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Title: Exploring critical incidents in children’s learning through physical education in Ireland and Switzerland
Abstract
Exploring critical incidents in how children learned during physical education lessons was the theme of an exchange programme involving teacher education students (n=8) and university lecturers (n=2) from Switzerland (HEP Vaud) and Ireland (Institute of Education, DCU) as part of the PEERS Project whose aim is to enhance collaboration on educational themes. They examined literature on observing lessons for critical incidents around learning and literature on teaching quality physical education to children (4-15 years). The project involved observation of teachers in Dublin (Ireland- n=5) schools and in schools in Vaud (Switzerland n=4) as they taught physical education.  A key emphasis was on reflecting together on how critical learning incidents effected children’s learning during the provision of quality physical education lessons while students also shared cultural experiences. The students documented their learning as part of their final year coursework in both the Irish and Swiss universities. A final interview was conducted by the university lecturers investigating the students’ perceptions of their learning from the PEERS project underpinned by the concept of becoming global teachers.

Etude des incidents critiques dans l’apprentissage des élèves en éducation physique (EPS) en Irlande et en Suisse
Résumé
L’étude des incidents critiques lors de l’apprentissage des élèves en EPS est la thématique d’un programme d’échange impliquant huit étudiants-enseignants et deux formateurs de Suisse (HEP Vaud) et d’Irlande (Institute of Education, DCU). Cet échange fait partie d’un projet PEERS dont le but est de favoriser la collaboration en éducation. La littérature autour de l’observation d’incidents critiques en lien avec l’apprentissage et celle sur la qualité de l’enseignement de l’EPS (4 à 15 ans) ont été examinées. Le projet a été composé de visites de classe à Dublin (5) et dans le canton de Vaud (4) pendant des leçons d’EPS. L’accent a été mis sur une réflexion commune au sujet des effets des incidents critiques. Les étudiants ont également partagés des expériences culturelles. Ils ont finalisé cette recherche lors de leur travail de fin de cursus universitaire. Un entretien de groupe final a été conduit par les formatrices afin de comprendre les perceptions des étudiants quant à l’apport de leur participation à un projet PEERS ; la notion de global teacher étant le concept moteur de chacun des participants.


Introduction
Exploring critical incidents in how children learned during physical education (PE) was the theme of an exchange programme involving teacher education students (n=8: 2 male; 6 female) and university lecturers (n=2) from Switzerland (HEP Vaud) and Ireland (Institute of Education, DCU) as part of the PEERS Project. Six final year undergraduate students studying to become primary teachers (2 Swiss;2 Irish) and two Masters students studying PE (Swiss) and two teacher education lecturers (one Swiss, one Irish) observed PE lessons in both countries.  The lesson observations related to teaching PE to children from 4-15 years, informed by literature related to critical incidents and their role in learning in PE (Griffin, 2003; Francis, 1997). Schempp (1985) described critical incidents as ‘events identified by student teachers as significant in making progress toward becoming a better teacher’ (p.159). The project involved observation of teachers in Dublin and Lausanne as they taught PE and a key emphasis was on reflecting together on how critical learning incidents effected children’s learning. The students also explored how the analysis of critical incidents can contribute to their learning as future teachers.  
The PEERS project work
The students observed teachers in Dublin (n=6 lessons) teaching games skills, athletics and gymnastics. Four months later we observed lessons in Lausanne (n=4) on gymnastics, athletics and ice hockey.  Before observing the lessons, they engaged in discussion and decided on the elements of teaching physical education that they would observe: (a) questioning, demonstrating and explaining within lessons, (b) inclusion of all children, (c) management of children’s behaviour, and (d) feedback to children.  The students made notes as they observed and at the conclusion of each week the lecturers and students scheduled a formal meeting where they shared observations and reflected (Kolb, 1984) on the lessons.  They noted the differences between both countries in how these incidents were addressed by the teachers and also how they the students would have behaved in the same situation.  The students documented their learning as part of their final year coursework in both the Irish and Swiss universities.  A final interview was conducted with the eight students investigating their perceptions related to their learning from the PEERs project. Some of the findings are outlined here.
