physical education? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Education 
5. Which of the following formal qualifications do you have? (Check all that apply to you). 
 a. Bachelors degree in physical education 
 b. Masters degree in physical education 
 c. Doctoral degree in physical education 
 d. Bachelors degree in subject other than physical education 
 e. Masters degree in subject other than physical education 
 f. Doctoral degree in a subject other than physical education 

g. Please indicate whether you have completed your education via an alternative 
    route to certification………………………………………………………… 

Extracurricular Coaching Duties 
6. Do you coach extracurricular school sports? (Please check one) 
    Yes  /  No 
 
7. If your answer to question 6 was “yes,” please list the sports you coach and the ages of 
   the children on the teams you coach. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………… 
8. Which of these do you value most? Coaching / Teaching (Please check one) 
9. Based on your answer to question 8, please indicate which of your two duties       
   (coaching or teaching) is most important, as far as your administrators are concerned, by     
   checking one of these options:       Teaching  /  Coaching 
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Physical Education Program 

                                   
   
 
10. How long are physical education lessons at your school in minutes?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
11 How many lessons of physical education do pupils at your school receive each week?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
12. Please indicate below how many students you have in each class on average in the 
      following grade levels: 
Kindergarten: …………………………    1stGrade: ………………………………..    
 2ndGrade: ……………………….........     3rd Grade……………………………….. 
4th Grade:………………………………   5th Grade………………………………..  
13. Do you have a written document describing the physical education curriculum in your 
      school for parents and administrators? (Please check one)  Yes   /   No 
 
14. In the space below, please list the main goals/objectives of your physical education 
      program.  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
15. In the space below, please list the content (e.g., skills, sports, games, health etc.) that 
     you teach to students in the following grades: 
Kindergarten:………………………………………………………………………………………….
..……………………………………………………………………………………………………..
………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
1stGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………...………………
..………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
2ndGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………...………………
..………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
3rdGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
4thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
5thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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16. Do you include any “free play” in your curriculum? If so, briefly explain how often this 
      occurs and how much time is devoted to this activity. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
17. Are you required to give students grades for PE? (Please check one) 
     Yes / No 
 
18. If your answer to question 17 was “yes”, briefly explain the criteria you use to decide 
      on these grades. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
19. Do you do any formal evaluation of the pupils in your program? (Please check one)  
      Yes  /   No 
20. If your answer to question 19 was “yes,” briefly describe how you evaluate students in 
      the following grades:  
Kindergarten:…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
1stGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………..……
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..       
2ndGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
3rdGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
4thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
5thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………… 
21. Please indicate whether or not you would like a copy of the results of this survey by  
      circling the appropriate answer:   

Please e-mail me a copy of the results of the survey to the following e-mail              
address: ……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Please do not e-mail me a copy of the results of the survey. 
Thank you. 
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CHAPTER II 

COMPATIBILITY OF NATIONAL AND STATE POLICY TEXTS FOR PHYSICAL 
EDUCATION WITH PRACTICE IN ALABAMA MIDDLE SCHOOLS 

 

Key Words: Middle School Physical Education, Policy and Practice 

Abstract 

To counter the negative effects of occupational socialization on physical education (PE) 

teachers, Curtner-Smith (2009) suggested that sport pedagogists take more of an activist approach in 

their work and engage in research with a political/policy focus. In line with this thinking, the 

purposes of this study were to (a) describe what was occurring in the name of middle school PE in 

the state of Alabama and (b) illustrate discrepancies between teachers’ practice and national and state 

policy texts. Seventy-four middle school teachers completed the Physical Education in Alabama 

Survey (PEAS), a 20-item questionnaire which gathers demographic and programmatic information 

about PE teachers and their programs in Alabama. Forced-choice answers were analyzed by 

completing frequency counts and computing percentages. Raw data from open-ended questions 

were analyzed using analytic induction. Frequency counts and percentages were then made and 

computed for each inductive category. Results indicated that the middle schools at which the 

teachers were employed were largely in compliance with national and state policy in terms of 

teachers’ role emphasis, provision of daily PE, curricular time allocated for PE, teachers’ goals and 

objectives, and techniques and methods used by those teachers who conducted formal evaluations 

of their pupils. Areas of non-compliance or which contradicted national and state policy included 

class size, the provision of free play, and grading criteria. The number teachers not certified to teach 
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PE or conducting formal evaluations was also a concern as was the narrowness of the curricular 

offerings. Means by which Alabamian middle schools could increase compliance with national and 

state policy are discussed. 

 

Compatibility of National and State Policy Texts for Physical 
Education with Practice in Alabama Middle Schools 

Having reviewed the dismal picture of physical education (PE) and the effects of physical 

education teacher education (PETE) portrayed by the occupational socialization research carried out 

in his state of Alabama in the last 16 years, Curtner-Smith (2009) suggested that sport pedagogists 

take more of an activist approach in their work and engage in research with a political/policy focus. 

When making these suggestions, Curtner-Smith acknowledged that they were based on the 

apparently positive influence of sport pedagogy researchers who had undertaken such work in the 

United Kingdom and South Carolina in the United States within the last 20 years.  

British Programs of Political/Policy Research 

Two programs of political/policy research were conducted in Britain during the 1980s and 

1990s. Both investigated the effects of the Educational Reform Act (ERA) of 1988 which led to the 

formation of a National Curriculum in England and Wales and which included a National 

Curriculum for Physical Education (NCPE).   

The most extensive and radical of these programs was undertaken by Dawn Penney and 

John Evans (e.g., Penney & Evans, 1991, 1999; Evans & Penney, 1992, 1994, 1995a, 1995b; Evans, 

Penney, & Bryant, 1993; see also Penney, 2008). These authors explored the politics surrounding the 

policy making process and had a primary interest in revealing the relative power afforded to 

different groups involved in designing NCPE policy texts (i.e., the documents which provided 

guidance, recommendations and mandatory rules about the NCPE). Central to their work was the 

description of the contest between the central government and educationalists as they sought to 



 

 36

influence the ERA legislation that was to define PE in schools. In addition, they examined the 

effects of the NCPE on practice.  

A key finding from this program was that policy making was an overtly political, complex, 

and evolving process. Specifically, the conservative government of the time, with enthusiastic 

support from the media, manufactured an educational “crisis” in the first place which it attempted to 

“solve” by imposing its own stamp on educational practice. To this end, successive versions of the 

official NCPE policy text were expertly transformed and manipulated to suit government priorities 

which were to restore traditional forms of PE and counter progressive attempts to change it. In 

addition, practical concerns were given priority over educational issues. Not surprisingly, the 

government exerted most influence on the design and content of the policy texts and teachers were 

mostly silenced. Also marginalized was PE itself as evidenced by its status as a fringe “foundational 

subject” and the relatively late date at which it was dealt with compared with other subjects. In the 

final analysis, these authors argued that, as a result of the NCPE, little change actually occurred in 

terms of the curricula offered, pedagogies employed, and the inequalities within and between 

schools that had always existed.  

The second program of research focused on the ERA and NCPE was conducted by 

Curtner-Smith and his associates (e.g., Curtner-Smith, Kerr, & Clapp, 1996; Curtner-Smith, 

Todorovich, Lacon, & Kerr, 1999; Curtner-Smith, Todorovich, McCaughtry, & Lacon, 2001). The 

core of this work involved coding a data bank of PE lessons videotaped prior to and following the 

implementation of the NCPE with a series of systematic observation instruments. Results of this 

research confirmed that the introduction of the NCPE had little impact on the teachers’ 

instructional practices. A qualitative study carried out with 23 teachers in the south of England 

(Curtner-Smith, 1999) also indicated that regardless of the actual wording of policy texts, teachers’ 

implementation of the NCPE was innovative, conservative, or eclectic. Interacting factors which 
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promoted these varying interpretations were the teachers’ perceptions of central government's and 

educationalists’ interpretations of the NCPE, participation in physical activity and sport, experiences 

during PE and extracurricular sport, gender, years of service, PETE, colleagues, and situational 

constraints. Finally, a third line of studies within this program indicated that in many cases inservice 

and preservice teachers’ value orientations were incompatible with the NCPE policy texts (Curtner-

Smith & Meek, 2000; Meek & Curtner-Smith, 2004). 

The South Carolina Program 

The only substantial body of political/policy work in PE carried out in the United States to 

date has been conducted by Judith Rink and her associates at the University of South Carolina (e.g., 

Rink, 2001; Rink & Mitchell, 2002; Rink & Williams, 2003). The main thrust of this work has been 

to influence the legislature in that state with a view to improving the status and standard of PE. 

Rather than following the adversarial approach adopted in Britain, and somewhat critical of bottom-

up attempts  at change through teacher development, the scholars in this program attempted to 

exert influence by working alongside conservative politicians and persuading them to construct the 

type of curricular framework to which Penney and Evans (1991, 1999) took such exception in the 

United Kingdom. Their rationale for beginning this work was that PE in South Carolina was of a 

low standard because teachers were not prepared or inclined to participate in the politics of policy 

making. Consequently, the researchers successfully lobbied the state government to implement 

arguably the most stringent content standards, assessments, and accountability measures for PE in 

the country. For example, schools were held accountable for allocating minimal amounts of 

curricular time for PE, reasonable teacher-pupil ratios, and assessing pupils’ fitness. According to the 

researchers, the intervention led to improved PE in terms of curricular offerings, increased time, 

teacher investment in curricular design, and the production of a common view as to the goals and 

objectives of the subject.  
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Purpose 

 Prior to attempting any form of critique within the state of Alabama, as Penney and Evans 

had done in Britain, or intervention, as Rink and her associates had done in South Carolina, Curtner-

Smith (2009) suggested that researchers begin their political/policy research by gaining a thorough 

understanding of what was occurring in the state’s schools in the name of PE. The study described 

in this paper was the second of a series of three aimed at doing this foundational political/policy 

work. Its specific purposes were to (a) describe what was occurring in the name of middle school PE 

in the state of Alabama and (b) illustrate discrepancies between teachers’ practice and national and 

state policy texts. 

