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Game on! Enhancing teacher development in primary PE through 
a Rosenshine-inspired approach
Rhys Pritchard and Fran Dockerty 

Institute of Education, University of Worcester, Worcester, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland

ABSTRACT  
This study investigates how Rosenshine’s (2012) Principles of Instruction 
can support trainee primary teachers in developing their teaching of 
physical education (PE). Twelve PGCE trainees on a PE specialism 
pathway participated in a Rosenshine-inspired immersion programme, 
combining theoretical input with practical application through games- 
based approaches. Data were collected via three focus groups and 
analysed using thematic analysis. Findings indicate that trainees valued 
Rosenshine’s principles as a structured framework for lesson design and 
delivery, particularly in scaffolding, modelling and questioning. The 
integration of non-linear pedagogy and the STEP model enhanced 
independent practice and engagement. However, challenges emerged 
around curriculum planning, effective questioning and limited 
opportunities to teach PE during school placements. The study 
highlights the importance of sustained professional development and 
practical teaching opportunities to embed pedagogical strategies. 
Recommendations include prioritising PE teaching in initial teacher 
education and further research into questioning techniques and 
curriculum design.
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Introduction

In Pritchard and Dockerty (2024), we explored how Rosenshine’s (2012) Principles of Instruction 
could be meaningfully applied to Primary Physical Education (PPE) through a games-based approach 
(GBA). That paper aimed to support generalist primary teachers in transferring effective classroom 
pedagogy into the PE setting, offering practical strategies grounded in both theory and experience. 
Building on that foundation, this paper aims to explore PE specialist trainees’ teacher development 
in PPE and how Rosenshine’s principles were used as a framework to support development. These 
trainees are still predominantly trained as classroom practitioners; however, they have an adapted 
curriculum to incorporate more PE content to facilitate the specialism. By advancing the conversa
tion and using empirical data, we aim to further support the development of teaching practice in PPE 
and contribute to the ongoing discourse around sustainable, high-quality PPE provision in schools.

A consistent criticism of the primary setting has been primary generalist teachers’ lack of training 
and low levels of confidence in being able to deliver high-quality PPE (Clohessy, Bowles, and Ní 
Chróinín 2020; Jess, McEvilly, and Carse 2017; Lynch and Soukup 2017; Spittle, Spittle, and Itoh 
2022). In England, 50% of trainee teachers are not getting the opportunity to teach PPE in teaching 
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practices due to a growing outsourcing culture of employing lower-qualified and cheaper alterna
tives (Randall 2022). This culture is also reflective further afield in countries such as New Zealand, 
Australia and Ireland, which has consequently deskilled the teaching profession within primary, high
lighting an international issue (Dyson et al. 2016; Mangione et al. 2020; Ní Chróinín and O’Brien 2019; 
Sperka and Enright 2018).

Rather than going over old ground, moving the profession forward by addressing the lack of 
training and professional development seems important. Initial findings in the second author’s 
PhD project have indicated more of a shift towards generalists teaching PPE, emphasising the impor
tance of developing teacher and trainee practice. Having received 50 questionnaire responses from 
subject leaders of PPE, the data reported that 48% of schools engaged in a ‘generalist plus one’ 
model, indicating that the generalist teacher was assisted by either a sports coach, subject specialist 
or subject leader. Additionally, 30% of schools in the sample have a generalist-only model. Therefore, 
in this small sample size, 78% of generalist teachers were teaching PE. Although we acknowledge 
that the locality and small data set will influence this, the data indicate that generalists have 
more opportunities to teach PPE. Therefore, the need to provide more support to generalist and 
specialist PPE primary teachers and trainees is even more prevalent to support the ongoing provision 
of high-quality PE.

Effective professional development (PD) provides opportunities for primary generalist teachers to 
develop their pedagogical practices in PE. Morgan et al. (2019, 43), in their conceptualisation of pro
fessional collaborative learning, state that PD should be ‘supportive, job embedded, instructionally 
focused, collaborative and ongoing’. Morgan et al. (2019) offer their model for developing teacher 
practices in PE by encouraging teachers to transfer their positive classroom pedagogy to the PE 
environment. Indeed, Rosenshine (2012) provides teachers with a set of common principles that 
can be enacted across all classroom-based subjects; however, only recently have the principles 
been considered and applied to the field of PPE (Pritchard and Dockerty 2024). The benefit here 
for teachers is that they can focus on applying subject knowledge to already familiar principles, 
as opposed to having to engage with a subject-specific pedagogical approach. This alludes to the 
importance of Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK), that is, the ability to integrate both content 
expertise and pedagogical skill (Shulman 1986).

