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Teaching is a cyclical process involving planning, instruction, and assessment, the data from which informs subsequent planning (Todorovich et al., 2005).  The same can be said for educational reform in physical education.  After years and careful planning, the Pennsylvania legislature passed the educational standards for health, safety, and physical education in 2002 (State Board of Education of Pennsylvania, 2002).  The standards were subsequently implemented in 2003.  The purpose of this study therefore was to measure and provide an accurate picture of the implementation of the standards in Pennsylvania.  Based upon the findings, additional planning can be undertaken to improve physical education throughout the state and the education of our children.  

Data were collected through three primary methods: online teacher surveys, teacher interviews, and written student surveys.  For the online teacher survey, the 684 teachers were solicited for involvement and 292 completed it.  

Online Teacher Survey

The results for the online survey indicated that over 92% of teachers either agreed or strongly agreed that they were familiar with the Pennsylvania standards 10.4 and 10.5.  In 2002, researchers Borsdorf and Wentzell asked Pennsylvania physical educators the same question and recorded that 82% were familiar with the standards, representing a 10% gain in four years.  Nearly 87% indicated they used the standards when creating lesson plans; over 90% indicated they incorporated the standards into instruction, over 83% believed the standards were valuable; and over 80% stated they planned assessments that addressed the standards.  However, it is uncertain how 79% of students achieved their grade level standards when only 80% of teachers planned assessments that addressed the standards.  Over 60% of teachers believed that not enough time was allocated for physical education to achieve the standards, thus confirming previous research by Wilkins et al. (2003).  It was interesting that only 40% of teachers believed enough time was allocated to physical education but 79% of teachers indicated their students met the standards.  Also, 70% of elementary teachers, 58% of middle school teachers, and 54% of high school teachers believed there was not enough instructional time.  Over 65% of teachers coordinated with other physical educators in their districts regarding how to implement the standards.  Female teachers and high school teachers demonstrated higher coordination.  Just over 57% of teachers believed the standards were making a difference in how “physically educated” students were.  This contrasted highly with answers from the previous survey items that seemed to indicate high levels of effectiveness and standards adherence.  Over 75% of teachers believed the standards reflected knowledge and skills that will be useful to students as adults and over 46% of teachers believed their students were aware of the state standards for physical education.  

The online survey results were further analyzed via a factor analysis and evaluated against several demographic groups to test for significant differences.  The groups included the following: gender, school level (elementary, middle, high school), locale (urban, suburban, rural), district supervisor (yes, no), OSSA scores, number of years teaching physical education, total school enrollment, total district enrollment, and professional memberships (AAHPERD, PSAHPERD, coaching association).  These comparisons used the following statistical analyses: ANOVAs, correlations, regressions, and t-tests.  Of the 40 comparisons analyzed, 13 were significant at the .05 level.  However, none of the 13 significant comparisons exceeded the generally accepted practical significance threshold of 10%.  The online survey results demonstrate that there is no clear association between the above groups and teacher responses in the online survey.  

Teacher Interviews and Observations

Although the online survey data did not yield practically significant differences, the data did identify several exceptional teachers who were later interviewed, observed teaching, and supplied curriculum related documents such as lesson plans.   Interviews were conducted for approximately 45 minutes using a semi-structured interview format in order to produce thick, rich description (Merriam, 1988).  A total of 16 teachers were selected; all interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher, then analyzed by the researcher and a kinesiology doctoral student at Temple University.  

Analysis of the qualitative data yielded five major themes and several respective sub-themes: (a) background, (b) standards competence, (c) curriculum development, (d) standards implementation, and (e) organizational promotion and constraint.  The qualitative data collection involved multiple sources of data to aid triangulation (Yin, 1994).  Debriefing transpired at the end of the interviews in which the researcher summarized the main points of the interview and solicited comments or questions from the participant (Kvale, 1996).  Field notes were taken during the interview and were used to supplement the data, make comments, observe patterns or trends, frame future questions, and seek clarification.  

The first major qualitative theme, background, asked teachers their perceptions of the standards.  Teachers believed the standards were valuable and appreciated the general framework they provided for physical education content.  According to teacher #9b, “It gives you guidance on how to go about creating . . . physically active environments for our students.”  Teachers also perceived that the standards represented a major advancement in the accountability of physical educators and physical education programs.  According to teacher #7b:  “I’d hate to think what it would’ve been like without the standards, without some objective, ‘This is what we’re aiming for.’”  In the past, there were little standardized criteria regarding quality instruction.  With the standards, students, parents, teachers, and administrators could all be on the same page and objectively assess the merit of a physical education program by comparing the program to the standards.  