Method 

Production of the Physical Education in Alabama Survey 

 The occupational socialization research carried out in the state of Alabama in the last 16 

years has included a number of qualitative case studies which detail the significant difficulties faced 

by a relatively small number of preservice PE teachers as they trained to teach and inservice teachers 

in their early years in the workforce (Curtner-Smith, 2009). To date, however, there has been no 

attempt to provide a broader description of what is going on in PE within Alabama’s middle 

schools. Consequently, the Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) was produced for the 

purpose of collecting data from a much larger sample of teachers (see Appendix B). 

 The PEAS is a 20-item survey designed to collect demographic data about the teachers who 

complete it and to gather data concerned with PE teachers’ formal teaching qualifications, duties 

related to coaching school sports teams, and the PE programs in which they teach. Within this latter 

section, participants are asked to provide information about the length of their lessons, time 

allocation for PE, class size, planning, goals and objectives, and formal grading and evaluation.  
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Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected during the Alabama Association of Physical Education Recreation and 

Dance (ASAPHERD) Fall Conference held between November 9th and November 11th, 2008. Three 

hundred PE and health education teachers attended the conference. They worked in 1 of the 63 city 

and 68 county school systems within Alabama. The ASAPHERD Executive Board granted 

permission for data collection to be carried out.  

The researcher approached PE teachers who attended the conference, requested that they 

take part in the study, and provided them with a succinct letter in which the researcher was 

introduced and the aims of the study were described. Teachers who agreed to take part in the study 

were then asked to read and complete a consent form in line with the researcher’s institutional 

review board policy on human subjects.  Teachers then completed the PEAS on their own and 

returned their finished surveys to a booth situated next to the main conference room.  

Data Analysis 

 Surveys completed by teachers working in middles schools (grades 6, 7, and 8) were identified 

and separated from the total sample. Questions on the PEAS which required a forced-choice answer 

were analyzed by completing frequency counts and computing percentages. Raw data from open-

ended questions were analyzed using analytic induction (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). Frequency counts 

and percentages were then made and computed for each inductive category generated by this process. 

Data were then organized within two main categories. The first of these concerned the teachers’ 

demographics. This category was divided into subcategories that dealt with teachers’ location, age, and 

experience; qualifications; and role emphasis. The second main category concerned the PE programs 

delivered by the teachers. This category was divided into subcategories that dealt with time allocation, 

organization, and class size; goals and objectives; content; and grading and evaluation. Finally, a 

comparison was made between the description produced by the data analysis and the main elements of 
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the official PE policy texts for the state of Alabama [Alabama Department of Education (ADE), 2003] 

and produced by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE) (2004). 

Results and Discussion 

Demographic Data 

Location, Age, and Experience 

During the 3-day conference, the PEAS were completed by 248 teachers. Seventy-four of 

the teachers taught in Alabama’s middle schools. Fifty-six (75.68%) of these middle school teachers 

were female and 18 (24.32%) were male. These teachers were employed in all of the state’s eight 

major districts (see Figure 3). Their mean age was 38.74 years (SD = 9.92) and their mean 

instructional experience of teaching was 11.83 years (SD = 9.41). Table 11 reveals that a large 

proportion of teachers were what many would consider fairly old for PE teachers. By contrast, the 

table also indicates that a large proportion of the sample was relatively inexperienced. Together, 

these data suggest that many middle school PE teachers in the state are coming to the field relatively 

late in life.   

Qualifications 

The ADE (2003) policy text required that PE be taught by teachers certified in the subject 

while NASPE (2004) strongly recommended this course of action. As indicated in Table 12, only 53 

(71.62%) of the teachers in the study were in compliance with these documents while 14 (18.92%) 

held degrees in other subject matters and 7 (9.46%) were “certified” to teach PE through an 

alternative route. On the upside, 33 (44.60%) of the sample had gained an advanced PE degree.  

Role Emphasis 

Fifty-eight (78.38%) of the teachers noted that, as well as teaching curricular PE, they were 

involved in coaching extracurricular sport. This extracurricular coaching took place at both the 

middle and high schools in their school systems. Specific sports coached by the teachers are shown 
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 Note. M = Male; F = Female                      

 
Figure 3.  Teacher location. 
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Table 11 
 
Teachers’ Age and Instructional Experience in Years 
          
Teacher Demographic    f       % 
          
Age 

≤ 25     4       5.41 
26 – 40   40     54.05 
≥ 41   30     40.54 

 Total             74             100.00 
 
Instructional  
Experience  
 ≤ 5   30     40.54 
 6 – 15   22     29.73 
 16 – 25   15     20.27 
 ≥ 26     7       9.46 
 Total             74             100.00 
          
 

 

Table 12 
 
Teacher Qualifications 
            
 Degree    f   % 
            
Bachelors in PE   20   27.03 
Masters in PE    33   44.60 
Alternative PE certification    7     9.46 

Bachelors in other subject area  10   13.51 
Masters in other subject area    2     2.70 
Doctorate in other subject area   2     2.70 
 
Total                74            100.00 
            
Note. The highest reported PE degree earned by teachers with a PE qualification is reported. For those teachers without 
a PE qualification, the highest degree in another subject area is reported. 
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in Figure 4. The figure indicates that the teachers were more likely to be engaged in coaching the 

traditional sports of volleyball, basketball, track and field, softball, and American football and that 

the range of sports and activities offered was relatively narrow. More positively, and contrary to 

much of the occupational socialization research on PE teachers (e.g., see Curtner-Smith, 2009; 

Curtner-Smith, Hastie & Kinchin, 2008), data in Table 13 indicate that in the main both 

administrators and PE teachers viewed delivering curricular PE as their primary role and emphasized 

it over coaching extracurricular sport.  

 

Table 13 
 
Role Emphasis of Teachers and Administrators 
             
 Role     f   % 
             
Teacher’s emphasis 
 Coaching    11   14.86 
 Teaching    56   75.68 
 Coaching and Teaching    7     9.46 
 Totals     74            100.00 
             
Administrator’s emphasis 
 Coaching      9   12.16 
 Teaching    59   79.73 

Coaching and teaching       6     8.11 
 Total     74            100.00 
             
 

PE Programs 

Time Allocation, Organization, and Class Size 

ADE (2003) recommended that the minimum amount of time allocated for 7th and 8th grade 

middle school PE lessons should be 50 minutes daily. However, the document also stated that 6th 

grade lessons should be a minimum of 30 minutes daily and that 7th and 8th grade lessons could be  
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Figure 4.  Extracurricular sports coached by teachers. 
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the same 30-minutes in duration in schools in which they were housed with the younger elementary 

grades. NASPE’s (2004) recommendation was for middle school children to engage in PE for a 

minimum of 225 minutes per week which equates to five 45-minute lessons. Table 14 indicates that 34 

(49.27%) of the teachers in the study taught lessons that were 50 minutes or longer and so were in 

compliance with state’s preferred and higher standard and national policy. Moreover, the table shows 

that an additional 10 (14.49%) teachers taught lessons that were 45 minutes in length and so were also 

congruent with national standards. Unfortunately, the table also indicates that 25 (36.23%) of the 

teachers taught lessons with durations that were between 30 and 40 minutes in duration and so only 

satisfied the state’s minimum standard. Table 15 indicates that all but 10 teachers taught in schools 

which followed national and state policy by offering daily PE to middle school pupils. 

 

Table 14 
 
Number of Teachers Instructing Lessons Ranging From 30 to 105 Minutes in Duration 
            
Lesson length in minutes  f   % 
            
   30    10   14.49 
   35      4     5.80 
   40    11   15.94 
   45    10   14.49 
   50    19   27.54 
   55    12   17.39 
   60      1     1.45 
   105      2     2.90 
   Total               69            100.00 
            
Note. There were no responses from five teachers for question 10, therefore N = 69. 
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Table 15 
 
Number of Teachers Instructing 3, 4, and 5 Lessons per Week 
            
Number of lessons taught per week   f     % 
            

3    2     2.70 
4    8   10.81 
5             64              86.49 
Total             74            100.00 

            
 

 There were no specific recommendations for middle school PE class size in NASPE (2004). 

The document did, however, allude to the topic by emphasizing that pupils should be given 

“maximum practice opportunities” (p. 6). In a later document in which guidelines and strategies for 

dealing with large classes were provided (NASPE, 2006), however, the organization was much more 

specific when it noted that class sizes in PE should be consistent with those of other subjects and that 

maximum teacher-pupil ratio should not exceed 1:30 at the middle school level. ADE (2003) also 

stated that class sizes in PE should be similar to those for other subjects and that, if they were not, 

pupils’ safety and learning should be guaranteed by administrators. Moreover, following the Alabama 

State Board of Education’s passage of the September 11, 1997 resolution, ADE (n.d.) recommended 

that teacher-pupil ratios should be 1:26 for 6th grade classes and 1: 29 for 7th and 8th grade classes.   