Shulman (1986) introduced PCK as a distinctive form of teacher expertise that goes beyond 
knowing subject matter or general pedagogy in isolation. This means that what makes an expert 
teacher is not simply knowing what to teach but knowing how best to teach it. Ward and Kim 
(2024) demonstrate how PCK is imperative to PE teacher education with its importance of integrat
ing content, pedagogy, context and learner knowledge. Its importance has been recognised globally, 
with Shulman (1986) directly referenced in New Zealand’s Health and Physical Education Framework 
as its underpinning framework (Ministry of Education New Zealand 2024).

We propose that integrating Morgan et al.’s (2019) collaborative model with Rosenshine’s prin
ciples (2012) offers a powerful framework for developing trainee teachers’ pedagogical practice in 
PE, facilitating the transfer of effective classroom pedagogy into the PE environment. Therefore, in 
this study, the aim of the research was to explore how primary trainee teachers develop their ped
agogical expertise in PPE through the application of Rosenshine’s principles of instruction. The aim 
was addressed through two interrelated objectives: 

(1) To explore trainees’ application of Rosenshine-informed pedagogy in PPE.
(2) To investigate how trainees’ confidence and competence developed over time.

In terms of structure, following this brief introduction, we reintroduce Rosenshine’s (2012) ten 
principles of instruction. After this, the methodology is presented, followed by the results and dis
cussion that aim to capture and discuss the key findings. The article concludes with a summary of 
the principal findings and considerations for future directions.
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Rosenshine

Rosenshine’s principles of instruction (2012) come from three areas: (1) research in cognitive science, 
how brains acquire and use information, (2) research on master teachers, those whose classrooms 
made the highest gain on achievement tests and (3) research on cognitive supports to help students 
learn complex tasks. The principles of effective instruction below were derived from these sources 
(for more detail on their suggested application to GBA in PPE, see Pritchard and Dockerty 2024): 

(1) Begin a lesson with a short review of previous learning.
(2) Present new material in small steps with student practice after each step.
(3) Ask a large number of questions and check the responses of all students.
(4) Provide models.
(5) Guide student practice.
(6) Check for student understanding.
(7) Obtain a high success rate.
(8) Provide scaffolds for difficult tasks.
(9) Require and monitor independent practice.

(10) Engage students in weekly and monthly reviews.

(Rosenshine 2012, 12)

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design situated within an interpretivist paradigm, under
pinned by a relativist ontology and a constructivist epistemology. This philosophical orientation 
acknowledges that knowledge is socially constructed and context-dependent, and that the experi
ences of trainee teachers are best understood through their own interpretations and reflections 
(Marshall, Quennerstedt, and Almqvist 2024). The research aims to explore how PGCE primary trai
nees develop their pedagogical practice in PE through the application of Rosenshine’s principles of 
instruction.

Participants

The participants were 12 PGCE students (8 male and 4 female trainees) who were on the PPE Spe
cialism route at the author’s university. They were purposively selected due to being on the specialist 
pathway, therefore being the only group who would be immersed in Rosenshine’s principles of 
instruction in PPE because of having more PE curriculum time on their PGCE. All trainees studied 
a sports-related undergraduate degree, providing them with a more in-depth knowledge and under
standing of PE and sport-related practices.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the University of Worcester’s Research Ethics Commit
tee. All participants were provided with detailed information sheets outlining the purpose, pro
cedures and voluntary nature of the study. Informed consent was obtained in writing prior to 
participation.

Participants were assured of their right to withdraw from the study at any point without penalty 
and were informed that their data would be anonymised and treated confidentially. Pseudonyms 
were used in all transcripts and reporting to protect participant identity. Audio recordings and tran
scripts were securely stored in accordance with the university’s data protection policies and the UK 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
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The research design was sensitive to the power dynamics inherent in educational research, par
ticularly given the dual role of the researcher as a lecturer. To mitigate this, participation was volun
tary, and students were reassured that their involvement – or decision not to participate – would 
have no bearing on their academic progress. The first author’s only involvement with the trainees’ 
PGCE journey was through these focus groups, and the second author did not participate in the 
focus groups, enabling the trainees to talk freely about their experiences without fear of 
judgement.