Teachers also perceived that the standards placed too much emphasis on cognitive objectives to the detriment of psychomotor objectives.  “Some of the standards are difficult to reach or not particularly related to physical education . . . like the physics kind of makes it a bit different.”  Teachers also perceived that the standards were too vague.  Although the standards were conceived as a general academic framework, teachers wanted them to be more specific.  According to teacher #8b, “I dislike the vagueness. . . . I think I can truly get any equipment out of the room over there and say I’m meeting a standard . . . there’s a lot of room under each standard.”  


The second major theme, standards competence, addressed what teachers knew about the standards.  Often teachers knew the standards themselves, 10.4 and 10.5, but not the standard statements or the bullet points underneath.  For example, teacher #9a stated, “Basically, if you’re hitting the majors [standards], you’re going to cover something on the subs.”   As teacher #7a indicated, “I’m pretty familiar with them, not familiar enough to quote . . . but the big picture.”  To remedy inadequacies in teacher knowledge, districts often utilize professional development.  However, there was generally a lack of professional development opportunities for physical educators.  Typically the best professional development opportunities for physical educators occurred among themselves.  Teacher #2 stated, “It bothers me that I can, if I’m left alone by myself, I can get more done professionally than I can through sitting in [on a professional development session].”  

The third theme, curriculum development, addressed how teachers created physical education curricula.  Two major philosophical factions emerged: physical exercise and lifetime activity.  The first emphasized the importance of being physically active during as much class time as possible.  The second major philosophical position entailed promoting lifetime activity, a position espoused by various researchers such as Darst (2001).  Teachers were sometimes at odds over these conflicting philosophies and found it difficult compromising to form one coherent philosophy.  There also existed a lack of coordination between teachers in district-level physical education programs.  In not one of 9 districts involved in the interview process were district supervisors of physical education utilized.  This created a lack of coordination and planning among teachers.  To compensate, three alternative coordination methods were observed.  First, no coordination; teachers acted autonomously forming loose collaborations with other teachers, typically in the same school.  Second, physical educators who chaired their middle or high school physical education programs also functioned as the district supervisors although they lacked any real authority to enact change or supervise other teachers.  These individuals had the understanding but lacked the authority.   The final method involved administrators who coordinated for the department but were typically not trained in physical education and lacked the in-depth understanding of physical education necessary to compel teachers to address the standards.  In essence, no one method was particularly effective.

When teachers came together for curriculum development, they used essentially two approaches or a hybrid of the two: curriculum mapping based upon activities and designing down based upon the standards.  Of the 16 teachers interviewed, 7 used the curriculum mapping approach, six used the design down approach, and three had no curricular approach.  The curriculum mapping approach began with activity units such as tennis.  Teachers planned lessons and assessments based upon the activity and linked them with the standards after the fact.  The second major approach was called designing down where the standards form the basis for curricular and program design (Silverman & Ennis, 2003).  This process was perceived as more difficult and confusing among physical educators.  

Following the establishment of a curriculum, teachers created lesson plans, sometimes in accordance with the espoused curriculum and other times not.  Only 1 of 16 teachers interviewed linked the objectives to the standards.  In many cases, teachers designed a lesson and then listed any standards they believe were related.  In several cases, teachers used the same standards on every lesson plan for a week.  Teacher #3 for example used the same standards for 10 different lesson plans.  

Another area that needed improvement was balancing coverage of the standards.  Too often, teachers covered the same standards repeatedly while neglecting other standards.  When asked about balancing coverage of the standards, teacher #5a stated, “Boy, that’s a real gray area [balancing coverage of the standards]. . . . That’s probably one area where I need to get more specific with the standards and zero in on . . . A through F because we are kind of hitting the broad standard [10.4, 10.5] and not necessarily zeroing in on the letters or the bullets.” 


The fourth theme, standards implementation, examined how the standards manifested themselves in classroom instruction, assessment, and student knowledge of the standards.  One major question teachers confronted was whether the espoused curriculum matched the actual instruction.  For some teachers, there was a breakdown between planning and instruction.  For example, teachers frequently cited standards on lesson plans that were not addressed in instruction.  Generally, there were two reasons.  First, teachers included standards on the lesson plans to satisfy administrators but those standards had little relation to the instruction.  The second and more prevalent problem was that teachers believed certain standards were addressed by virtue of activities.  For example, the researcher observed a class where the teacher stated that 10 standards were addressed.  During the actual lesson, only two standards were addressed directly to the students while the teacher assumed the other eight were taught by virtue of the activity.  This is a dangerous assumption to make, particularly when no assessments are given to verify learning.  