 Data in Table 16 suggest that middle school PE class sizes in Alabama are not congruent with 

either national or state policy. Teachers in the study were not asked to list any help they were given by 

PE aides. Perhaps in many schools they are given this form of assistance and administrators believe 

that the consequent reduction in adult-pupil ratios is enough to satisfy requirements. The spirit of state 

and national policy texts, however, suggests that they are mistaken. Moreover, logic dictates that PE 

classes of 50 pupils taught by one qualified PE teacher, even with willing and able amateur assistance, 

will likely yield fairly indifferent results in terms of pupil learning and that there is a high likelihood of 

physical accidents occurring. 
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Table 16 
 
Class Size 
        
Grade      M     SD 
        
6   53.67   55.29 
7   51.27   49.18 
8   51.82   49.82 
        
 
 
Goals and Objectives 

The vast majority of teachers (61, 82.43%) in the study reported their departments being 

guided by a written document. Only 13 teachers (17.57%) indicated that they were not guided by 

such a document leading to concerns about the quality of the programs this latter group of teachers 

delivered. 

NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) had similar emphases when it came to the main goals and 

objectives for middle school PE. These were that pupils would learn the skills to participate in a 

variety of full version and modified sports, outdoor and adventurous activities, gymnastics, and 

dance and gain a good understanding of training and practice principles, the tactics and strategies 

employed in the modified sports in which they engaged, and of what constituted skilled movement. 

Moreover, by the end of the 8th grade the documents stressed that pupils should be participating 

regularly in health-enhancing moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA), be capable of setting 

fitness goals, and of designing programs which enabled them to work on the various components of 

health and fitness. In addition, pupils would leave the middle school with the ability to realize group 

and team goals and to cooperate within activity and sporting contexts free of adult supervision. 

Finally, by the completion of the 8th grade pupils should have gained a love for participation in 

physical activity, an appreciation of skilled performance and the benefits of social interaction and 
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group membership, and the realization that sport and physical activity was a medium through which 

confidence could be enhanced and the self could be expressed.  

 As shown in Table 17, a total of 115 goals and objectives, listed by middle school teachers, 

were coded from question 14 on the PEAS. Like those in NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003), these goals 

and objectives focused on skillful movement, participation in physical activity, health and fitness, and 

personal and social behavior. There was, however, one difference between the emphasis in the official 

policy texts and those of the teachers. Specifically, no mention of tactical and strategic understanding 

was made by the teachers. In addition, the inference in the policy texts was that skillful movement 

should be the cornerstone of the middle school curriculum, whereas teachers focused on this 

emphasis during less than one-fifth of their listed goals and objectives.       

Content 

 As alluded to in the previous section, both the ADE (2003) and NASPE (2004) policy texts 

strongly suggest that the content for middle school PE should consist of a “broad range” of full 

version and modified games and sports, dance, gymnastics, and outdoor and adventurous activities. In 

addition, the two documents obviously dictate the teaching of health-related fitness implying that this 

content be embedded within activity units while not ruling out the possibility of teachers teaching it 

within separate units designed specifically for the purpose. The lack of specificity is in stark contrast to 

policy texts in other countries (e.g., see Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (2009) in the United 

Kingdom) and neither document endorses any particular curricular models. Logic suggests, then, that 

teachers could choose to employ a range of models and hybrid models including the traditional multi-

activity, sport education, games for understanding, and health-related fitness models.  
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Table 17 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Teachers’ Goals and Objectives 
             

Category       f     % 
             
Skillful Movement 

Learning skills       1     0.87 
Performing movement skills     7      6.09 
Performing in games and sports  13   11.30 
Skillful movement subtotal   21   18.26 

Participation in Regular Physical Activity  14   12.17 
Health and Fitness 

Positive self-image      1     0.87 
Knowledge of benefits of exercise    2     1.74 
Knowledge of nutrition     1     0.87 
Knowledge of healthy exercise habits      6     5.22 
Healthy relationships/choices   27   23.48 
Performing fitness skills   22   19.13 
Health and Fitness subtotal   59   51.30 

Personal and Social Behavior 
Sportsmanship/fairplay     3     2.61 
Cooperation/team work     2     1.74 
Positive interaction with others    1     0.87 
Participation in class activities       6     5.22 
Character development     1     0.87 
Helping others        5     4.35 
Enjoy physical activity        3     2.60 
Personal and social behavior subtotal  21   18.26 
Total               115            100.00 

             
 

 A total of 829 content statements were coded from the middle school teachers’ responses to 

question 15 of the PEAS.  The frequency and percentage of these are shown in Table 18 within 8 

categories and 11 subcategories. Table 18 indicates that the content taught by this sample of middle 

school teachers was partially congruent with national and state policy. In addition, it indicates that 

content offered was remarkably similar across the middle school grades. Modified and full version 

sports made up 65.14% of the content statements. There was, however, little reference to outdoor and 

adventurous activities and gymnastics was referred to sparingly and only in “educational” form. 

Noticeably absent was any mention of dance. Given the high rate of drowning and non-swimming 
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adults in the state (see Woolbright et al., 2008), it was also surprising that there was no mention of 

aquatics in general and swimming in particular. Also missing was track and field. Moreover, given the 

teachers’ heavy emphasis on health and fitness goals and objectives (see Table 17) it was surprising 

that health, as stand alone content, was only mentioned five times by the entire sample. This finding 

strongly implies that teachers did indeed employ an embedded pedagogy when it came to teaching 

health-related fitness. Closer inspection of the modified and full version sport data also suggests that 

these teachers offered a fairly narrow curriculum. Within modified sports, the major emphasis was on 

invasion and striking/fielding games. Within full version sports, invasion games again dominated while 

net/wall games were also prevalent. Finally, it was interesting to see that a number of teachers were 

still concerned with teaching fundamental movements skills and educational and cooperative games at 

this level when this content was emphasized as being more appropriate for the elementary grades by 

the policy texts and by convention.  

 Middle school teachers’ responses to question 16 on the PEAS were also slightly disturbing. 

Sixty (81.08%) of them indicated that they frequently presided over non-instructional lessons which 

were allocated mainly for pupils to engage in free play. Such practices surely undermine the arguments 

about the importance of the subject, the need to retain it in the school curriculum, and the need for 

more time to be devoted to it in order to fight child obesity, particularly in the current economic 

climate.  

Grading and Evaluation 

 NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) put little emphasis on the provision of formal grades in PE. 

The former text warns teachers about mistakenly using evaluation and assessment for the sole purpose 

of assigning grades. Instead, the document emphasizes that teachers use multiple evaluation methods 
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Table 18 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Middle School PE Content Taught to Different Grade Levels  
               
         Grade 
                               6          7          8        Total 
 Content     f   %   f   %    f   %    f     % 
               
Fundamental 
Movement 
Skills 

Locomotor skills   18   6.67   19   6.86   18   6.38   55    6.63 
Manipulative skills     17   6.29   18   6.49   17   6.03   52    6.27 
Fundamental 
   skills subtotal    35 12.96   37 13.36   35 12.41 107  12.91 

 
Educational gymnastics     2   0.74     2   0.72     2   0.71     6    0.72 
 
Educational games      37 13.70   38 13.72   38 13.48 113  13.63 
 
Cooperative games        18   6.67   18   6.49   18   6.38   54    6.51 
 
Modified Sports 
      Invasion games       10   3.70   11   3.97   11   3.90   32    3.86 
 Target games          5   1.85     5   1.81     5   1.77   15    1.81 

Net/Wall games         1   0.37     0   0.00     0   0.00     1    0.12 
Striking/Fielding 
   games       11   4.07   11   3.97   11   3.90   33    3.98 
Modified sports 
   subtotal       27 10.00   27   9.75   27   9.57   81    9.77 
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Table 18 (con’t.) 
               
         Grade 
                               6          7          8        Total 
 Content     f   %   f   %    f   %    f     % 
               
Outdoor and 
Adventurous 
Activities 
      Orienteering           1   0.37     1   0.36     1   0.35     3    0.36 
      Fishing                   0   0.00     1   0.36     0   0.00     1    0.12 
 Outdoor and 
 and adventurous 
 Activities subtotal      1   0.37     2   0.72     1   0.35     4    0.48  
 
Full Version Sports   
      Invasion      83 30.74   85 30.69   88 31.21 256  30.88  
      Target           16   5.93   17   6.14   19   6.74   52    6.27 
     Net/Wall          50 18.52   49 17.69   52 18.44 151  18.21 

Full version 
   sport subtotal      149 55.19 151 54.51 159 56.38  459  55.37 

 
Health-related fitness        1   0.37     2   0.72     2   0.71     5    0.60 
 
Total      270 32.57 277 33.41 282 34.02 829     100.00 
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which were congruent with and enhanced the realization of learning objectives and provided a good 

source of evidence as to the degree of success they were having in their teaching. The latter document 

stresses the need for teachers to conduct ongoing assessment so as to provide parents with reliable 

data on their children’s progress, detect children who need special help, and to enhance planning and 

instruction. This, the document suggested, can be achieved by teachers employing portfolios, pupil 

journals, peer- and self-assessment, and checklists.  

