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PEDAGOGICAL CASE #9 
 

An MPE Approach to a Secondary Aquatics Unit 
 

Erica could not get her students to show up to her senior (grade 11) physical education class. The 
majority of the students Erica taught came from households where PE was not the main priority 
in a child’s school experience. In addition, many of her students held part-time jobs outside of 
school hours and often elected to miss their first period PE class in exchange for a few more 
hours of sleep. Realizing that something had to change, she decided to provide her students with 
a change of scenery for a couple of classes each week in an attempt to better capture their 
interest. 
 
The school was located in an urban community and located next to a recreation centre with a 
pool. As a former lifeguard and swim coach, Erica was very enthusiastic about aquatics and 
hoped that some of her students might share her enthusiasm if she could pique their interest. 
They spent the first two lessons of the unit in the shallow end of the pool working on stroke 
development and finishing with some activities related to synchronized swimming and water 
polo respectively. Even though the majority of the students seemed to be enjoying themselves, 
she still questioned if these feelings were sustainable and if they would remain motivated to 
show up after the novelty factor of being in the water started to fade. In an effort to make the unit 
more meaningful, Erica decided to incorporate an MPE approach into planning her future lessons 
and make adjustments to her unit according to the feedback she received from her students. 
 
Since her students had already experienced two lessons of the unit, Erica was able to ask them 
questions regarding their initial perceptions on an online forum she had set up for their class at 
the beginning of the year. The students had told her they preferred the online format because 
they were able to answer at their own convenience within their very busy lives, and Erica 
preferred it because she felt like it allowed her students the freedom to further elaborate on their 
thoughts. Students were asked about their previous experiences with swimming and other aquatic 
activities, what they were nervous about, what they enjoyed most, and about their thoughts on 
the activities she had planned for the following classes, which were also shared online with them. 
 
Erica was surprised by both the honesty and humility in her students’ responses. One of the main 
problems the class had with the aquatics unit was that many were unable to relate to it and did 
not find it to be at all relevant to their lives outside of PE class. “If PE is supposed to provide me 
with the tools to participate in activities, why am I learning skills for games or things that I will 
probably never play again for the rest of my life” wrote one student, while another wrote, “I’ve 
never even met anyone who has played either of these sports competitively”. Her students 
seemed to be stuck in the mindset that the skills they were developing in the pool were unique to 
these sports only, so she decided to slightly modify the way she taught both activities in order to 
better reflect her students’ interests and allow them to see their widespread applicability in other 
contexts. For example, she was aware that many of the boys in her class enjoyed playing 
basketball outside of school, so when she first introduced water polo, she started with a small-
sided basketball-like version of the game. The game was similar to water polo, but involved 
throwing the ball through a life preserver ring held by a teammate sitting on the edge of the pool 
to score rather than into a net. She was also able to use a similar approach when introducing 
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synchronized swimming as well, highlighting its similarities to dance (another activity many of 
her students enjoyed). She also tried incorporating aspects of hip-hop and other dance styles that 
might not be seen in traditional synchronized swimming routines. Slightly modifying these 
activities to better suit the interests of her students allowed them to see the similarities between 
these activities and make connections with what they already knew. As the unit progressed, these 
slight modifications seemed to present new challenges and develop their previously learned 
skills, while still making their experiences more personally relevant in the process. 
 
Another aspect of the unit Erica struggled with at first was finding a way to accommodate the 
diverse skill-levels of her students. In the forums, many of them wrote about how they felt 
embarrassed or even scared in some cases to go into the water. There was also a much smaller 
group of experienced swimmers in the class who found the lessons, particularly the stroke 
development component, to be boring and/or not challenging enough. They also didn’t seem too 
happy about having to remain in the shallow end from what she observed. Since the stroke 
development component was so essential for those that were new to swimming, she was able to 
accommodate the more experienced swimmers by dividing the class into two ability-based 
groups: a ‘rookie’ group and a ‘coaches’ group. Erica didn’t usually like ability-grouping too 
much, but because safety was so paramount in aquatics, she saw its value for this unit of work. 
While Erica would work with the much larger group of ‘rookies’ on the basics of a particular 
swimming skill or stroke at the beginning of each lesson, the coaches would be provided with an 
outline of movement cues (or teaching points) for the skill being taught (likely revision) and use 
this time to meet nearby and collectively brainstorm ideas about how to continue to develop this 
skill. Each leader would then take a small group of rookies to lead through one or more of the 
activities that they brainstormed, while Erica could circle around and provide additional 
feedback or assistance to those who were struggling. Coaches were also encouraged to discuss 
the cues that Erica had shared with them and also provide the rookies with the opportunity to 
observe their fellow group members’ strokes to gain experience applying what they had learned. 
Throughout this process, both groups of students were challenged in new ways. The rookie group 
was not only challenged to develop basic stroke mechanics, but also provided with the tools to 
maintain and continue to develop their strokes. Even though the majority of students were never 
able to make it out of the shallow end, she could see through both their actions and their forum 
reflections that many appeared to be more confident in their abilities. Many of the coaches also 
appeared to take pride in the skill development of their peers and seemed to be more invested in 
the unit as a result. One even thought they might pursue a lifeguarding job in the summer! Their 
positive supporting attitudes not only made the unit more effective, but the support and help they 
offered one another also seemed to help contribute to a more cohesive class environment going 
forward. 
 
Focusing on the preferences, feelings, and ideas of her students related to aquatics allowed Erica 
to structure her unit in a way that helped her students see the relevance in what they were 
learning. By relating new activities to concepts that her students were familiar with, as well as 
encouraging them to step outside of their comfort-zones, she was not only able to learn more 
about her students, but herself as a teacher in the process.  
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Meaningful Physical Education in Practice:  
 

• Receiving feedback from students about their thoughts and feelings going into a unit (ie. 
what they are excited for, nervous about), as well as their previous 
experience/background knowledge in a particular area can help teachers to plan activities 
that meet the challenge needs of students.  

• Incorporating student feedback into lesson planning can also allow students to see that 
their interests and learning styles are being represented in what they are learning. Erica 
used her prior knowledge of her students’ interest in basketball as a way of getting them 
excited about water polo, which as a result made the unit seem more fun and personally 
relevant to them. 

• Helping students to make connections with previously learned skills can help to solidify 
the learning of new skill. Erica was able to engage certain students by bridging their 
knowledge of dance with certain aspects of synchronized swimming, which allowed them 
to see the common themes between both of these activities.  

• Allowing students who have more experience in a particular activity to take a leadership 
role can help to actively engage them in content that may otherwise seem like review for 
them. Encouraging experienced students to help others when they are experiencing 
difficulty can also lead to a more cohesive classroom environment.  

 
 
***Case developed by the LAMPE team based on: 
 
http://www.melhamada.com/2018/11/14/student-choice-offering-choice-and-individualised-
opportunities-in-pe/ 
 


