
Emma’s physical education takes off 
 

Links to the curriculum 

 

Student background 

Name Emma 

Age 15 

Year 10 

School Secondary  

 Emma has a delightful sense of humour and a ready
smile, and she is willing to give things a go but needs
a lot of initial support. As a result of Emma’s better 
understanding of classroom routines, she is more
relaxed, self-motivated, and independent. 

Emma is a student in the Mainstream support unit, which includes up to 11 other students. 
The school has supplementary learning support funding and a teacher aide to support 
Emma with her two mainstream options. Emma has “across-the-board” learning needs. She 
requires assurance and very specific step-by-step verbal instructions to enable her to 
participate in all of her classes.  

All of Emma’s programmes are planned by the classroom teacher, in consultation with 
Emma’s parents, teacher aides, and Emma herself, and are, at times, delivered by teacher 
aides. Possible pathways are planned by the teacher, in consultation with all involved. All of 
these stories occur within community settings – the local school/community gym, the local 
swimming pool, and the nearest city’s sports facilities located in an inner city park. 

Six learning stories 

1. Emma’s gym journey begins 29 February 2008 

2. The cross-trainer is introduced 6 March 2008 

3. Emma tries the bike 13 March 2008 

4. Emma at the pool 18 March 2008 

5. Emma picks up at tee-ball 27 March 2008 

6. Special Olympics 29 March 2008 

This string of learning stories shows Emma “taking off” with physical activities. Emma’s 
increase in physical skill level and overall fitness, combined with a growing “can do” 
attitude, have seen her become a more independent and confident learner both among her 
classmates and in the community. 
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Emma’s gym journey begins 

Student  Emma Date 29 February 2008 

Topic Health and physical education Observer Katrina (teacher aide) 

Intended learning 
— To develop Emma’s willingness to participate in physical activities. 

Emma joined a small group of students who were working at the community gym on 
individualised programmes using the equipment suited to their skill level. 

To our knowledge, this was Emma’s first time at a gym and on a treadmill.  

 

Emma stood on the stationary treadmill while the personal 
trainer explained to her how the treadmill worked and what 
she had to do. The trainer then started Emma on the easy 
level at the slowest speed. 

“This is like pushing a lawnmower!” Emma exclaimed with her 
head down. 

“Yes, it is and remember to look up to see where you are 
going,” I added. 

As Emma continued on with her walking, it was obvious both to the trainer and myself that 
Emma found it easier to stay steady on her feet when she lifted her head.  

Emma also became aware of this as she commented, “It is easier to walk on the treadmill 
when I look up”. 

Analysis – what learning is happening here? 

Key competencies 

Managing self, Relating to others 

Emma was willing to try something new with the support of staff, a trainer and her peers. 

Participating and contributing 

She was using the opportunity to participate in a physical activity in a community facility 
alongside other gym members.  

Thinking 

Emma related what she was doing to pushing the lawnmower. 

Learning areas 

Level 1 health and physical education: Personal Health and Physical Development: 
regular physical activity 

— Participate in creative and regular physical activities and identify enjoyable experiences. 

Level 1 health and physical education: Movement Concepts and Motor Skills: 
movement skills; science and technology 
— Develop a wide range of movement skills using a variety of equipment. 
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Where to next? 

Key competencies 

Emma will continue being part of a group at the twice-weekly scheduled gym sessions 
where she can practise her newly gained skills. 

Learning areas 
As Emma gains confidence, she will explore the use of other gym equipment. 

The cross-trainer is introduced 

Student  Emma Date 6 March 2008 

Topic Health and physical education Observer Katrina (teacher aide) 

Intended learning 
— To develop Emma’s willingness to participate in physical activities. 

Following Emma’s first visit to the gym, it was decided to introduce the cross-trainer to 
provide variety to her programme.  

Emma was introduced to the cross-trainer while it was in a stationary position. However, 
once the equipment was moving at the lowest setting, Emma found, through trial and 
error, that it was easier to use just her legs and arms. 

Emma persevered with the activity but she did become very weary. There were just two 
minutes to go in the 10-minute session so Samantha, another student, and I cheered her 
on. She smiled and pushed through to the end. 

Analysis – what learning is happening here? 

Key competencies 

Managing self 

Emma was willing to try something new with the support of staff and her peers. She was 
using the opportunity to participate in a new physical activity and complete the 10-minute 
session. Emma found a way that she could cope with the equipment by just using her legs. 

Learning areas 

Level 1 health and physical education: Personal Health and Physical Development: 
regular physical activity 

— Participate in creative and regular physical activities and identify enjoyable experiences. 

Level 1 health and physical education: Movement Concepts and Motor Skills: 
movement skills; science and technology 
— Develop a wide range of movement skills using a variety of equipment. 

Where to next? 