 Sixty-eight (91.89%) of the middle school teachers in the study acknowledged being required 

to formally grade their pupils. A total of 118 criteria for assigning these grades were coded from 

question 18 on the PEAS. The frequency and percentage of these are shown in Table 19 within two 

categories and nine subcategories. The table shows that the main criteria used to grade pupils were 

their standard of their behavior and their ability to follow a dress code. Depressingly, there appeared 

to be little connection between the teachers’ stated goals and objectives (see Table 17) and these 

criteria. Most prominent were participation and appropriate attire. Only the few references to the 

content standards within the state policy text, interactions with peers, and standard of journal writing 

provided cause for optimism. These data, then, suggested that many of the teachers in the sample 

employed practices which indicated that they were modern day examples of Placek’s (1983) “busy, 

happy, and good” mentality.  

 Causing more concern was the low number of teachers 42 (56.76%) reporting that they carried 

out formal pupil evaluation. These figures are, perhaps, more easily understood given the excessive 

class sizes most of the teachers were faced with (see Table 16). Table 20 shows the frequency and 

percentage the middle school teachers mentioned the various methods and techniques they used to 

conduct their formal evaluations. The table strongly suggests that those teachers who did conduct 

formal evaluations were using practices endorsed in both the NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) policy 

texts. 
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Table 19 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Criteria Used by Elementary Teachers for Awarding Grades 
             

Criteria        f      % 
             
Behavior 

Participation       55      46.61 
Attitude/conduct        9         7.63 
Effort             1          0.85 

 Following directions        3          2.54 
 Obedience         1            0.85 
 Interactions with peers            5              4.24 
 Sharing equipment        1        0.85 
 Behavior subtotal                     75      63.56 
 
Dress  
 Appropriate attire      32        27.12 
 Appropriate footwear        1           0.85 
 Dress subtotal       33      27.97 
 
Content standards         4        3.39 
 
Standard of journal writing        6        5.08 
 
 Total      118    100.00 
             
 

 Regardless of grade, the main techniques employed by the teachers were observations and 

performance assessment in the form of motor and fitness testing. A few teachers also employed some 

form of written assessment or included measures of body mass index and heart rate in their 

evaluations. No mention was made of portfolios. Oddly, even though standard of journal writing was 

listed as a criterion for formal grading, journaling was not listed as a formal evaluation technique. The 

techniques that were listed appeared to be unrelated to the criteria used to produce formal grades (see 

Table 19).   
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Table 20  
 
Frequency and Percentage of Methods and Techniques Used by Teachers for Evaluating Middle School Children 
                
                                 Grade  
               6          7          8        Total 
 Method/Techniques     f   %   f   %   f   %   f      %   
Observation 

Visual/monitoring/ 
scanning      5   8.62   4   6.35   3   5.08   12     6.67 

 Peer assessment       3   5.17   3   4.76   3   5.08     9     5.00 
Self assessment      18 31.03 21 33.33 20 33.89   59   32.77 

 Observation subtotal   26 44.82 28 44.44 26 44.06   80   44.44 
 
Performance assessment 
 Motor skill test    16 27.58   8 12.69 11 18.64   35   19.44 
 Physical fitness test     9 15.52 15 23.81 12 20.34   36   20.00 

Performance 
assessment subtotal   25 43.10 23 36.50 23 38.98   71   39.44 

 
Written assessment       
 Narrative      2   3.44   4   6.35   4   6.78   10     5.56 
 Checklist      0   0.00   1   1.59   1   1.69     2     1.11 
 Progress report         2   3.44   4   6.35   3   5.08     9       5.00 

Rubric          1   1.72   1   1.59   0   0.00      2     1.11 
Written assessment 
subtotal      5   8.62 10 15.87   8 13.56   23   12.78 

        
Other 
 Body Mass Index     1   1.72   1   1.59   1   1.69     3     1.67 
 Heart Rate        1   1.72   1   1.59   1   1.69     3     1.67 
 Other subtotal        2   3.44   2   3.17   2   3.38     6     3.33 
 Total     58 32.22 63 35.00 59 32.78 180 100.00   
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Summary and Implications 

The purposes of this study were to describe what was occurring in the name of middle 

school PE in the state of Alabama and illustrate discrepancies between teachers’ practice and 

national and state policy texts. Data suggested that some elements of the middle school programs 

examined within the study were consistent with national and state policy texts while others were not. 

 Elements that were mainly congruent with NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) included 

teachers’ role emphasis, provision of daily PE, curricular time allocated for PE, teachers’ goals and 

objectives, and techniques and methods used by those teachers who conducted formal evaluations 

of their pupils. Elements that were often incongruent with or contradicted national and state policy 

included class size, the provision of non-instructional lessons in which pupils engaged in “free play,” 

and grading criteria. The number of teachers not certified to teach PE or conducting formal 

evaluations was also a concern as was the narrowness of the curricular offerings. 

 Assuming that the general emphases and direction of NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) are 

accepted as positive, what do the results of this study suggest can be done to improve Alabama 

middle schools’ compliance with these documents? First, administrators obviously have a major part 

to play in terms of providing and enforcing the conditions needed for school PE programs to 

succeed. Most importantly, the state needs to hold superintendents and principals accountable for 

the hiring of certified teachers and the provision of PE lessons in which class sizes are compatible 

with state and national policy. Obviously, the class size issue is problematic in an economic climate 

that prohibits the hiring of additional teachers. Given this scenario, surely the sensible course of 

action would be to sacrifice the daily PE requirement, in the short term, so that class sizes are 

decreased. More easily tackled is the prevalence of free play in the name of middle school PE. 

Administrators must have the courage to take on teachers who persist in this uneducational and 

potentially damaging practice. Administrators can also help partially, in terms of improving grading 
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and evaluation practices, by holding teachers accountable for producing reports sent home to 

parents and guardians which reflect the goals and objectives of the subject. More pragmatic 

preservice and inservice physical education teacher education (PETE) could also play a major role in 

improving formal evaluation practices. Finally, PETE could also help Alabama middle schools 

comply with state and national policy by refocusing on providing their charges with adequate 

content knowledge. Whether lack of this kind of knowledge is the main reason for the delivery of 

such a narrow curriculum, however, needs further investigation. Other factors contributing to this 

state of affairs may well include standard of facilities, equipment, and, of course, excessive class size.  
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The Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) (Middle School Section)  

Demographic Information:                                             
1. School……………………………………… School District………………………….. 
2. Please check your gender:   a. Female  b. Male        
3. How old are you in years?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
4. How many years have you been teaching physical education? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Education 
5. Which of the following formal qualifications do you have? (Check all that apply to you). 
 a. Bachelors degree in physical education 
 b. Masters degree in physical education 
 c. Doctoral degree in physical education 
 d. Bachelors degree in subject other than physical education 
 e. Masters degree in subject other than physical education 
 f. Doctoral degree in a subject other than physical education 

g. Please indicate whether you have completed your education via an alternative 
    route to certification………………………………………………………… 

Extracurricular Coaching Duties 
6. Do you coach extracurricular school sports? (Please check one) 
    Yes  /  No 
 
7. If your answer to question 6 was “yes,” please list the sports you coach and the ages of 
   the children on the teams you coach. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………… 
8. Which of these do you value most? Coaching / Teaching (Please check one) 
9. Based on your answer to question 8, please indicate which of your two duties       
   (coaching or teaching) is most important, as far as your administrators are concerned, by     
   checking one of these options:       Teaching  /  Coaching 
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Physical Education Program 

                                   
   
 
10. How long are physical education lessons at your school in minutes?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
11 How many lessons of physical education do pupils at your school receive each week?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
12. Please indicate below how many students you have in each class on average in the 
      following grade levels: 
      6th Grade: …………………………     
      7thGrade: …………………………    
      8thGrade: ………………………...  
13. Do you have a written document describing the physical education curriculum in your 
      school for parents and administrators? (Please check one)  Yes   /   No 
 
14. In the space below, please list the main goals/objectives of your physical education 
      program.  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
15. In the space below, please list the content (e.g., skills, sports, games, health etc.) that 
     you teach to students in the following grades: 
6thGrade:…………………………………………………………………………………………...…
…………………………………………………………………………………………………..……
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
7thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………...………………
..………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
8thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………...………………
..………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
16. Do you include any “free play” in your curriculum? If so, briefly explain how often this 
      occurs and how much time is devoted to this activity. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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17. Are you required to give students grades for PE? (Please check one) 
      Yes / No 
18. If your answer to question 17 was “yes”, briefly explain the criteria you use to decide 
      on these grades. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………… 
19. Do you do any formal evaluation of the pupils in your program? (Please check one)  
      Yes  /   No 
 
20. If your answer to question 19 was “yes,” briefly describe how you evaluate students in 
      the following grades:  
6thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………… 
7thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………… 
8thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………… 
21. Please indicate whether or not you would like a copy of the results of this survey by circling the 
      appropriate answer:   

Please e-mail me a copy of the results of the survey to the following e-mail address: 
……………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Please do not e-mail me a copy of the results of the survey 
Thank you 



 

 65

 

 

 
CHAPTER III 

CONGRUENCE OF PRACTICE IN ALABAMA HIGH SCHOOLS WITH NATIONAL 
AND STATE POLICY TEXTS FOR PHYSICAL EDUCATION 

 

Key Words: High School Physical Education, Policy and Practice 

 

Abstract 

Case study work on the occupational socialization of PE teachers in Alabama suggests that 

there is a major incongruence between how official policy describes PE should be in Alabama and 

actual practice. The purposes of this study were to (a) describe what was occurring in high school 

PE in the state of Alabama and (b) illustrate discrepancies between national and state policy texts 

and practice. The Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS), a 20-item questionnaire, was 

developed to gather demographic and programmatic data from PE teachers in the state. It was 

completed by 37 high school PE teachers. Frequency counts and percentages were calculated for 

questions which required a forced-choice answer. Analytic induction was used to reduce the raw 

data from open-ended questions into useable inductive categories. Frequency counts and 

percentages were then computed for each inductive category. Results revealed that the teachers and 

the high schools in which they worked were mainly compliant with national and state policy when it 

came to teachers’ role emphasis, class size, goals and objectives, and assessment techniques. Aspects 

that were non-compliant with national and state policy included the criteria used for assigning 

formal grades and the content which comprised the teachers’ curricula. The common practice of 

allowing pupils to participate in free play and the proportion of teachers who were not certified to 
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teach the subject or who failed to carry out formal evaluations were also causes for concern. Time 

allocated for high school PE appeared to be compliant with the state requirement but short of the 

national requirement. Implications for improving Alabama high school PE are discussed in terms of 

changes to state policy, enforcing existing state policy, and the focus of teacher education. 