Rosenshine immersion: context and design

The intervention, referred to as the ‘Rosenshine Immersion’, was strategically positioned between 
the trainees’ first (SE1) and second (SE2) school placements (Figure 1). This timing was intentional, 
allowing trainees to reflect on their classroom teaching experiences and consider how effective ped
agogical strategies could be transferred into the PPE context. Prior to trainees experiencing the 
Rosenshine Immersion, they had developed their theoretical and practical understanding of Non- 
Linear Pedagogy (NLP) and a range of GBA’s, including Teaching Games for Understanding (TGfU), 
Game Sense and Tactical Games Approach (TGA), through previous seminars in the initial phase 
of the PGCE programme. In total, the Rosenshine Immersion spanned 6 h of direct contact 
between the lecturer and trainees.

Within the English context, where this study takes place, Rosenshine’s principles of instruction are 
widely recognised as core professional reading across ITE. Consequently, trainees had encountered 
Rosenshine’s (2012) work across multiple modules, including professional studies and subject- 
specific curriculum seminars. Therefore, the Rosenshine Immersion began with a seminar in which 
trainees revisited Rosenshine’s ten principles of instruction (Rosenshine 2012), building on (1) 
their prior exposure to the PGCE and (2) their understanding of NLP and GBA’s developed in the 
initial phase. Trainees were encouraged to reflect on their strengths from SE1 and identify specific 
Rosenshine-aligned strategies they had used in the classroom. The lecturer framed the subsequent 
discussion around how principles in classroom-based subjects could be meaningfully translated into 
a PPE context.

The core of the immersion involved a practical handball session, where the lecturer modelled 
deliberate teaching behaviours aligned with Rosenshine’s principles. For example: 

. Principle 1: Reviewing prior learning – Trainees recalled and demonstrated handball throws 
from a previous session.

. Principle 2: Presenting material in small steps – The lecturer paused small-sided games (3v3) to 
introduce one development point at a time. The initial focus was on the fundamental movement 
skill (FMS) of dribbling, which was then progressively refined throughout the session. Small, pro
gressive steps included dribbling with one hand and the application of handball-specific dribbling 
rules, such as players only taking three steps before dribbling.

. Principle 4: Modelling – The lecturer froze play to have trainees re-enact a successful passage of 
play in slow motion, narrating the sequence and then repeating it in real time. Observing trainees 

Figure 1. Visualisation of the development programme.
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were then asked to move to a different viewpoint to gain a new perspective on the passage of 
play, which supported understanding of the attacking and defensive positioning.

. Principle 7: Obtain a high success rate – The lecturer adapted the game through the STEP 
principle (space, task, equipment and people). The STEP model is a framework used to adapt 
and adapt activities by modifying Space, Task, Equipment and People to ensure inclusive and 
effective learning (López-Pastor et al. 2013). For example, to emphasise creating space in an 
attacking phase, the lecturer created designated channels on the sides of the area for selected 
players to move through. Such modifications to the games promoted greater space in the 
central areas and encouraged players to exploit the wide areas when attacking. This modifi
cation ensured tactical awareness and decision-making were developed while creating variabil
ity within the same environment, supporting the attacking team to achieve high levels of 
success.

. Principle 9: Require and monitor independent practice – The lecturer allowed time and space 
to observe trainees in their Handball activity, allowing them the opportunity to practice the drib
bling and throwing skills in a game scenario. During the games, the lecturer engaged with trai
nees through quick interactions, stepping in at appropriate times to challenge their thinking. 
For example, asking how an attacker might communicate with their teammate to receive the 
ball without alerting the defender.

Following the practical, trainees received a resource based on Pritchard and Dockerty (2024), 
which outlined how each principle could be operationalised in PPE (Figure 2). They were able 
to use the resource as a framework to identify which of the principles were deliberately mod
elled by the lecturer. The discussion focused on the effectiveness of each deliberate behaviour 
in the teaching of the activity, with the lecturer posing questions to trainees, further emphasis
ing the importance of questioning (principle 3). An evaluative discussion provided an opportu
nity for the trainees and the lecturer to co-construct conclusions about the effectiveness of 
modelled behaviours, identify missed opportunities during the practical to exaggerate other 
principles and reflect collectively on how the behaviours might be refined in practice with 
their learners.

