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PEDAGOGICAL CASE #1 
 

Learning to love running 
 
Mr. Robinson is a generalist primary teacher. One of his many responsibilities is to teach 
physical education to his fourth grade class. Although his pre-service teacher education program 
provided a minimal amount of preparation to teach physical education, throughout his life he has 
always considered himself to be a relatively physically active and health-conscious person. 
 
As someone who enjoys running regularly, he decided to teach his class several lessons on 
distance running. With the local school cross-country carnival approaching, he hoped some of 
his students might enjoy their experiences in his class enough to take it up as an extra-curricular 
activity. To his surprise, however, he initially had very little luck motivating his students. 
 
In order to help solidify student learning, encourage reflection, and identify some of the ways in 
which he could improve his own lessons, Mr. Robinson routinely has his students reflect on their 
learning through the completion of exit slips (short responses to open-ended questions) as well as 
diary entries. He also occasionally provides the class with an informal discussion period after 
certain classes, in which students are free to share their own thoughts/takeaways from the lesson 
or unit, in addition to the opportunity to listen and comment on the thoughts of their peers.  
 
It was a combination of their responses in these reflections, along with their body language that 
led him to believe that his lessons were just not hitting home with students. In an effort to make 
running seem more appealing in the past he had tried everything from regularly sharing the many 
health benefits of participation with them to using the annual school- and district-wide running 
events as motivation. Nothing seemed to resonate with this group of students. In response, Mr. 
Robinson decided to use some of the comments in his student’s various reflections to guide his 
future approach to planning distance-running lessons with the goal of continuing to make them 
more meaningful for his students. 
 
The most common critique his students had about his lessons was that just running in circles 
around the track all the time was boring and left them with little opportunity to socialize with 
their friends. Some also wrote about how they often grew tired quickly and always felt like they 
were falling behind – while at the same time, other students said they found it too easy. Some 
students also complained that they could not see the point in running: “My parents drive me 
everywhere!” was one student’s response. 
 
Mr. Robinson’s first point of focus for change was to use small groups rather than relying on the 
large, whole-class approach he had used in the past. He found success in dividing his class into 
3-4 smaller groups, with each running a different course that corresponded to a parallelogram the 
students were learning about in math. By organizing lessons this way he could also control the 
distance of the 3 courses so that individuals who tended to run fewer laps in a given amount of 
time could run shorter courses, while others who wanted longer distances could as well. Each 
student would THEN be able to complete a similar amount of laps in the time provided 
regardless of their skill level and choose the course they desired. This allowed them to more 
effectively set goals, while providing a more appropriate and meaningful level of challenge. In 
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an implicit way, it allowed all students to yield some of the same benefits of improved 
performance (based on their previous performances) with fewer overt comparisons.  
 
As Mr. Robinson and his students began experimenting with this design, it opened the door for 
other modifications to be made such as adding obstacles (pylons, hurdles etc.), and changing the 
location, surface, or method of travel. One lesson even required students to complete a scavenger 
hunt in groups, that involved moving as quickly as possible from location to location where they 
would take short breaks to stop to complete the provided tasks in their teams (similar to interval 
training).  
 
After introducing his students to some of the ways in which running courses could be modified, 
he then asked them to contribute some of their own modification ideas, along with a culminating 
activity that involved students working in groups to name and design their own running courses 
in an effort to provide them with a certain degree of autonomy and choice. As he expected, the 
emphasis on team activities and group achievement also resulted in an increased amount of 
social interaction between students, particularly as students began to find “running buddies” who 
kept a similar pace and who they could talk with as they ran. 
 
Rather than having students focus solely towards a long-term goal (such as completing 4km), he 
also found it beneficial to have them each think of their own short-term goals before each class 
and note their goals in a PE diary. In doing so, the students were able to gain an appreciation for 
the incremental steps and small successes that accompany the pursuit of their larger goals and 
focus on some of the immediate outcomes, which contributed significantly to their ability to 
maintain their motivation and effort over the course of the unit. Providing students with the 
opportunity to share their daily accomplishments with their peers not only allowed them to take 
pride in these accomplishments but also allowed Mr. Robinson to integrate other relevant 
information about the health benefits of running as background information rather than as the 
sole purpose for exercise. 
 
By occasionally modifying the running courses, making connections to content from other 
classes, and eventually allowing students to play an active role in the creation of their own 
running courses, Mr. Robinson found that his students seemed to find the lessons to be more fun 
and as a result, more personally relevant. By initially dividing students into groups and adjusting 
the length of the courses based on their own perceived level of challenge, he found that students 
were still able to experience the same small improvements in motor competence and aerobic 
capacity associated with regular running, but also to do so in a way where the level of challenge 
was right for each student. If the end goal of any Physical Education unit is to encourage life-
long participation, then planning lessons in ways that look promote meaningful experiences for 
students through fostering social interaction, fun, appropriate challenge, improved motor 
competence and delight, in addition to providing them with the tools to act as autonomous agents 
in their own learning experience is without a doubt a good place to start.  
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Meaningful Physical Education in Practice: 
 
• Many young people are not motivated to engage in physical activity for the health 

benefits; instead, motivation tends to be derived from situations that are appropriately 
challenging, personally relevant, or that they can engage in with friends. Explaining the 
benefits of “preventing cardiovascular disease” can lead to a detachment from the daily 
realities of many children, and while it is a positive outcome it may not be the best way to 
encourage engagement in movement. 

• The features of meaningful PE can help teachers to modify their planning and instruction 
so that situations can be made more appealing to students, and can enhance their 
experience. In this case social interaction (small groups and running buddies), personal 
relevance (linking to maths), and challenge (choosing distance or obstacles) stand out. 

• Providing students with time to reflect on ad think about their learning, both openly and 
in private, can help them identify what stands out as memorable and meaningful from 
certain situations. Importantly, what stands out can be positive or negative. Obviously we 
want to focus on identifying the positive, but it is useful to help students identify what 
they do and do not enjoy, care about, thrive on in physical education. Providing students 
with these opportunities also allows the teacher to understand how students are 
experiencing their learning in PE, and adjust planning and instruction accordingly.  

• Students should have opportunities to choose how they engage with tasks, such as 
choosing a running course. This supports autonomy, which is a crucial aspect of intrinsic 
forms of motivation.  

• Goal-setting in both short- and long-term can help students realize their potential through 
ongoing engagement. It can also enable recognition of their accomplishments personally 
and publicly, which can lead to a sense of satisfaction from, for example, pushing 
oneself.    

 
***Case developed by the LAMPE team and based on:  
 
https://www.runnersworld.com/advanced/a20796583/how-to-teach-kids-to-love-running/ 