 

Congruence of Practice in Alabama High Schools with 
National and State Policy Texts for Physical Education 

In the United States, the politics of subject-specific policy making which influence what 

occurs in each state’s schools can be a relatively complex process when compared to other countries. 

There is no national curriculum mandated by the federal government. Rather, the departments of 

education in each state are responsible for providing detailed guidance, rules, and laws which govern 

what is included (and excluded) in schools. 

 Influence on the subjects which make up schools’ curricula, however, is exerted by various 

agencies of the federal government and private agencies outside of government as well as the 

departments of education within state governments. Each of these agencies produces documents or 

policy texts, some of which are binding and others of which are non-statutory. In the following two 

sections of this paper, I examine the policy texts which are primarily responsible for shaping physical 

education (PE) in the schools of Alabama.    

National Policy Texts 

 One key federal law which appears to have had a negative impact on PE in Alabama and other 

states is the No Child Left Behind Act (2001). Its focus on accountability and academic achievement 

within a narrow range of core subjects has meant that subjects outside this core, such as PE, have 

been marginalized in terms of time allocation, resources, and status. 

 Countering this impact, to some extent, are federal government documents which provide 

advice on and guidance for PE in schools but are not binding. Senate Resolution 97 (2000), passed by the 
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United States Congress, for example, encourages states to provide high quality, daily PE. Similarly, a 

number of documents produced by the United States Department of Health and Human Services 

(USDHHS) in the last 15 years have been the catalyst for much discussion of PE and its role in 

schools both by educationalists and politicians even if this discussion has not often led to substantial 

and meaningful change. For example, the USDHHS (1996a, 1996b, 2000, 2001) served to raise the 

level of concern over high rates of child and youth inactivity and obesity, argued that high quality PE 

in schools had a significant part to play in the health of the nation, provided recommendations for 

engagement in moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA), and suggested that PE teachers should 

allocate at least 50% of their lessons to providing pupils with the opportunity to engage in MVPA.  

 Outside of government, the agency that has exerted most influence on PE in Alabama and 

other states is the privately funded National Association of Sport and Physical Education (NASPE), 

one of the five national associations that make up the American Alliance for Health, Physical 

Education, Recreation, and Dance (AAHPERD). Members of this organization include PE and health 

teachers as well as university PE teacher education (PETE) faculty. Most important has been 

NASPE’s (1995, 2004) publication of national standards for physical education in its groundbreaking 

document (see Figure 5).  

 The main purpose of these standards has been to influence state and local policy and increase 

the status of PE by suggesting broadly what should be taught and learned in the subject, outlining a 

framework of “student expectations” and “sample performance outcomes” which enable meaningful 

curricula to be developed for each grade level, and increasing accountability. 

 In addition, NASPE has published a number of other documents aimed at improving PE in 

the nation’s schools. The influential Shape of the Nation reports (e.g., NASPE, 1998, 2002, 2006a), for 

example, have included data and guidelines intended to aid those who advocate for PE and attempt  
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Figure5. NASPE Standards 1995 and 2004. 

              (1995) Standard 1:                                         
Demonstrates competency in many 
movement forms and proficiency in a 
few movement forms. 

                (2004) Standard 1:                               
Demonstrates competency in motor skills 
and movement patterns needed to perform 
a variety of physical activities. 
 

                       Standard 2:                                                     
Applies movement concepts and 
principles to the learning and 
development of motor skills. 

                         Standard 2:                                   
Demonstrates understanding of movement 
concepts, principles, strategies, and tactics as 
they apply to the learning and performance 
of physical activities. Standard 3:   

Exhibits a physically active lifestyle. 

                                                                    
Standard 3:                                          

Participates regularly in physical activity 
                        Standard 4:                                          
Achieves and maintains a health-
enhancing level of physical fitness 

                          Standard 4:                                                   
Achieves and maintains a health-enhancing 
level of physical fitness. 

                        Standard 5:                                
Demonstrates responsible personal and 
social behavior in physical activity 
settings. 

                        Standard 6:                               
Demonstrates understanding and respect 
for differences among people in physical 
activity settings. 

                          Standard 5:                                                      
Exhibits responsible personal and social 
behavior that respects self and others in 
physical activity settings. 

                        Standard 6:                                                     
Values physical activity for health, 
enjoyment, challenge, self-expression 
and/or social interaction. 

                        Standard 7:                                   
Understands that physical activity 
provides opportunities for enjoyment, 
challenge, self-expression, and social 
interaction. 
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to influence policy. These reports have highlighted the decline in daily PE and child and youth 

engagement in MVPA in the last 15 years and the strong public support for including PE in schools. 

They have also included recommended targets for MVPA accrual by pupils in schools and the time 

that should be allocated for PE at various grade levels. Finally, they have suggested that state policy 

texts reflect NASPE’s (1995, 2004) national standards for PE and provide minimal targets for high 

school pupils to achieve in order to graduate. In addition, the organization’s Appropriate Practices 

publications (NASPE, 2000, 2001a, 2001b) have outlined what kinds of pedagogies should be 

employed and content taught in the country’s elementary, middle, and high schools.   

State Policy Text 

 The state of Alabama’s official policy text for PE is the document titled Alabama Course of 

Study: Physical Education [Alabama Department of Education (ADE), 2003]. It was developed by a PE 

subcommittee in 2002-2003 which was comprised of eight teachers, two principals, one 

superintendent, and one university faculty member. These personnel were selected and appointed by 

the State Board of Education. In addition, the “developmental process” was “managed” (ADE) by 

four senior State Department of Education administrators and the subcommittee members were 

“assisted in developing the document” by five more state department employees including its PE 

specialist. 

 As indicated in Figure 6, the document reflects and is congruent with the main thrust of the 

policy texts published by the USDHHS. It is the NASPE documents, however, and particularly the 

earliest version of Moving into the Future (NASPE, 1995), which has obviously been most influential. 

For example, the “goal” of PE in Alabama is to produce physically educated pupils as defined by the 

standards in that document. To this end, the three “components” which make up the program at each 

grade level are “motor skill development” (i.e., learning fundamental and sports skills necessary to  
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Figure 6. Key structural elements of the Alabama course of study: Physical education. 

Goal                                                              
To produce physically educated pupils defined 

by NASPE (1995) Standards for PE. 

 

Component 1:       
Motor Skill 
development 

Component 2:    
Health-enhancing 
behavior 

Component 3: 
Interactive behavior 

                                                  
Content Standards and     
benchmarks by grade level 

Grades K, 1, 2     
Main focus: motor 
skill development 

Grades 3, 4, 5                  
Main focus: 
Interactive behavior 

Grades 6, 7, 8       
Equal emphasis on 
motor skill, interactive 
behavior and health-
enhancing behavior 

Grades 9.10, 11, 12 
Main focus: health 
enhancing behavior 

Mandatory Elements 

• Physical Education must be offered 

• Daily PE for pupils in Kindergarten to 8th grade 

• One credit of PE for pupils in grades 9 to 12 

• Certified PE teachers 

• No gender discrimination 

• Accommodate pupils with disabilities 
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participate in common forms of physical activity), “health-enhancing activity,” (i.e., participating in 

activity likely to promote wellness), and “interactive behavior” (i.e., personal and social development 

through and within PE and sport contexts). Moreover, for each component at each grade level the 

document lists generic “content standards” which it suggests schools meet and “benchmarks” which 

are practical examples of how each standard might be met. Further, in kindergarten and grades 1 and 

2, the document indicates that the main focus should be on motor skill development. In grades 3, 4, 

and 5, it suggests teachers focus on interactive behavior, while in the middle school grades (i.e., 6, 7, 

and 8) it suggests that all three strands should be given “equal emphasis.” Finally, in high school (i.e., 

grades 9 to 12); the main focus is on health-enhancing activity.  

 In the spirit of NASPE, the document is not overly prescriptive. Rather it is designed to 

provide schools and teachers with “guidance” and “a framework” for creating meaningful PE 

curricula. It does note, however, that it is mandatory for all public schools (i.e., those that are funded 

by the state) to offer a PE program, that this program should be daily (at least 30-minute lessons) for 

pupils in kindergarten through 8th grade and consist of at least a one-credit course (i.e., a minimum of 

140 hours of instruction) in grades 9 to 12, that qualified PE teachers should instructor “supervise” 

lessons, that there be no discrimination based on gender, and that pupils with disabilities be 

accommodated. Finally, and importantly, it explains that school administrators are accountable for 

carrying out “program appraisal” and that teachers are accountable for conducting “formal and 

informal assessment.”  