Learning areas 

A next step will be to consolidate Emma’s prerequisite skills for the cross-trainer by 
exploring activities where her feet and hands do different actions at the same time – for 
example, cross patterning in music therapy. 
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Footnote: With the advice of the trainer, we decided to stick with the treadmill as Emma 
needed to develop more co-ordination skills to cope with the cross-trainer. 

Emma tries the bike 

Student  Emma Date 13 March 2008 

Topic Health and physical education Observer Katrina (teacher aide) 

Intended learning 
— To improve Emma’s participation in physical activities and to provide opportunities that 

will help her gain confidence. 

 

We introduced the bike today to vary Emma’s gym 
programme. Emma found this much easier than the cross-
trainer and she stayed on much longer on the bike. Emma 
was very keen to try out this new piece of equipment (the 
bike) alongside one of her peers. She was smiling as she 
pedalled. 

While Emma was riding on the bike, she noticed that her 
heart rate reading was down. We have encouraged Emma to 
participate by explaining to her that the activities are good 
for her heart and that the lower the heart rate reading the 
fitter she is getting. She was excited because she knew she 
could go faster on the bike. 

Emma was like a duck to water – the bike was just right. 

Analysis – what learning is happening here? 

Key competencies 

Managing self 

Emma capitalised on the opportunity to participate in a new physical activity with a smile 
on her face. 

Using language, symbols, and texts 

Emma made connections to the heart monitor independently. 

Learning areas 

Level 1 health and physical education: Personal Health and Physical Development: 
regular physical activity 

— Participate in creative and regular physical activities and identify enjoyable experiences. 

Level 1 health and physical education: Movement Concepts and Motor Skills: 
movement skills; science and technology 
— Develop a wide range of movement skills using a variety of equipment. 
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Where to next? 

Key competencies 

We will explore ways that Emma can make use of these skills in everyday life. 

Learning areas 

We will schedule time on the bike during Emma’s gym sessions. 

Emma at the pool 

Student  Emma Date 18 March 2008 

Topic Health and physical education Observer Katrina (teacher aide) 

Intended learning 

— To develop Emma’s willingness to participate in a range of physical activities with 
confidence. 

As well as going to the gym, Emma joins a group of students at the local aquatic centre for 
weekly swimming sessions. Last year, Emma power-walked down the lanes in the pool. 

 

Emma’s Mum told us that she had swimming lessons in 
the past, so this year she has joined some of her 
classmates swimming lengths on her back. For Emma to 
be able to do this, she needed to feel secure within 
herself. The steps to get to this point needed to be small 
and slow over time. The activity needed to have a 
structured routine with no pressure. Emma was helped 
along with tremendous support and encouragement 
from her peers. 

Emma’s overall levels of confidence and improved fitness have also given her the ability to 
engage and persevere with this activity. 

Today, Emma independently “swam” three lengths on her back, with only small breaks in 
between each length. Everyone knew how pleased she was with herself because of the 
smile on her face. 

Analysis – what learning is happening here? 

Key competencies 

Managing self 

Emma previously had swimming lessons provided by her family (initially, this was unknown 
to school staff) and felt okay about joining the lane swimmers she had seen. She has 
persevered with this new challenge of lane swimming on her back and is building up 
stamina. 

Learning areas 

Level 1 health and physical education: Personal Health and Physical Development: 
regular physical activity 

— Participate in creative and regular physical activities and identify enjoyable experiences. 

Level 1 health and physical education: Movement Concepts and Motor Skills: 
movement skills; science and technology 
— Develop a wide range of movement skills using a variety of equipment. 
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Where to next? 

Key competencies 

The next step will be to provide Emma with opportunities to observe other students kicking 
without a board and demonstrating the arm strokes for backstroke proficiency. Plenty of 
initial watching seems to be highly beneficial for Emma’s learning. 

Learning areas 

Emma will work towards kicking on her back without a board, and begin working on her 
arm strokes with a board. 

Emma picks up at tee-ball 

Student  Emma Date 27 March 2008 

Topic Wednesday school sports Observer Katrina (teacher aide) 

Intended learning 
— To develop Emma’s willingness to participate in a range of physical activities with 

confidence. 

 

Emma has been a member of our term 1 tee-ball team 
for her second season. Initially, she required plenty of 
physical support to bat, run, and field. Over the past 
two seasons, Emma has become far more independent 
in her batting and running. When fielding, Emma has 
usually watched the ball go by. Picking up the ball, 
standing still, and throwing the ball have been 
challenges for our team. We have taught these students 
to roll the ball to each other rather than throw it to 
make the task achievable. 

Today, at tee-ball, Emma picked up the ball while fielding and threw it to Samantha. Emma 
also ran all the bases by herself without adult help. “You can do it!” was all that was 
needed the first time from her team members, and then she ran the rest all by herself with 
a smile. 