Trainees were then tasked with designing their own PE activity in any area of the primary curri
culum, focusing on the deliberate pedagogical behaviours of the teacher, explicitly aligned with a 
chosen Rosenshine principle. The task was undertaken collaboratively in small groups, with each 
group demonstrating their activity to the wider cohort, engaging in peer-led collaboration that dee
pened their immersion into Rosenshine’s principles. Once the practical activities were completed, 
the final part of the session consisted of a discussion that centred around the application of the 
framework in wider areas of the PPE curriculum. The Rosenshine resource was used as a framework 
during the remaining PPE specialism seminars on the PGCE course, emphasising its application to 
different areas of the PPE curriculum.

After completing the immersion session, trainees were tasked with applying Rosenshine’s prin
ciples during their remaining two school experience (SE) placements during the application phase 
of the programme. Trainees and SE mentors were provided with the Rosenshine resource, ensuring 
that each of their subsequent PPE lessons on placements was supported by this framework. With 
the expectation of teaching three PPE lessons per week across the rest of their placements, trainees 
had ample opportunities to apply Rosenshine’s principles to their practice in the months that 
followed.

The review phase consisted of visits to placement schools, where trainees were observed in teach
ing PPE. This took place during the final stage of trainees’ PGCE course, where they were assessed 
against the Teacher Standards in all aspects of the primary curriculum (Department for Education 
2021). Therefore, in their observations by the lecturer, the Rosenshine resource was used as a 
point of reference, rather than an assessment framework. The trainees and lecturer then engaged 
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in professional development discussions, considering how Rosenshine’s principles had been applied 
in their teaching and how they could be further developed in the future.

Methods of data collection

To capture the depth and nuance of trainees’ experiences, the study employed focus groups as the 
primary method of data collection. Focus groups were selected for their ability to generate rich, dia
logic data through participant interaction, enabling the co-construction of meaning and the sur
facing of shared and divergent experiences (Krueger and Casey 2015).

Figure 2. Rosenshine’s principles resource.
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Three focus groups were conducted, each comprising four PGCE PPE trainees. The groups were 
purposefully composed to ensure a diversity of perspectives while maintaining a manageable size for 
in-depth discussion. Each session was facilitated by the first author and took place in a familiar uni
versity setting to promote comfort and openness.

Focus groups took place after the final school placement, lasting between 25 and 35 min and 
were guided by a semi-structured protocol that encouraged participants to reflect on: 

. Their general experience with Rosenshine’s principles

. Application of Rosenshine’s Principles in PE

. How their pedagogical understanding and application improved because of applying Rosen
shine’s Principles

. Future Applications and Reflections

All focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure fidelity to participants’ 
voices and to support rigorous analysis.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2022) six-phase reflexive thematic analysis, a flexible 
and widely used method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within qualitative data. 
This study looked at applying Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction, framing initial analysis as deduc
tive in nature. Deductive analysis is driven by a theoretical interest and, rather than providing a rich 
description of data, it is more of a detailed analysis of some aspects of the data (Braun and Clarke 
2022). This was supported by an inductive analysis, allowing other themes to be actively produced 
from the data rather than being pre-determined by existing theory.

The six phases of analysis included: 

(1) Familiarisation – The researchers immersed themselves in the data by reading transcripts mul
tiple times, noting initial impressions and recurring ideas.

(2) Generating Initial Codes – Meaningful segments of data were coded line-by-line, capturing key 
features relevant to the research questions.

(3) Searching for Themes – Codes were grouped into broader themes that reflected patterns 
across the dataset, such as ‘transferring classroom strategies’, ‘confidence in PE’ and ‘modelling 
and scaffolding’.

(4) Reviewing Themes – Themes were refined to ensure coherence and distinctiveness, with some 
being merged, split or discarded based on their relevance and clarity.

(5) Defining and Naming Themes – Each theme was clearly defined and named to capture its 
essence and contribution to the research aims.

(6) Writing the Report – The final phase involved constructing a rich, analytic narrative supported 
by illustrative quotes, linking the findings back to the research questions and relevant literature.

Throughout the analysis, reflexivity was maintained, with the researcher critically reflecting on 
their role in interpreting the data and the potential influence of their own experiences and assump
tions (Braun and Clarke 2022).

Results and discussion

Following data analysis, two broad themes were generated. The first theme explored the Under
standing of Rosenshine’s Principles as a core framework. The second theme addressed its practical 
application in their teaching in PE and some of the challenges faced. The second theme has far 
greater weighting in this section, which is to reflect the analytical emphasis of the findings.
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Application of Rosenshine’s principles of instruction

During all focus groups, the trainees recognised the value of using Rosenshine’s principles and that its 
introduction and subsequent revisiting supported with developing their growth and teaching of PE.