Official PE Policy Making in the State of Alabama 

Figure 7 portrays the interaction of the main political influences on the subject of PE in the 

state of Alabama which were reviewed in the proceeding sections of this paper. The figure indicates 

that the primary policy text directly affecting PE in Alabama is the aforementioned state policy text 

(ADE, 2003). The figure also shows that this text has been heavily influenced by NASPE’s (1995,  
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Figure 7. The making of official PE policy in Alabama and its impact on practice in schools. 

 

2004) published standards for PE and appropriate practices publications (NASPE, 2000, 2001a, 

2001b). In addition, Figure 7, indicates that NASPE’s efforts at policy making have, in turn, been 

impacted by its own annual Shape of the Nation reports and policy texts produced by the federal 

government; specifically, the USDHHS (1996a, 1996b, 2000, 2001), and Congress. Finally, Figure 7 
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shows that, rather than influencing successive policy texts, the federal government’s No Child Left 

Behind Act (2001) has had a direct impact on PE in Alabama’s schools.  

Purpose 

 Case study work on the occupational socialization of preservice and beginning inservice PE 

teachers in Alabama suggests that there is a major incongruence between how official policy 

describes PE should be in Alabama and actual practice (Curtner-Smith, 2009). This study was the 

third in a series of three aimed at doing foundational political/policy work with the goal of 

discovering whether or not Curtner-Smith’s assertion was accurate at the high school level. Its 

specific purposes, therefore, were to (a) describe what was occurring in high school PE in the state 

of Alabama and (b) illustrate discrepancies between national and state policy texts and practice. 

Method 

Construction of the Physical Education in Alabama Survey 

The Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) is a 20-item survey designed in order to 

collect data which could be used to produce a broad description of what is going on in PE within 

Alabama’s high schools. Specifically, the survey gathers demographic information in the form of 

teachers’ location, age, and experience; qualifications; and role emphasis. It also yields programmatic 

data on time allocated for PE, curricular organization, class size, goals and objectives, content, and 

grading and evaluation. The portion of the PEAS completed by high school teachers is shown in 

Appendix C.   

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected at the 2008 Alabama Association of Physical Education Recreation and 

Dance (ASAPHERD) Fall Conference which took place between November 9th and November 11th, 

2008. Three hundred PE and health education teachers attended the conference. These teachers 
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worked in Alabama’s 63 city and 68 county school systems. Prior to the study’s commencement, 

permission to collect data was sought and gained from the ASAPHERD Executive Board.  

The researcher approached PE teachers attending the conference and inquired as to their 

willingness to participate in the study. Those who responded positively were asked to read a short 

letter which introduced the researcher and described the goals of the study. Participants also signed a 

consent form as required by the researcher’s institutional review board policy on human subjects. 

They then completed the PEAS on their own and returned finished surveys to a booth situated next 

to the main conference meeting room.  

Data Analysis 

 The first stage of analysis involved identifying and separating surveys completed by teachers 

employed in high schools (grades 9, 10, 11, and 12) from the total sample. The second stage involved 

completing frequency counts and calculating percentages for all forced-choice questions on the PEAS. 

The third stage involved coding, sorting, and categorizing the raw data generated by the open-ended 

questions by employing the analytic induction technique (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). Frequency 

counts and percentages were then made and calculated for all inductive categories. Data were then 

organized within two main sections: those concerned with teacher demographics and those concerned 

with the programs the teachers delivered. The former section included subsections that described 

teachers’ location, age, and experience; qualifications; and role emphasis. The latter section included 

subsections on time allocation, organization, and class size; goals and objectives; content; and grading 

and evaluation. Finally, the findings within these sections and subsections were compared and 

contrasted with the official PE policy text for the state of Alabama (ADE, 2003) and the major policy 

text produced by NASPE (NASPE, 2004). 
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Results and Discussion  

Demographic Findings 

Location, Age, and Experience 

A total of 248 PE teachers completed the PEAS during the 3 days of data collection. Thirty-

seven of the teachers were employed in high schools. Thirteen (35.14%) were male and 24 (64.86%) 

were female. The teachers were employed in each of Alabama’s eight districts (see Figure 8). The 

teachers were generally fairly experienced and surprisingly advanced in age. Their mean teaching 

experience was 15.71 years (SD = 10.58) and their mean age was 41.08 years (SD = 10.60) (see Table 

21) suggesting that many of them had been in their positions for some time.  

 Qualifications 

NASPE (2004) strongly recommends that PE be taught by certified teachers. ADE (2003), 

however, is somewhat ambiguous on this subject at the high school level. Strangely, early in the 

document it is stated that PE for “grades K-8 must be taught . . . by teachers certified in physical 

education” (p. 3) implying that teachers of grades 9 through 12 need not be certified. Conversely, 

towards the end of the document, it is stated that the high school PE curriculum should “[reflect] 

national standards” (p. 87) implying that teachers certified in the subject work at this level as well. 

Moreover, the depth and relative sophistication of the bulk of the text outlining what should be 

taught to 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grade pupils also suggests that the intention is for PE specialists to 

work with high school pupils since it is doubtful whether non-specialists would have the content 

knowledge or pedagogical skill to deliver such a curriculum.  

Disappointingly, then, data in Table 22 reveal that only 22 (59.46%) of the high school 

teachers in the study were qualified to teach PE by completing mainstream certification courses. Of 

these teachers, 10 (27.02%) held an advanced degree in the subject. A further four (10.81%) teachers  
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Note. M= Male, F= Female 

 
Figure 8. Teacher location. 

District 8 
M=1                
F=1        
Total=2 

District 6 
M=0                
F=2        
Total=2 

District 7 
M=0                
F=5        
Total=5 

District 3 
M=1                
F=2        
Total=3 District 4 

M=3                
F=4        
Total=7 

District 5 
M=6                
F=5        
Total=11 

District 2 
M=0                
F=2        
Total=2 

District 1 
M=2                
F=3        
Total=5 
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were certified through alternative routes. This left 11 (29.73%) teachers who were not certified to 

teach the subject. 

 
 
Table 21 
 
Teachers’ Age and Instructional Experience in Years 
          
Teacher Demographic    f     % 
          

Age 
≤ 25     3     8.11 
26 – 40   15   40.54 
≥ 41   19   51.35 

 Total              37            100.00 
Instructional 
Experience 
 ≤ 5     9   24.32 
 6 – 15   13   35.14 
 16 – 25       7   18.92 
 ≥ 26     8   21.62 
 Total              37            100.00 
          

 

 

Table 22 
 
Teacher Qualifications 
            
 Degree    f   % 
            
Bachelors in PE   20   27.03 
Masters in PE    33   44.60 
Alternative PE certification    7     9.46 

Bachelors in other subject area  10   13.51 
Masters in other subject area    2     2.70 
Doctorate in other subject area   2     2.70 
 
Total                74            100.00 
            
Note. The highest reported PE degree earned by teachers with a PE qualification is reported. For those teachers without 
a PE qualification, the highest degree in another subject area is reported. 
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Role Emphasis 

Twenty-nine (78.38%) of the teachers relayed that they had extracurricular coaching duties 

on top of their PE teaching load. The range of sports and activities they coached (see Figure 9) was 

disappointingly narrow and catered mainly to pupils interested in traditional competitive team and 

individual sports, the most prevalent being volleyball, basketball, softball, and American football. 

More encouraging and contrasting the vast bulk of occupational socialization research (see Curtner-

Smith, 2009) was the insistence of most of the teachers in the study that they and their 

administrators gave priority to their teaching role (see Table 23).  

Programmatic Findings 

Time Allocation, Organization, and Class Size 

 ADE (2003) requires only that high school pupils successfully complete a minimum of “one 

credit” of PE in order to graduate. This one credit course is typically taken during the course of one 

semester (i.e., a term of 17-18 weeks). Since one credit requires “140 hours of instruction” (p. 94), this 

equates to daily PE lessons of just over 90 minutes for that term. NASPE (2004) recommendations in 

this area are vastly different and a good deal more demanding. The document suggests that pupils 

receive PE instruction for 225 minutes per week (i.e., 5 x 45 minute lessons per week) for the duration 

of their high school careers. Neither document has specific recommendations or requirements for the 

number of PE lessons high school pupils should be engaged in each week although both imply that 

daily lessons are preferable.  

 Table 24 reveals that 11 (29.72%) of the teachers taught lessons that were 90 minutes or longer 

and that a further 18 (48.65%) taught lessons that were between 45 and 75 minutes in duration. Eight 

(21.62%) teachers taught lessons that were less than 45 minutes in duration. Table 25 shows that the 

vast majority of teachers taught daily PE lessons. Together, these data suggest that many of the  
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Figure 9.  Extracurricular sports coached by teachers. 
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Table 23 
 
Role Emphasis of Teachers and Administrators 
             
 Role     f   % 
             
Teacher’s emphasis 
 Coaching    11   14.86 
 Teaching    56   75.68 
 Coaching and Teaching    7     9.46 
 Totals     74            100.00    
             
Administrator’s emphasis 
 Coaching      9   12.16 
 Teaching    59   79.73 

Coaching and teaching       6     8.11 
 Total     74            100.00 
             
 

 

 
Table 24 
 
Number of Teachers Instructing Lessons Ranging From 30 to 98 Minutes in Duration 
            
Lesson length in minutes  f   % 
            
 30    4   10.81 
 35    2     5.41 
 40    2     5.41 
 45    2     5.41 
 50    5    13.51 
 55    4   10.81 
 60    5   13.51 
 75    2     5.41 
 90    7   18.91 
 96    3     8.11 
 98    1     2.70 

Totals             37            100.00 
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Table 25 
 
Number of Teachers Instructing 3, 4 and 5 Lessons per Week 
            
Number of lessons taught per week     f   % 
            

3       4   10.81 
4       3     8.11 
5     30              81.08 
Total     37            100.00 

            
 

schools in which the teachers taught were complying with state policy on time allocation for PE within 

one semester, that some may have been complying over the course of  a year (i.e., 2 semesters), and 

that some may have been falling short of state requirements. Obviously, the PEAS was not designed 

to generate data that revealed the extent to which some pupils were taking more than the required 

state minimum amount of PE and whether in some cases this amount was congruent with national 

standards.  Therefore, more in-depth study of this topic is needed to get a definitive answer.   

