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Abstract 
This study aimed to examine how a novice Physical Education 
teacher unfolded her pedagogical practice as a facilitator of learn-
ing during a hybrid Sport Education/Step-Game-Approach vol-
leyball season; and to investigate students’ perceptions about 
their lived learning experiences and active involvement in build-
ing their own learning process. For this purpose, an insider action-
research design was implemented throughout one school term (20 
lessons of 45 minutes each in total). Twenty-five students (aged 
between16 and17 years old), enrolled in the 12th grade at a Portu-
guese high school took part in this investigation. The novice 
teacher, who held two years of professional experience, assumed 
the dual role of teacher-researcher, facilitating an in-depth under-
standing of the complexity featuring of the teaching-learning pro-
cess. Qualitative data were collected using multiple data sources 
(i.e., teacher’s lesson plans and field diary, and student’s focus-
group interviews), and analyzed using a hybrid approach of in-
ductive and deductive thematic analysis. The results revealed that 
the use of this hybrid season helped the teacher to act as facilitator 
of learning, namely by: (i) using two student-centered models 
with unique internal structures and functionalities, (ii) increasing 
the level of responsibility taken by students for their own learning 
experiences, (iii) adapting the lesson plans to students’ individual 
needs, and (iv) combining a more supportive intervention with the 
use of more indirect teaching strategies. Together, these strategies 
seemed to prompt students’ autonomy and sense of active control 
of the class activities, the development of students’ abilities and 
volleyball-based knowledge, leading them to be more interested 
and engaged in Physical Education. In conclusion, the alliance 
between the student-centered environment (Sport Education) and 
the specificity of the content subject-knowledge (Step-Game Ap-
proach for non-invasion games) seems to have allow the novice 
teacher to adjust her pedagogical intervention as facilitator of 
learning to students’ individual learning needs. 
 
Key words: Student-centered models, volleyball, physical edu-
cation, high school, action-research, qualitative analysis. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
To connect students with personal and cultural representa-
tions of sport and feeding them with genuine enjoyment 
through a collaborative participation (Farias et al., 2020), 
the teaching and learning of sports in Physical Education 
(PE) has been a “hot topic” over the last decades (Hastie 
and Mesquita, 2016). Nonetheless, the experience of par-
ticipation in sports has been oftentimes perceived by stu-
dents as a boring content (Casey et al., 2014) which reflects 
their dissatisfaction. This perception is based on the lack of 
adjustment of teacher’s instructional interventions accord- 
ing to students’ individual learning needs (Silva et al., 
2021a) and the predominant teaching of isolated technical 

skills focused on molecular, prescriptive and uncontextu-
alized solutions (Kirk, 2010). 

To deal with this issue, research has shown the im-
portance of engaging students in student-centered and 
game-based approaches. The latter places students at the 
center of teaching–learning processes and involve an ex-
tensive participation of students in modified game-forms 
according to their abilities (Hastie and Mesquita, 2016).  

Sport Education (SE) (Siedentop, 1994) is acknowl-
edged as one of these student-centered models, in which a 
primary concern is the promotion of a democratic and in-
clusive pedagogy in PE lessons. To achieve this goal, this 
model includes formal competition events, in which the 
students perform multiple roles (e.g., coaches, referees, 
score keepers, statisticians), and are affiliated in teams 
(Siedentop, 1994). Through persistent teamwork, students 
are invited to practice together, supporting each other, and 
making teammates accountable for their own learning pro-
cess (Araújo et al., 2015). Bessa et al. (2019) reported that 
students feel that the specific features of SE can generate 
high enthusiasm and engagement in sport activities. 

However, despite the widespread acknowledgment 
of SE educational benefits, the model places less emphasis 
on how tasks can be specifically modified and does not of-
fer an explicit game framework on how to develop tactical 
and technical content progressions (e.g., by level of in-
creasing complexity). Therefore, SE has been increasingly 
combined with game-based approaches (e.g., SE-Teaching 
Games for Understanding, Gil-Arias et al., 2021; SE-
Invasion Games Competence Model, Farias et al., 2020), 
which allows the optimization of the teaching-learning pro-
cesses. This results in an ‘inward’ focus on the sport-based 
content-development and instruction (Araújo et al., 2019). 

The Step-Game Approach (SGA) (Mesquita et al., 
2005) is a student-centered model that specifically consid-
ers the nature of non-invasive games, like volleyball. This 
constructivist approach advocates the development of stu-
dents’ game play ability through step-by-step challenges, 
establishing meaningful couplings between tactical de-
mands and technical skills (Mesquita et al., 2005). SGA is 
grounded in problem-based and tactical-focused activities 
of Teaching Games for Understanding (Bunker and 
Thorpe, 1982), as well as upon the Rink’s (1993) Skill De-
velopment Approach. SGA presents an explicit structure 
for teaching volleyball, encompassing a progression of 
tasks that extends beyond the ‘generic’ practice tasks of 
Teaching Games for Understanding toward implementing 
(i) acquisition tasks, that emphasize the development of a 
specific technical skill, (ii) structuring tasks, which focus 
on understanding the tactical and technical skills of the 
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game but without opposition, and (iii) adaptation tasks, in 
which the goal, action structure and main tactical features, 
are identical to the full volleyball game (Mesquita et al., 
2005). 