When asked to what degree teachers believe their students were meeting the standards, most teachers responded positively.  Percentages of students who meet the standards include 100%, 80-90%, 80%, 75%, and 75-85%.  Other quotations included teacher #1a, “I think most have pretty much achieved them” and teacher #5a, “I think our students are meeting the standards just because in many of our units . . . we do hit the standards.” However, when teachers were asked how they know their students were achieving the standards, their responses became less certain.  In most cases, teachers began referencing how they graded students and not how they measured achievement of the standards.  Generally, teachers exhibited one of three approaches when assessing student mastery of the standards or a combination thereof.  The first method and the most common did not address the standards; teachers assessed based upon effort, participation, and changing.  In the second method, teachers measured achievement through rubrics and assessments that were loosely linked to the standards such as skill, behavior, safety, and teamwork rubrics.  The final and most infrequent method involved teachers verifiably measuring student achievement of the standards.

Ultimately, what teachers should be moving towards is a mPDEl where the standards are incorporated throughout the entire teaching cycle.  This means thoroughly educating oneself about the standards, devising a standards-based curriculum including lesson plans, teaching the written curriculum, assessing student mastery of the standards, and then based upon the results, seeking further professional development, modifying the curriculum, or making no additional changes.  For example, online participant #65 stated, “I use the standards to plan my lessons according to our school’s curriculum.  I also use the standards to gauge assessment and progression of my students.”  Ideally, grades would also be based upon and linked to achievement of standards (Petersen et al., 2002).  Two of the 16 teachers interviewed demonstrated this approach.  For example, teacher #1b focused both written tests and performance assessments on the standards.  

The final major theme, organizational promotion and constraint, examined what factors helped and hindered the implementation of the standards.  The most frequently mentioned obstacle to improved implementation of the standards was lack of instructional time.  This reaffirmed previous research findings regarding a lack of instructional time in physical education (Napper-Owen et al., 2001).  Elementary teachers objected more than middle school and high school teachers.  Teachers found it difficult to address all of the standards and, therefore, covered fewer of them, covered them in less depth, or a combination of the two.  For example, teacher #7b stated, “We have some barriers related to time . . . so I feel like that’s tied my hands in terms of wanting to see a lot of growth.”  When asked if physical education was allotted sufficient instructional time, Teacher #5b responded “Absolutely not . . . if that’s the standard we’re supposed to meet in physical education class, we’re not.”  Another consistent obstacle was the emphasis on the OSSA exams and the improvement of reading and mathematics scores.  This supported other research that suggested high-stakes testing was detrimental to physical education (Wilkins et al., 2003).  Finally, physical education teachers who incorporated the standards were frustrated that other teachers who did not address the standards were not held responsible.  According to teacher #5b, “Nobody is watching over you and nobody is saying ‘Hey, did your kids meet the standards.’”  Another teacher, #1c, stated, “There’s no oversight.  The department chairs and the [administration] don’t care” (Teacher #1c).  Teacher #8b believed the standards were superficial and would not really change what happened in the classroom with the exception of adding more assessments.  

Student Survey


The third and final phase of data collection entailed having the students of teachers who were interviewed complete in-class paper surveys.  Three hundred and thirty eight students completed the student survey.  Analysis of the descriptive statistics yielded two findings.  First, a greater percentage of students should have been aware of the standards.  Second, standard 10.4C, the body’s response under various conditions, and standard 10.4D, factors affecting activity preference, were not addressed sufficiently.  


Two factors resulted from the factor analysis, (a) student knowledge of the standards and physical education content and (b) student enjoyment of physical education.  Statistical analysis of the factor scores against the demographic groups indicated that middle school students scored significantly higher in terms of knowledge of the standards and physical education content compared to elementary and high school students.  In addition, elementary school students enjoyed physical education significantly more than middle or high school students.  In both significant cases, the practical significance exceeded 10%.  Students indicated in qualitative data that teachers posted, discussed, and based instruction on the standards.  However, the teacher interviews and observations contradicted these findings.  

Meaning for Practitioners

It is important that the findings of this study are utilized to improve physical education throughout the state for teachers, teacher education faculty, physical education coordinators, the Pennsylvania Depart of Education (PDE), students, and parents.  Teachers must strive to improve their knowledge and coverage of the standards.  This means teachers must have a working understanding of standards 10.4 and 10.5 and the majority of standard statements and bullets.  This more in depth understanding will better enable teachers to link standards-related content, make adjustments, and address the standards during instruction.  Teachers should also reference the standards more during class to organize the content and educate students about the standards and goals of physical education.    

Teachers must also strive to balance coverage of the standards.  That is not to say all standards should receive equal attention.  However, for each standard statement and bullet, teachers should plan and implement instruction then measure learning via assessment.  One possible option for balancing coverage of the standards would be a simple tally sheet for each standard, statement, and bullet.  

Teachers must become more adept at implementing the standards throughout the entire cycle of instruction: planning, teaching, and assessment.  This aspect is absolutely critical.  Most teachers in this study used the standards during planning but failed to incorporate the standards during teaching and assessment.  This outcome is not due to teacher indifference to the standards or complacency but a lack of understanding and the tools to do so.  