 There are no specific guidelines for high school PE class sizes in NASPE (2004). The 

document, however, notes that children of all ages be given adequate “opportunity to learn” (p. 5) and 

“maximum practice opportunities” (p. 6) implying optimal class sizes are fairly small. In a later 

document, NASPE (2006b) is more specific on this topic when stating that class sizes for the subject 

should be similar to those of other subjects and that maximum teacher-pupil ratio for high school PE 

should be 1:30. ADE (2003) also states that PE class sizes “be consistent with other classes” (p. 73) 

and should not exceed a teacher-pupil ratio of 1:30 unless a school’s administration can be sure that 

pupils will be safe and learn.  

 In addition, the September 11, 1997 resolution passed by the Alabama State Board of 

Education was the catalyst for ADE (n.d.) recommending that teacher-pupil ratios should be 1:29 for 

9th through 12th grades. Data in Table 26 indicate that the schools in which the teachers taught were in 

compliance with state and national policy on class size for grades 10 through 12 and very close to 
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being so for the 9th grade. However, whether this “compliance” is the result of efforts to follow these 

policies or due to very few high school pupils taking more than the required minimum amount of PE 

should be the focus of further investigation. 

 

Table 26 
 
Class Size 
        
Grade   M   SD 
        
Grade 9  32.53   20.86 
Grade 10  22.00   21.24 
Grade 11  24.03   23.38 
Grade 12  19.42   17.57 
        
 

Goals and Objectives 

ADE (2003) and NASPE (2004) emphasize similar goals for high school PE within different 

structures. The main goals of ADE’s (2003) required, lifelong, individualized fitness education 

(LIFE) program is clearly the enhancement of health-related fitness. By the end of the course, pupils 

should not only be fit but have a good knowledge of fitness principles, and possess the physical 

ability to participate in adult sport and physical activity forms that will keep them fit. ADE’s 

“elective” PE, which pupils take on top of LIFE if they have room in their schedules and if they so 

desire, is a more traditional program of sport and physical activities aimed at producing more 

competent performers and so increasing the likelihood of participants following an “active lifestyle.” 

In addition, this program aims to enhance personal and social behaviors including the development 

of responsible leadership, honesty, and respect for others. 

NASPE (2004) has a broader range of goals for this age group. These include skill 

acquisition in a range of activities, health-related fitness and knowledge acquisition, cognitive 

development in terms of applying sport scientific principles to sport and physical activity, personal 
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and social development in physical activity contexts, and participation in sport and physical activity 

for its own sake.   

 Encouragingly, 33 (89.12%) of teachers in the study reported working from a locally written 

document which served to guide their programs. The contents of Table 27 also indicate that the 

teachers were largely congruent with state and national policy when it came to their goals and 

objectives. Moreover, their emphases on each of the main categories of goals and objectives appeared 

to be in line with those who had fashioned ADE (2003) and NASPE (2004). Approximately half of 

the 49 goals taken from the PEAS were concerned with health and fitness, and approximately one-

fifth were concerned with skillful movement and personal and social behavior while rather less 

emphasis was placed on regular participation in physical activity. Only NASPE’s (2004) cognitive 

developmental goal of applying sport science to participation in sport and physical activity did not 

feature in the teachers’ lists. 

Content 

 In contrast to the policy texts developed in some other countries [e.g., see the United 

Kingdom’s Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (2009)], neither ADE (2003) nor NASPE (2004) 

is particularly prescriptive when it comes to content. ADE, however, strongly implies that content 

within the LIFE program should be concerned with health-related fitness and that the elective 

program should consist of “sports, games . . . and dance” (p. 63). NASPE (2004) provides more 

direction for schools by suggesting that the content of high school PE programs should consist of a 

range of physical activities taken from aquatics, team sports, dual sports, individual sports, outdoor 

pursuits, self-defense, dance and gymnastics. In addition, like ADE, it also strongly implies pupils be 

taught health-related principles and unlike the state document suggests pupils learn some sport 

science.  
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Table 27 
 
Frequency and Percentage of Teachers’ Goals and Objectives 
            

Category       f     % 
            
Skillful Movement 

Learning skills       4     8.16 
Performing movement skills     5   10.20 
Performing in games and sports    1     2.04 
Skillful movement subtotal   10   20.41 

Participation in Regular Physical Activity    6   12.24 
Health and Fitness      

Knowledge of benefits of exercise    9   18.37 
Knowledge of nutrition     5     10.20 
Knowledge of healthy exercise habits      5   10.20 
Healthy relationships/choices     2     4.08 
Performing fitness skills     3     6.12 
Health and Fitness subtotal   24   48.98 

Personal and Social Behavior 
Sportsmanship/fairplay     2     4.08 
Participation in class activities       5   10.20 
Character development     1     2.04 
Enjoy physical activity        1     2.04 
Personal and social behaviors subtotal      9   18.37 
Total                49            100.00 

             
 

 

 A total of 361 content statements were coded from the high school teachers’ responses to 

question 15 of the PEAS. The frequency and percentage of these statements are shown in Table 28 

within six categories and nine subcategories. Table 28 indicates that the degree of congruence between 

teachers’ stated content and the content suggested in national and state policy as well as their own 

goals and objectives (see Table 27) was not as strong as it might have been. Surprisingly, there was still 

some mention of teaching fundamental movement skills; educational gymnastics, dance, and games; 

and modified sports, content most would associate with the elementary grades. Moreover, content 

statements related to health and fitness, the teachers’ main priority (see Table 27), were only 15.24% of 

the total. Additionally, there was no mention of more formal versions of dance and gymnastics. 
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Aquatics, self-defense, outdoor pursuits, and sport science did not feature in the teachers’ stated 

content either. Instead, across all four grades, the content offered was dominated by a narrow range of 

traditional, full-version sports which fell mostly within the invasion and net/wall categories. Finally, 

and also of major concern, was the fact that 22 (59.46%) of the teachers reported that they included 

some type of non-instructional “free play” in their curricula on a weekly basis. The main rationale for 

including this “content” appeared to be that it was an acceptable strategy to secure pupil compliance 

and good behavior for the rest of the school week. 

Grading and Evaluation 

 Virtually no mention is made about how high school teachers should go about assigning 

grades for PE in NASPE (2004) or ADE (2003).  NASPE (2004), however, does make the point that 

teachers who evaluate students solely for the purpose of assigning grades are employing faulty 

practice. Both policy texts argue that teachers should use multiple methods of ongoing and continuous 

assessment which yield data that indicate the degree to which pupils have realized key goals and 

objectives. ADE (2003) specifically suggests that teachers use checklists, portfolios, peer- and self-

assessments, and pupil journaling to collect these data. The document also notes that these data can be 

used as a basis for future planning and teaching, to identify pupils who need remediation, and to 

provide parents with meaningful feedback. 

 In the present study, 33 (89.19%) of the teachers acknowledged that their principals required 

them to assign formal grades to pupils for PE. A total of 70 criteria for awarding grades were coded 

from question 18 on the PEAS. The frequency and percentage of these are shown in Table 29 within  
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Table 28 
 
Frequency and Percentage of High School PE Content Taught to Different Grade Levels 
                 
             Grade 
                               9         10         11         12        Total 
 Content        f   %   f %   f %   f   %   f     %  
                 
Fundamental 
Movement 
Skills 

Locomotor skills       4   3.85   5   5.95   5 5.81   5   5.75   19     5.26 
Manipulative skills         3   2.88   3   3.57   3 3.49   3   3.45   12     3.32 
Fundamental skills subtotal      7   6.73   8   9.52   8 9.30   8   9.19   31     8.59 

 
Educational gymnastics       0   0.00   0   0.00   0        0.00   1   1.15     1     0.28 
 
Educational dance          7   6.73   6   7.14   6 6.98   7   8.05   26     7.20 
 
Educational games          4   3.85   2   2.38   4 4.65   3   3.45   13     3.60 
 
Modified sports 
 Target games        3   2.88   2   2.38   4 4.65   4   4.59   13         3.60 
 Invasion games           0   0.00   4   4.76   0 0.00   0   0.00     4     1.11 

Striking/Fielding games        4   3.85     5   5.95   4 4.65   5   5.75   18     4.99 
Modified sports subtotal      7   6.73 11 13.09   8 9.30   9 10.34   35     9.69 

 
Full Version Sports 
      Invasion      29 27.88 16 19.05 24      27.91 25 28.74   94   26.04 
      Target             5   4.81   5   5.95   3        3.49   3   3.45   16     4.43 
     Net/Wall          26 25.00 25 29.76 20      23.26 19 21.84   90   24.93 

Full version sports subtotal    60 57.69 46 54.76 47      54.65 47 54.02 200   55.40 
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Table 28 (con’t). 
                 