Introduction and understanding of Rosenshine’s principles as a core framework

As detailed in the methodology, the trainees were methodically introduced to Rosenshine’s Prin
ciples of Instruction as a core component of their PE teacher training. Although having studied PE 
or sport as undergraduate students, the trainees had little or no familiarity with Rosenshine 
before the course: 

Trainee 1: I think on undergrad we sort of looked at the principles that come under Rosenshine, but I prob
ably didn’t know what it was.

Trainee 2: I had to speak about it in an assessment once. I am not going to lie; it’s not something that I went 
and studied.

(Focus Group 1)
Trainee 9: I’d heard of it but didn’t know about it any detail.
Trainee 10: I was unaware of it before the course. Didn’t know anything about them.
Trainee 11: I was unaware too, even though I was working for a sport coaching company.

(Focus Group 3)

Having little or no knowledge of the principles provided a fresh theoretical framework for the trai
nees to work from and explore how to transfer to practice. The Rosenshine Immersion session, fol
lowed by the continued use of the resource in university lectures and SE placements, enabled the 
trainees to experience the principles in action over a sustained period. As Guskey (2002) highlights, 
any professional development programme should aspire to challenge the attitudes and beliefs of 
participants with the aim of promoting positive change in their practice. In primary PPE, PD is criti
cised for often being delivered as one-stop workshops (Jess, McEvilly, and Carse 2017) and has little 
impact on changing practices in PPE (Harris, Cale, and Musson 2012; Hunzicker 2011). The lecturer 
referred to this framework in several sessions, re-introducing the principles and modelling them 
in action, ensuring that trainees were receiving consistent PD that was not just a one-off. Exposure 
to the principles over a sustained period allowed trainees to recognise the principles and collabora
tive approach as the core framework for each of the sessions. Consequently, trainees experienced a 
bespoke PD programme that was tailored to their specific needs. Korthagen (2017) endorses such 
approaches as the sessions actively engaged participants, integrating theory, practice and reflections 
of the individuals to deepen their professional learning.

Practical application and impact in PE teaching

All trainees could articulate the positive impact Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction had on their 
practice. Trainees identified that having principles in their teaching helped with development and 
structuring their teaching. Rather than going through principle by principle, this next section will 
explore how they used the principles in practice with some inevitable overlap.

The importance of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK)
Many of the principles Rosenshine suggested overlapped and the trainees’ practice cannot be sep
arated into these. The overlap of these principles demonstrated that you ‘cannot have one without 
the other’ if you want high-quality teaching and learning to take place.

Although Rosenshine (2012) did not specifically mention that teachers needed good subject 
knowledge to teach, yet for teachers to successfully draw on Rosenshine’s principles in their practice 
it can be assumed they have good domain knowledge of their relevant area. The importance of 
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teacher subject knowledge and understanding of PPE-specific pedagogy was vital in being able to 
support children’s learning: 

Trainee 5: Using the STEP model to change the task to suit the learners needs. I had children struggling to 
catch so I gave them a bigger ball to make it more achievable. All had the option of using a bigger 
ball if they needed to develop their confidence.

Trainee 6: Giving them choice is important as they can move themselves on. They can see they can run that 
distance so they might then increase their distance they are sprinting or try catching a smaller 
ball.

(Focus Group 2)
Trainee 12: I have seen the benefits of using small-sided games. Initially I was doing 4 v 4 games in rounders, 

but when I broke it down you needed one person to bat and one to bowl to practice those skills. 
For throwing and catching, one person throws the ball as far as they can and the other person 
runs and retrieves it. This worked well as you’re stripping the games back to the necessary 
skills and the small groups kept the engagement higher. Lot of opportunities to practice and 
support learning.

(Focus Group 3)

Without the subject knowledge and understanding of PPE pedagogy, the trainees would not have 
been able to make these changes in the act of teaching or designing effective lessons. This alludes to 
the importance of PCK to enable teachers to scaffold practice, which then facilitates several of Rosen
shine’s principles (Rosenshine 2012; Shulman 1986).