To help teachers better incorporate the standards throughout the cycle of instruction, information will be made available through this article, a researcher-designed website, and the 2007 PSAHPERD conference.  However, for teachers resistant to change or who decline to incorporate the standards throughout the cycle of instruction, external pressure from administrators, state education officials, or colleagues may be necessary in order to change.  Transforming the practices of these individuals is vital because outmPDEd teachers impede individual teachers and entire departments.  


Teachers must also strive to do more than merely “cover” the standards.  Instead of ensuring that standards are covered and that students are “busy, happy, good,” teachers must endeavor to reach out, to motivate students, and to ensure quality programming through standards-based planning, teaching, and assessing.  Physical education as a profession is in a precarious position.  As more emphasis is placed on reading and mathematics via the OSSA exams, which shortly will include science and social students, physical education must move vigorously to justify and enhance its place in the school curriculum.  By teaching based upon the standards and assessing students in a way that provides meaningful quantitative data, physical educators can demonstrate real learning outcomes.  


The findings of this research study also impact teacher educators.  Higher education institutions, if they have not already done so, should adopt educational standards for their teacher education programs.  Thereafter, those standards should be infused throughout all courses in a department or school of education.  By requiring that higher education faculty address the standards in planning, teaching, and assessment, appropriate standards-based practice can be mPDEled to future teachers.  By the power of example, higher education faculty can demonstrate proper standards implementation.  Higher education faculty should also require that teacher candidates more closely link activities embedded in a lesson to the standards.  As was noted in the qualitative portion of this study, teachers often listed the standards at the beginning of a lesson and did not address them during instruction.  Instead, lesson plan forms should be modified such that the standards and activities are interspersed with one another throughout the document.  Higher education faculty should also place more emphasis on balancing instruction and assessment of the standards.  This ability was lacking in nearly all interview candidates.  This training could take place in curricular or methodological classes.  

Coordination of physical education programming is a prevalent problem across the state.  Schools districts should employ designated physical education supervisors on par with other departments who are trained and have authority to evaluate teacher performance and implement change.  If not, physical educators should advocate such a position or individual physical educators should step forward.  In the instances where school districts will not designate a supervisor, additional authority should be given to department chairpersons who function as district supervisors such that they may evaluate teacher quality and implement change.  This authority will influence teachers who are externally motivated to change.  Physical education coordinators, whether they are designated supervisors or department chairpersons, should provide standards-based physical education professional development which may entail training about the standards, designing standards-based instruction, linking the standards to assessment, redesigning the curriculum in accordance with the standards, aligning standards implementation with grade levels, and other topics.   It may be occasionally necessary on professional development days to hold separate meetings for just physical educators.   


The Pennsylvania Department of Education should slightly modifying the standards or change how they are incorporated throughout the state.  As discussed earlier, teachers objected to the cognitive focus and vagueness of the standards.  This may be at odds with the state’s perceived role of providing academic, meaning cognitive-focused standards that were created intentionally vague in order to provide flexibility for districts designing their own standards.  Based on these differing positions, one of two solutions may be appropriate.  First, the state could require all school district to formulate and submit physical education standards.  Second, the state could make the physical education standards more specific and mandate all school districts utilize them.  Either solution is more satisfactory than the current scenario where the state standards are too broad and too few school districts have district standards.


The PDE should revamp the accreditation process for the public schools.  Currently in Pennsylvania, the Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools accredits public schools.  However, in examining the standards for accreditation, schools must only offer physical education.  These standards speak nothing towards the quantity or quality of physical education and do not address the state standards, learning outcomes, fitness, lifetime sports, socialization, or other topics considered essential to physical education content.  The state does provide standards but it is not ensuring quality physical education instruction though its own devices, school administration, physical education supervisors, or department chairpersons?  

As part of No Child Left Behind (U.S. Department of Education, 2002), states began increasing the use of standardized testing in order to improve student learning and foster more accountability.  In physical education, there is currently no state exam.  However, unlike other subjects, there are divergent opinions regarding what, when, and how content material should be taught.  A state exam would help to remedy this and serve a two-fold purpose.  It would measure student learning and make teachers and school districts more accountable.  It would also create more standardization in the curriculum.  


Lastly, parents should hold school districts accountable for providing the necessary resources for their children to meet the state standards.  By making suggestions or lodging complaints to the school board or the state, real change can be enacted.  Parents have the power to author change although too few realize this potential.  

Conclusion


 The purpose of this research was to accurately portray how the standards are being implemented in the Pennsylvania schools.  Based upon the information collected, there are several positive aspects and suggestions for improvement.  In essence, the standards have gone one full cycle from planning to implementation to assessment.  Now it is incumbent upon all the physical education stakeholders in Pennsylvania to make the necessary changes to not only improve the effectiveness of the standards but the whole of physical education.   