             Grade 
                               9         10         11         12        Total 
 Content        f   %   f %   f %   f   %   f     %  
                 
Health        19 18.27 11 13.09 13      15.12 12 13.79   55   15.24 
 
Total      104 28.81 84 23.27 86      23.82 87 24.10 361 100.00 
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five categories and nine subcategories. The table indicates that the main criteria used to assign grades 

were the standard of pupils’ behavior and the ability of pupils to follow the school’s PE dress code. 

Obviously, these criteria had little to do with national, state, or the teachers’ own goals and objectives 

(see Table 27). Slightly more encouraging was the fact that one teacher used ADE’s (2003) content 

standards as a basis for assigning grades, while another used pupils’ comprehension of sporting rules 

and regulations, and three evaluated the standard of pupils’ journal writing. 

 

Table 29  
 
Frequency and Percentage of Criteria Used by High School Teachers for Awarding Grades 
             

Criteria      f     % 
             
Behavior 

Participation     34     48.57 
Attitude/conduct      3        4.29 

 Following directions      1       1.43 
 Interactions with peers        3         4.29 
 Sharing equipment      1       1.43 
 Behaviors subtotal                   42     60.00 
 
Dress  
 Appropriate attire    22       31.43 
 Appropriate footwear      1          1.43 
 Dress subtotal     23     32.85 
 
Content Standards       1       1.43 
 
Rules and Regulations of games/sport       1       1.43 
 
Standard of journal writing      3       4.29 
 
 Total      70   100.00 
             
 
 

 Only 22 (59.46%) of the teachers acknowledged that they carried out some kind of formal 

evaluation of their pupils. These teachers listed a total of 125 methods and techniques which they used 
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for this purpose (see Table 30). These techniques and methods were broadly congruent with the spirit 

of NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003). Most often employed was performance assessment (36.80%), 

usually in the form of a motor skills test. Also employed were observational techniques (36.80%) and 

written assessments (14.40%). Use of specific techniques was fairly consistent across grades.  None of 

the teachers indicated that they required pupils to complete portfolios. Strangely, there was also no 

mention of journal use, even though one teacher had used standard of journal writing as the basis for 

assigning grades (see Table 29). Also odd was the fact that teachers used evaluation techniques that 

yielded data related to their goals and objectives, yet clearly did not use them as a basis for assigning 

grades (see Table 29). 

Summary and Implications 

 The purposes of this study were to describe what was occurring in high school PE in the 

state of Alabama and to illustrate discrepancies between national and state policy texts and practice. 

The study’s results revealed that some aspects of practice were consistent with official national and 

state policy while others were not.  

 Aspects of  practice that were generally compliant with NASPE (2004) and ADE (2003) 

included teachers’ role emphasis, class size, goals and objectives, and assessment techniques 

employed by teachers who conducted formal evaluation of their pupils. Aspects that were often 

non-compliant with these two policy documents were the criteria used for assigning formal grades 

and the content which comprised the teachers’ curricula. Additionally, the common practice of 

allowing pupils to participate in free play and the proportion of teachers who were not certified to 

teach the subject or who failed to carry out formal evaluations were causes for concern. Finally, in 

general time allocated for high school PE appeared to be compliant with the incredibly limited state 

requirement but a long way short of the reasonably set and more informed national requirement.  
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Table 30  
 
Frequency and Percentage of Methods and Techniques Used by Teachers for Evaluating High School Pupils 
                
                                Grade 
                  9        10        11          12        Total 

Method/Techniques    f   %   f   %   f   %   f    %     f     % 
                
Observations 

Visual monitoring/ 
   scanning     2   6.25   2   6.45   2   6.25   2   6.67     8     6.40 

 Peer assessment      1   3.13   1   3.23   1   3.13   1   3.33     4     3.20 
Self assessment     10 31.25   9 29.03   8 25.00   7 23.33   34   27.20 

 Observation subtotal  13 40.63 12 38.71 11 34.38 10 33.33   46   36.80 
 
Performance assessment 
 Motor skill test   12 37.50 11 35.48 15 46.88 13 43.33   51   40.80 
 Physical fitness test    2   6.25   3   9.68   2   6.25   3 10.00   10     8.00 

Performance 
   assessment subtotal  14 43.75 14 45.16 17 53.13 16 53.33   61   48.80 

 
Written assessment 

Narrative     4 12.50   4 12.90   3   9.38   3 10.00   14   11.20 
Checklist     0   0.00   1   3.23   1   3.13   1   3.33     3     2.40 
Progress report         1   3.13   0   0.00   0   0.00   0   0.00     1     0.80  
Written assessment 
   subtotal      5 15.63   5 16.13   4 12.80   4 13.33   18   14.40 

 
Total     32 25.60 31 24.80 32 25.60 30 24.00 125 100.00 
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 Implications for action which could lead to improvement of high school PE in the state of 

Alabama fall into three categories. First, it is clear that the state needs to examine its own policy on 

the subject and align some elements more closely with national policy. This appears particularly 

important in terms of content taught within high school curricula. A more prescriptive requirement 

for teachers to include a wide range of physical activity and sport forms, sport science, and specific 

health-related fitness content might hasten the end of current practice which appears to focus on the 

delivery of a very narrow curriculum catering mainly to those pupils interested in traditional 

competitive team sports. Prescriptions or, in the very least, more concrete suggestions on the 

packaging of this content for high school pupils in the form of curriculum models could also help 

improve quality. In addition, given the growing concern over child and youth inactivity/obesity and 

related illness and disease in the nation (e.g., see NASPE, 2006a) and particularly this state, a state 

policy document which falls into line with national thinking when it comes to time allocation would 

clearly be an improvement.  

 Second, there is clearly a need for the state to enforce its own policy. Holding 

superintendents and principals accountable for hiring certified PE teachers and holding teachers 

accountable for using lessons for educational and instructional purposes and assigning grades based 

on pupils’ ability to realize the subject’s goals and objectives would seem to reasonable expectations. 

Finally, universities and colleges preparing preservice teachers and working with inservice 

teachers obviously have a role to play in improving the standard of high school PE in the state. 

Specifically, the study suggests that teachers need help in terms of content knowledge, delivering 

health-related fitness, and methods and techniques with which to evaluate and assess their pupils.  
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The Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) (High School Section) 
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The Physical Education in Alabama Survey (PEAS) (High School Section)  

Demographic Information:                                             
1. School……………………………………… School District…………………………. 
2. Please check your gender:   a. Female  b. Male        
3. How old are you in years?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
4. How many years have you been teaching physical education? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Education 
5. Which of the following formal qualifications do you have? (Check all that apply to you). 
 a. Bachelors degree in physical education 
 b. Masters degree in physical education 
 c. Doctoral degree in physical education 
 d. Bachelors degree in subject other than physical education 
 e. Masters degree in subject other than physical education 
 f. Doctoral degree in a subject other than physical education 

g. Please indicate whether you have completed your education via an alternative 
    route to certification………………………………………………………… 

Extracurricular Coaching Duties 
6. Do you coach extracurricular school sports? (Please check one) 
    Yes  /  No 
 
7. If your answer to question 6 was “yes,” please list the sports you coach and the ages of 
   the children on the teams you coach. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
8. Which of these do you value most? Coaching / Teaching (Please check one) 
9. Based on your answer to question 8, please indicate which of your two duties       
   (coaching or teaching) is most important, as far as your administrators are concerned, by     
   checking one of these options:       Teaching  /  Coaching 
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Physical Education Program 

                                   
   
 
10. How long are physical education lessons at your school in minutes?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
11 How many lessons of physical education do pupils at your school receive each week?  
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
12. Please indicate below how many students you have in each class on average in the 
      following grade levels: 
      9th Grade: …………………………    10thGrade: …………………………… 
      11thGrade: ………………………...   12th Grade:……………………………. 
13. Do you have a written document describing the physical education curriculum in your 
      school for parents and administrators? (Please check one)  Yes   /   No 
 
14. In the space below, please list the main goals/objectives of your physical education 
      program.  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
15. In the space below, please list the content (e.g., skills, sports, games, health etc.) that 
     you teach to students in the following grades: 
9thGrade:…………………………………………………………………………………………...…
…………………………………………………………………………………………………..……
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
10thGrade:…………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………...……………
…..…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
11thGrade:…………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………...……………
…..…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
12thGrade:…………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
16. Do you include any “free play” in your curriculum? If so, briefly explain how often this 
      occurs and how much time is devoted to this activity. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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17. Are you required to give students grades for PE? (Please check one) 
      Yes / No 
18. If your answer to question 17 was “yes”, briefly explain the criteria you use to decide 
      on these grades. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
19. Do you do any formal evaluation of the pupils in your program? (Please check one)  
      Yes  /   No 
 
20. If your answer to question 19 was “yes,” briefly describe how you evaluate students in 
      the following grades:  
9thGrade:………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
10thGrade:……………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…..………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
11thGrade:……………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…..………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
12thGrade:……………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
21. Please indicate whether or not you would like a copy of the results of this survey by  
      circling the appropriate answer:   

Please e-mail me a copy of the results of the survey to the following e-mail              
address: ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Please do not e-mail me a copy of the results of the survey 
Thank you 
 