Scaffolding is a metaphor for how a learner can be assisted by another (Wood, Bruner, and Ross 
1976). Jones and Thomas (2015) describe scaffolding on three levels: macro, meso and micro. Macro 
is related to the cultural and historical backgrounds of the participants. Meso considers the activities 
that are organised by teachers to support individual learning. According to Engin (2014), pedagogi
cal scaffolding at the micro-level may be evidenced through interactional talk. Examples include 
questioning (Engin 2013), elicitation and recapping (Hammond and Gibbons 2005), as well as confir
mations, elaborations and reformulations (Mercer 1995). The above examples given emphasise the 
importance of meso scaffolding, and the design of the learning environment helps shape learning. 
Here, context is important in that children have lots of opportunities to practice relevant skills in rel
evant scenarios, such as small-sided games as opposed to isolated techniques, which aligns with 
GBA to teaching (Bunker and Thorpe 1982; Den and Duyn 1997; Oslin, Griffin, and Mitchell 2006). 
Drawing on NLP can support designing representative learning environments (Chow et al. 2020). 
NLP is learner centred that emphasises exploration, individual movement solutions and decision- 
making skills through interacting with the environment (Correia et al. 2019). The critical thinking 
behind creating a representative learning environment is to replicate and include relevant infor
mation and invitations for actions in specific play and learning scenarios in PE. Teachers need to 
explore different learning tasks that manipulate constraints such as playing area, number of learners 
and the session objectives (Chow et al. 2020). Here, along with adopting STEP principles (Space, Task, 
Equipment and Players), drawing on NLP and GBA to teaching can support in developing PCK.

Questioning and checking for understanding
Enacting micro scaffolding practices emphasised the importance of questioning to check for pupil 
understanding: 

Trainee 3: The use of questioning was massive for us.
Trainee 1: It’s making sure the questions are purposeful. You don’t want to just ask them for no reason. You 

need a good mix of open-ended questions and sometimes you do need those close-ended ques
tions as well. You probably want to go more open-ended so they can answer freely and not be 
limited.

(Focus Group 1)

Although the trainees spoke about the use of questioning, they did not provide specific examples of 
questions they asked or how they would structure them. The failure to identify exemplar questions 
could be interpreted as the trainees having a limited understanding or lacking practice in this area. 
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Research has emphasised the difficulty and challenging nature of questioning (Kinnerk et al. 2018). 
Pritchard and Morgan (2022) aimed to put some concrete footings into a rather abstract concept: 
‘When is a time question. Where is a question about space. What and how questions allude to iden
tifying a problem with an initial solution, further discussion, and elaboration’ (950). Questioning 
leads to interaction, therefore supporting teachers and particularly these trainees with how to incor
porate good quality questioning is a must to move their practice on, as well as the children’s under
standing (Pritchard and Dockerty 2024).

Monitor and guide independent practice
The importance of monitoring and guiding independent practice was raised in the focus groups; the 
overlapping nature of the principles emerged along with the importance of PCK to successfully facili
tate this: 

Trainee 7: The monitoring the independence when children are having a go. The way our lecturer had set the 
games up in his teaching of games helped. He would take a step back and he could just jump into a 
game while other games are going on. I think that was a big one that I took forward into my teach
ing was having the games set up and as opposed to stopping everybody, I could speak to one or a 
group of individuals while they’re still playing and then move around. I thought that was powerful.

(Focus Group 2)

The example here is talking about how to draw on GBA and NLP during teaching to be able to 
monitor and guide independent practice. There are a variety of GBAs; however, they are unified 
in the premise that the best way to learn is through playing games that retain the essence of the 
original but have been modified to reduce the complexity of the full version, such as playing 3 v 
3 as opposed to 7 v 7 (Pritchard and Dockerty 2024). Having several games taking place as 
opposed to one big one enables pupils to have high activity times, which enables them to practice 
and develop the skill and/or tactical solution to the problem that has been set. Drawing on NLP prin
ciples, the learner is an active participant in the learning process and is empowered to search, 
explore and exploit individualised solutions (Chow 2013; Chow et al. 2021). Through observation, 
teachers can monitor where children’s attainment is before deciding how they will guide them to 
improve. Drawing on the STEP model can support teachers in adapting their practice to support 
the learners’ needs and, along with developing good domain knowledge, will be able to facilitate 
the application of Rosenshine’s principles of instruction, consequently teaching better lessons.

Providing models
Providing models and worked examples was identified as frequently used across all subjects, not just 
in PE: 

Trainee 5: I use modelling in every single lesson I do; I was in year 1 … if you want them to do something 
you’ve got to show them exactly what you’re expecting from them otherwise it’s not going to 
work. You need clear expectations, and I model extensively.