Analysis – what learning is happening here? 

Key competencies 

Managing self 

Emma gave everything a go and was able to use her improved physical skills and fitness 
levels to run well in between bases.  

Participating and contributing 
She joined in fielding, batting, and running without adult support in a class/community 
activity. 

Learning areas 

Level 1 health and physical education: Personal Health and Physical Development: 
regular physical activity 

— Participate in creative and regular physical activities and identify enjoyable experiences. 
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Level 1 health and physical education: Movement Concepts and Motor Skills: 
movement skills; science and technology 

— Develop a wide range of movement skills using a variety of equipment. 

Level 1 health and physical education: Relationships with Other People,  
Healthy Communities and Environments 
Emma participated in an inter-school competition. 

Where to next? 

Key competencies 

We will build on Emma’s enjoyment of being part of a team and provide her with 
opportunities to enhance her social well-being and communication skills. 

Learning areas 

We will explore making links between social well-being in other contexts. 

Special Olympics 

Student  Emma Date 29 March 2008 

Topic North Canterbury Special 
Olympics athletics ribbon day 

Observer Katrina (teacher aide) 

Intended learning 
— To develop Emma’s willingness to participate in a range of physical activities in a range 

of contexts and environments. 

Emma has participated with other students from school in inter-school Special Olympics 
athletics ribbon days. She has also competed for her house in the school’s athletics day. 

Emma came with her parents to this Saturday event, along with her school friends and 
their families. She joined in all of the activities offered without any coaxing or physical 
prompting from her parents or school staff.  

  

Her father had never seen her run the 100 metre race before. He was rapt with Emma’s 
performance and the “can do” attitude to physical activities she displayed on the day. 

Analysis – what learning is happening here? 

Key competencies 

Managing self 
Emma was able to transfer her physical activity to an athletics situation.  

Participating and contributing 
She joined in a new class/community activity fully and gave everything a go. 
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Learning areas 

Level 1 health and physical education: Personal Health and Physical Development: 
regular physical activity 
— Participate in creative and regular physical activities and identify enjoyable experiences. 

Level 1 health and physical education: Movement Concepts and Motor Skills: 
movement skills; science and technology 

— Develop a wide range of movement skills using a variety of equipment. 

Level 1 health and physical education: Healthy Communities and Environments: 
rights, responsibilities, and laws; people and the environment 

— Take individual and collective action to contribute to environments that can be enjoyed 
by all. 

Where to next? 

Key competencies 

This introduction to the local Special Olympics Club could be a community-based activity for 
Emma and her family to pursue in the future. 

Reflection — what these stories exemplify 
 

 

Key competencies 

Emma has shown willingness to try new activities within the physical education and sports 
programmes (managing self). This has resulted in improved physical and social skills and a 
growing self-awareness of her own capabilities; for example, noticing the drop in her heart 
rate, smiles following her achievements, and persisting through the hard times. This 
growing confidence in participating in physical activity has increased Emma’s sense of 
belonging (participating and contributing). 
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How might these stories strengthen Emma’s identity as a learner? 
Emma participated and practised her skills over a wide range of activities, including her 
gym programme, swimming, tee-ball, and Special Olympics ribbon day (breadth). Over 
time, in all of these activities, Emma has shown progress in skills, and increased 
enjoyment. This has been recognised and affirmed by her peers and herself (agency and 
depth).  

For more information on the four dimensions of agency, breadth, continuity, and depth 
(ABCDs), refer to Narrative assessment: a guide for teachers. 

Learning areas 

Level 1 health and physical education 
This learning is within physical education, with the focus in the personal health and physical 
development and the movement concepts and motor skills strands. Emma is improving her 
movement skills across a wide range of activities (e.g. running and throwing in tee-ball, 
lane swimming, and mastering the bike) that are school- and community-based. These 
improvements have been acknowledged by both Emma and her peers. 

Effective pedagogy 

What does this tell us about teaching and learning in this setting? 
Emma’s physical education and sports programmes were tailored to meet her specific 
needs within group situations (creating a supportive learning environment). The 
programmes provided time for Emma to engage with and practise the physical activities 
(providing sufficient opportunities to learn). All of Emma’s activities, including the lane- 
swimming programme, were built on prior learning. Emma applied her gym skills to tee-ball 
and the Special Olympic events and we used information from her family to help plan her 
swimming (making connections to prior learning). 

Reflective questions for the reader 

“What school-based physical education skills are we developing for individual students that 
will lead towards lifelong leisure activities?” 

“How do you meaningfully adapt physical activities to meet the needs of diverse students?” 

Useful resources 

Developing fundamental movement skills: manual. (2007). Wellington, N.Z.: SPARC. 
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