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PEDAGOGICAL CASE #6 
 

Encouraging Teamwork and Self-Guided Learning in a Junior Basketball Unit 
 
For as long as she could remember, Stephanie Lopez had never enjoyed Physical Education. 
Stephanie always felt awkward and embarrassed playing the sports and games that her peers 
seemed to excel at so effortlessly, which seemed only to decrease her confidence and discourage 
her from participating in these activities in her spare time. Stephanie also considered herself to be 
an introvert. She had a few very close friends but often felt uncomfortable in situations where 
she might have to be more outwardly social than she wanted to be, which was another reason she 
often felt intimidated by the fast, hectic, and loud environment that was so common in her PE 
classes.  
 
One of the only things she actually liked about her PE class this year was her teacher Ms. 
McKenzie. Ms. McKenzie was a first year teacher at the school and Stephanie could tell that she 
put lots of thought and effort into planning her lessons and wanted to do what she felt was right 
for her students. Stephanie found Ms. McKenzie to be very approachable and easy to talk to, 
which is why when Stephanie finally built up the courage to talk to Ms. McKenzie about her 
problems with some of the activities in PE, she was confident she would approach it in a 
considered and sensitive manner. After their discussion Ms. McKenzie thought long and hard 
about some of the ways she could help address Stephanie’s dilemma. Although she had excelled 
in PE her entire life and never felt these feelings of uncertainty herself, she sympathized with her 
student’s situation. After lots of thought, Ms. McKenzie eventually settled on a few adjustments 
to the upcoming basketball unit that would hopefully not only improve Stephanie’s experience, 
but also make the experiences of the rest of her students more meaningful as well. 
 
The first adjustment she made was to introduce her students to basketball in a less traditional 
way that emphasized spacing and strategy over pre-existing skill. After allowing her students to 
briefly warm-up, instead of rolling out the bin of basketballs as usual, Ms. McKenzie pulled out 
a bucket of beanbags and proceeded to hang hula-hoops on the back part of each of the rims in 
the gym. The object of the game was to throw the beanbag through the hoop to get a basket, 
which is similar to basketball but different enough to be unfamiliar to most students. The only 
other differences were that students weren’t allowed to move with the beanbag or go into the 
opposing team’s key (the area under the basket), which forced them to rely on their teammates in 
order to advance the beanbag into the opposing team’s area to score. Ms. McKenzie later used 
the game as a teaching point to highlight the importance of being able to move in space in 
basketball and other territorial games, and how passing to your teammates will often lead to 
higher percentage scoring opportunities. By modifying the game, she also noticed that in 
addition to getting many of her students more involved, all of her students (even those who were 
experienced basketball players) seemed to be more equally challenged by the activity.  
 
The second adjustment she made was to provide her students with the freedom to practice their 
skills independently or in small groups. There were two primary reasons for this decisions. First, 
it allowed them to focus on the skills that they struggled with the most or most wanted to 
improve on, and second, it gave students the opportunities to participate by themselves, with 
friends, or with students of a similar ability. Ms. McKenzie recognized that not all students like 
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to be placed in small groups all of the time, and so they were able to experience individual, 
paired, small and large group situations. In order to provide some structure to the practice time, 
she designated certain areas of the gym to be for practicing certain skills. For example, she had a 
pile of cones in one area of the gym so students could design their own dribbling courses, 
whereas another area in the gym was designated as being for practicing free throws. Through this 
self-guided learning process she found that many of her students were able to improve some of 
their skills gradually and work at their own level of challenge. This also made their learning 
more personally relevant, as some of the more advanced players were able to practice more 
difficult skills and tactical problems, while those who were new to the game were free to work 
on those that were relatively simpler. This also factored heavily into how she assessed and 
evaluated students, as she could observe and take notes on how they were progressing based on a 
self-referenced form of challenge on a day-to-day basis. For example, she noticed that Stephanie 
and one of her friends had gone from practicing undefended bounce passes one week to working 
on give-and-go cuts with a defender toward the end of the unit. At the end of the unit she also 
interviewed each student to discuss their progression and to have them highlight some of the 
things that they learned, which also helped to not only highlight their learning for Ms. McKenzie, 
but also to themselves. This made their learning more relevant, as they could see how it could be 
applied and was valuable. 
 
The final adjustment Ms. McKenzie made to make her student’s basketball unit more meaningful 
was to vary her methods of assessment and evaluation. As discussed briefly above, one of the 
ways she assessed her student’s skill development was through observation and individual 
interviews, but she also occasionally had her students elaborate on their experiences and 
development through writing in a personal PE diary or journal. Although this approach was 
unpopular with students at first, many took advantage of the opportunity to record what they felt 
they had accomplished and share their unique perspectives on their learning. In the past Ms. 
McKenzie had relied solely on in-class evaluations and presentations, but her conversation with 
Stephanie allowed her to realize that these evaluation methods may have been more suited to the 
type of student that excels in the way that Physical Education is traditionally taught. To appeal to 
all types of learners, she decided to change her approach and often allowed students the freedom 
to choose how they presented what they learned, by allowing them time to discuss with their 
classmates or submit written reflections, videos, podcasts, or presentations.  
 
Although Ms. McKenzie may have made these adjustments based on a single conversation with 
Stephanie, it was the beginning of a transformation in her teaching practice. Using approaches 
that challenged her students in ways that were personally relevant to them not only made 
Stephanie’s experience more meaningful, but led her to think about ways she could improve the 
experiences of all of her students. 
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Meaningful Physical Education in Practice 
 

• Modifying the rules or equipment used in certain formal games in ways that challenge a 
greater number of students, but still allow them to learn about the strategies and tactics 
used in the formal game can make learning more meaningful for all students. For 
example, when Ms. Mckenzie modified the game of Basketball using hula-hoops and 
beanbags. She found that it challenged both those with little previous experience and lots 
of experience playing basketball more equally, but still enabled them to learn about the 
concepts related to passing and spacing that would allow them to be successful in the 
formal game. 

• Allowing students the freedom to work on their skills in autonomy supportive 
environments can help students to develop motor competence in the areas that they find 
most personally relevant and also accommodate the needs of a variety of different skill 
levels in the process. For example, for the skill development portion of certain lessons, 
Ms. Mckenzie would allocate certain areas in the gym for working on specific skills, so 
students could choose which skills they worked on and do so independently or with peers 
who were also interested in improving that particular skill.  

• Having students record their learning in a PE diary or journal can help solidify the 
learning that has taken place for the students is also a great assessment tool for teachers. 
It also allows students the opportunity to take pride in their personal accomplishments 
and provides them with a way to see their skill development and progression throughout a 
unit. 

• Encouraging students to demonstrate their learning in a variety of different forms can 
help accommodate a variety of learning preferences, encourage creativity, and also make 
assessment and evaluation experiences more personally relevant. Some of the options 
Ms. Mckenzie provided for her students included creating podcasts, videos, presentations, 
or written reflections.  

 
***Case developed by the LAMPE team based on:  
	  
http://sciencenordic.com/physical-education-what-if-we-took-away-pressure-be-good-sports 
 