(Focus Group 2)

Using children to model was seen as particularly effective for engagement, relatable performance 
and classroom management: 

Trainee 10: For me providing models was easiest to apply. My early bits of feedback from a PE observation 
were get the students to do the modelling … if you highlight something a student’s done well 
and say can you show it to the class, they’re eager to demonstrate what they can do in front 
of their peers … I found that’s better than me modelling because they’ll pay attention more to 
their own classmates and they often perform it to a high level.

(Focus Group 3)

The feedback from Trainee 5 alludes to the importance of context, that is, the age and stage of the 
children, but also the expectations of the activity. Welch, Alfrey, and Harris (2021) argue that teachers 
need to be conscious that they are not becoming overly absorbed by their desire to meet learning or 
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performance outcomes, as this may inhibit children’s potential for creativity, thus preventing lear
ners from expressing themselves in PPE. Having a clear understanding of the task is imperative; 
however, using children to model may promote creativity and innovation as opposed to replicating 
a ‘perfect model’ (Pill and SueSee 2017). Using partial models may support this, alluding to Vygots
ky’s notion of the teacher as the ‘more capable other’ and guide students in tasks that they otherwise 
would not be able to solve independently (Vygotsky 1978).

Weekly and monthly review
Trainees recognised the importance of a weekly review to support students in embedding ideas and 
concepts within their long-term memory. Weekly review was utilised in many different guises: 

Trainee 10: The recap as well at the start of each lesson is important. Especially if you’re doing a unit of work  
… being able to recap that previous skill from the week before, especially if they only do that 
sport once a week is important and from my experience doing that helps them to put it all 
together.

Trainee 9: I think the main thing from feedback I received was taking that step back and instead of maybe 
asking them what they remember or like what they know, it was letting them have a go first like 
can you show me what we did from last week with your partner and that way you’re bringing in 
that peer assessment as well.

(Focus Group 3)

Engaging in retrieval practice, the act of actively recalling information from memory to enhance and 
consolidate learning, is seen as vital for learning and reinforcing learning (Roediger and Butler 2011). 
Rosenshine (2012) stated that review materials need overlearning, such as newly learned skills, which 
should be practised passed the point of initial mastery, leading to automaticity. Although the trai
nees alluded to utilising different strategies, starting sessions with small-sided games, having the 
opportunity to practice specific skills or specific tactical elements before introducing new material 
may enhance their practice further (Pritchard and Dockerty 2024). This relates to NLP and GBA in 
teaching games. This is prevalent in the primary and elementary school setting, where transferability 
of skills is vital to move across different game concepts (Thorpe and Bunker 1997).

Most of the trainees failed to mention the monthly review, whereas when they did, they found it 
challenging to implement: 

Trainee 6: I’ve got to stich things together more. Lesson by lesson is good, but I need to look at the whole 
picture. What skills have we learned as a whole? What have you developed and what can you 
take on and things like that? If you’ve got lower years like three and four, what can you 
develop next time?

(Focus Group 2)

The challenges allude to the importance of curriculum planning and developing an understanding of 
Bruner’s spiral curriculum concept (Bruner 1960). Lack of knowledge around curriculum planning 
could be partly due to the ambiguity of who teaches the subject, partnered with the challenge of 
trying to teach the subject in school placements (Griggs and Randall 2019). These issues in ITE 
have been ongoing for several years (Hardman 2008; Harris, Cale, and Musson 2012), meaning 
that there has been a lack of opportunity to practice teaching, develop confidence and curriculum 
knowledge as PE has competed for curriculum time (Duncombe et al. 2018). Therefore, within ITE 
and particularly in this context, more time needs to be spent developing knowledge of whole 
school curriculum planning and how each lesson, topic and year link together. As a result, children 
will be able to transfer and retrieve skills across a multitude of contexts, ultimately developing more 
knowledgeable, skilled and athletic children.

While this section is framed around the principle of weekly and monthly review, this aligns closely 
with the broader concept of retrieval practice as both emphasise the deliberate revisiting of prior 
learning. Indeed, while Rosenshine’s principles (2012) provide a valuable framework for structuring 
learning, their application to practice within PPE is not without challenge. For example, in contrast to 
core subjects, PPE is often taught less frequently, resulting in limited opportunities for pupils to 
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revisit and build upon prior learning. Competition with core subjects is already well established in 
the literature, with research highlighting that core subjects are taught frequently and consistently 
as they are prioritised in primary education (Dockerty and Pritchard 2025; Rainer and Davies 
2013). Additionally, due to the perceived low academic status of PE (Stolz 2014) compared to 
other subjects, curriculum time in PE is often reduced or removed and allocated to activities that 
are deemed to hold greater academic value (Dudley and Burden 2020).