As the students observed questioning, demonstrating and explaining and noted that the teachers used questioning for a variety of reasons in the lessons.  For example, at the end of a lesson with very young children, one student noted that the teachers asked the children, ‘What new skill did we learn?’  and ‘How did you roll the ball?’  The teacher ensured the children recognised the learning aspect of PE and not just the physical activity component. In many cases the students, when observing demonstrations, noted that these were used when the skill being taught was very technical and visual support was required.  The students also observed that teachers could have used the children to demonstrate.
When we discussed ‘inclusion’ the students realised that inclusion meant many things, from having everyone participating to providing adaptations for children with special needs. Students observed that one ‘teachers aim is for girls to participate and enjoy the lessons to develop and maintain enjoyment for physical activity throughout their life … The teachers goal isn’t for them to all become athletes. She wants to teach them life, connectivity, manners, discipline, … through PE class. The teacher wants to include everyone by giving them a choice and a “voice”!’ Exclusion was also important, for example we observed that when a child was misbehaving, the teacher, following a warning, asked him to stand out for a few moments before allowing the child to return to activities but not before apologising for his unacceptable behaviour.
To encourage inclusion and participation one student noted that the teacher ‘got the class to give a round of applause for two girls who put effort into class, creating a positive and encouraging atmosphere in the class.’  The students also commented that praise was just as important for older children as it was for the 4 year olds.  In fact, with the older group we observed, praise to motivate was key to participation levels.  Students commented that they assumed praise would have been used more with the younger children. 
All students noted the biggest difference between the countries occurred when managing children’s behaviour during PE and came to the conclusion that that behaviour management was different due to class size.  In smaller Swiss classes, the teacher expects attention and concentration during lessons.  However, in Ireland the students felt that maybe teachers’ expectations for behaviour was not as high, or maybe it did not cause a problem if there was a certain level of distraction and/or noise during the lesson due to class size. One Swiss student, observing in Ireland, noted that, ‘despite the complexity to manage such a class, the teacher made them move and learn some things (play in a team, bat the ball and throw it, run, stand positions on the field, participate as much as they can, …), and tried to make them aware of the responsibility they have when they play in a team.’
The final incidents observed were where feedback occurred.  One student commented on her interpretation of feedback as follows; ‘I observed some feedback in terms of differentiation. At one point one of the boys were finding it difficult to catch a ball between them and the teacher suggested that they would stand closer to one another. I also observed other forms feedback such as peer feedback for example in one pair I heard a one boy say to another ‘Yeah you made it!’. As well as this the children received feedback from their success in a particular activity, ‘when they missed the target or didn’t catch the ball that in itself was feedback for them to carry out the activity differently the next time.’ All the students expressed their interest in a practice carried out by one of the teachers observed, ‘the girls do a reflection after each class and grade their performance 1-10 as well as put a happy/sad/straight face for how they felt’. They all appreciated this approach to self-assessment and it provided the teacher with additional written feedback on the lesson and the children’s learning.
Students in both countries reported that they benefitted from the opportunity to see the practices in both countries. One student commented, ‘it shows how much it is similar but yet we see a different perspective, we see how PE is valued in Lausanne with time allocation, equipment and facilities and access in Switzerland but other than that seeing PE in Lausanne is like getting a second opinion and its reassuring to us because we see we are all teaching very similar ways. It’s great to see a different perspective on things.’
Additional experiences varied from orienteering, ice skating and Gaelic Games to visiting the Guinness Storehouse, the Olympic Museum, coastal towns and historical sites and castles.  All agreed that these were very significant in terms of sharing cultures and allowing time and space for students and lecturers to meet and discuss shared interests. The focus of the PEERS project on preparation of global teachers, was part of the final discussion by students and lecturers. Some interesting points emerged - we are more similar than different…
Content of the lessons is similar and how we teach.  However, the smaller class sizes and better equipped Swiss context allow for additional feedback and increased physical activity. Similar pedagogical issues arise both at primary and secondary level regardless of country. Some activities are context/country specific and related to the national culture such as ice-hockey and Gaelic Games, though the students recognised that these activities could be taught in their respective countries – bringing global experiences to their classes. Finally, observing good practice and noting how teachers capitalise on critical incidents was a valuable learning experience everyone.  
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