Consequently, future Rosenshine-inspired ongoing professional development in PE should 
explore the nuances of retrieval practice in PE, with greater emphasis on long-term curriculum plan
ning, deliberately providing opportunities for children to revisit and build upon skills and knowledge 
across multiple units year-on-year. This exacerbates the need for ITE provision in PE to prepare trai
nees and develop their knowledge of longer-term curriculum planning that extends beyond individ
ual units.

Opportunities to practice
The students highlighted that a major challenge was ensuring they had enough opportunities to 
teach PE on placement. Rosenshine (2012) found that the students with more effective teachers 
had a higher success rate and argued that the best way to become an expert is through practice. 
This is also relevant for teachers who are trying to improve; they need sufficient time to practice 
and be provided with many opportunities to teach: 

Trainee 6: I think your practice develops in time because you learn about it and you practice it in lectures. You 
can then go off and practice in your own teaching on placement.

Trainee 5: You can talk as much as you want, have conversations as much you want, but if you don’t put it in 
practice, you’re never going to know if what your doing is efficient or what you have learned about 
is going to work. That is a challenge for trainees, getting the opportunity to teach PE on placement. 
I know students on the general PGCE that haven’t taught PE. How are they meant to develop their 
practice?

(Focus Group 2)

The challenges of teaching the subject and practicing teaching of PPE, regardless of whether it was 
informed by Rosenshine, were recognised by the students. Being on a specialist pathway enabled 
them to teach at least three PPE lessons a week, whilst also having significantly more input at uni
versity around PPE. However, the concern raised was that of students on generalist pathways, which 
make up the majority of primary students. Randall (2023), in her study of pre-service primary school 
teachers’ experiences of teaching PE on school placement, reported that out of a sample size of 625, 
496 were on generalist pathways. Of the generalist students, 36% of them did not have the oppor
tunity to teach PE, and 31.7% only taught 1 or 2 lessons. The no or limited opportunities to teach 
alongside the limited university input will mean that opportunities to develop are sparse.

Conclusion

The results generated from the trainees provide some interesting insights whilst also presenting 
many areas for potential future study.

Despite the trainees all studying PE-related degrees, they had little or no familiarity with Rosen
shine’s Principles of Instruction. With Rosenshine being aligned with classroom subjects, this was not 
surprising. All trainees emphasised the positive impact Rosenshine’s principles had on their teaching 
practice, particularly how it helped structure their lessons. Additionally, the initial exposure and mod
elling by their lecturer helped embed the principles effectively. The importance of PCK to effectively 
apply Rosenshine’s principles came to the fore with the students emphasising the importance of 
strong subject knowledge and PE-specific pedagogy for effective teaching. Subject knowledge in 
isolation was deemed insufficient. A concern here was opportunities to teach; the PE trainees had 
this; however, the concern was that their generalist colleagues lacked teaching opportunities, 
which has limited their development. This is recognised in the literature and is an ongoing challenge 
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in the sector. Ensuring trainees can teach PPE on placement needs to be a non-negotiable part of the 
school experience.

Scaffolding was evident at multiple levels, with GBA and NLP used to support independent prac
tice and engagement, whilst many scaffolded practices were used by using the STEP model to meet 
learners’ needs. Trainees valued the importance of questioning to check for understanding; however 
struggled to articulate specific strategies. This highlighted the need for more support in developing 
effective questioning techniques, which is consistent with previous research (Kinnerk et al. 2018). 
Further research and support for trainee teachers is imperative to develop this in practice (Pritchard 
and Morgan 2022). The importance of a weekly review in PE to retrieve previous learning was 
demonstrated and seen as important; monthly reviews were more challenging and forgotten. This 
highlights the need to develop curriculum knowledge to better develop long-term curriculum plan
ning to ensure a connected physical education journey through primary school.

The importance of providing trainee teachers the opportunity to teach PE during their training 
must be prioritised to ensure trainee teachers can begin to develop the skills and knowledge 
needed to teach high-quality PPE. We acknowledge the limitations of the study in the respect 
that it is a small data set, the second author having familiarity with the trainees. Even with that in 
mind, the lack of opportunity to teach PPE remains a significant barrier to PD in PPE and needs to 
be addressed to develop the quality of the children’s experience in PE in primary schools.
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