The combination of SE and SGA has the potential 
to achieve the affective and social goals of student partici-
pation highlighted in SE (where equity and inclusion are 
key educational banners) and also to consider the “special-
ized” learning of the tactical content taught. Further, 
through the use of different learning stages that respect, at 
each time, the tactical understanding and skill level of stu-
dents, it is possible to individualize learning goals and de-
sign meaningful learning scenarios (Mesquita et al., 2005). 
SGA defines four volleyball learning stages, from 1 (1x1) 
to 4 (4x4), in which the game-forms progressions build-up 
aligned both with the formal and specific functional struc-
ture of volleyball as with the level of tactical understanding 
and skills progressively exhibited by students at different 
points in their game-play development (Chêne et al., 1986). 

The growing body of research undertaken on this 
hybrid combination has clarified and proved its signifi-
cance to teaching and learning games in PE (see, for exam-
ple, Araújo et al., 2015, 2017). However, these models im-
ply that teachers act as facilitators of learning, by simplify-
ing or challenging learning scenarios based on students’ 
needs (Dyson et al., 2004). This is a very demanding pro-
cess for novice PE teachers (NTs). Additionally, as re-
cently reported by Silva and colleagues (2021b), the imple-
mentation of student-centered models that concomitantly 
sought to promote an active involvement of students, for 
instance by building their own learning experiences, can 
also be a challenging task for inexperienced teachers. 

In this sense, despite the wide recognition that the 
effective performance of the facilitator’s role requires the 
mastery of complex pedagogical skills (Farias et al., 2018), 
up to date investigations on this topic remain scarce. 
Thereby, it is imperative for researchers to conduct studies 
focused on examining the challenges felt by teachers and 
the strategies used to perform such role. 

In this respect, most of the studies conducted so far 
typically include experienced PE teachers rather than ex-
amining the pedagogical implementation of student-cen-
tered models by NTs (Silva et al., 2021b). The limited re-
search with NTs shows that they maintained tight control 
of the lessons using reproductive teaching styles and low-
order questioning (O’Leary, 2014). Doing so, NTs fre-
quently narrow the tactical complexity of games to the 
teaching of drills-skills isolated from the game context that 
provides them with meaning (O’Leary, 2014). Currently, 
there are no studies on the implementation of SE-SGA hy-
brid seasons. 

Investigating NTs’ teaching practices is particularly 
important and can be extremely insightful given the rich 
information drawn from their lived experiences, skills, and 
conceptions. Moreover, it can provide useful information 
for future pedagogical practices of many other practitioners 
who will shape their behaviors as teachers at an early stage  
of their career (Silva et al., 2021b). 

Regarding to the engagement of students in leading 
their own learning process, some studies suggest that stu-
dents did not adopt an active participation in PE lessons 

due to their unfamiliarity with the roles that they can       
perform (McMahon and MacPhail, 2007). Furthermore, 
there is a marked lack of examination of students’ voices 
about their lived learning experiences during participation 
in student-centered PE lessons. In fact, this is a crucial 
topic of study, as students are recognized as key agents in 
co-creating their learning environments and improving 
their experiences of schooling (Oliver and Kirk, 2015). In 
this sense, qualitative research is as an appropriate meth-
odology to access in depth perceptions of students on lived 
experiences and to understand the features that support stu-
dents’ behavior (e.g., commitment, active learning) (Phil-
lips et al., 2021). Given its cyclical and interventive nature 
which is supported by an ongoing data collection and anal-
ysis, action-research designs could be extremely useful to 
granted teachers the opportunity to improve their teaching 
effectiveness through responsive planning, acting, finding, 
and re-planning (Kemmis et al., 2014). 

Given the presented rationale, the purpose of this 
study was twofold. First, we sought to examine how a nov-
ice PE teacher unfolded her pedagogical practice as a facil-
itator of learning during a hybrid SE-SGA volleyball unit. 
Second, we investigated how students perceived their own 
learning experiences in terms of active participation in the 
development of such experiences. 

 
Methods 
 
Design 
This study adopted an insider action-research (AR) design, 
where the teacher assumed the dual role of teacher-re-
searcher (Koekoek et al., 2019). An insider-AR design re-
flects an epistemology capable of providing a privileged 
and deep viewpoint about the teaching-learning process 
(Coghlan, 2007), keeping pace with the dynamic and situ-
ated development of teaching and learning within student-
centered models (Farias et al., 2018). 
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Action-research timeline. 
 

The present study involved two AR-cycles with 
each one including the processes of planning, acting, ob-
serving, and reflecting on practice (Kemmis et al., 2014) 
(Figure 1). All pedagogical processes were centered on the 
events emerging during the implementation of the SE-SGA 
teaching program. The 1st AR-cycle corresponded to the 
diagnosis phase. Here, students were assessed on their 
sport ability, grouped by learning stages, and affiliated into 
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persistent teams in which they co-construct learning tasks. 
At the end of the 1st AR-cycle, reflections of the NT and 
students, as well as fact-finding about the teaching-learn-
ing process, worked as action steps to plan the 2nd AR-
cycle. Aligned with the study’s purpose, the 2nd AR-cycle 
focused on empowering students to take more responsibil-
ity for, and control of their own learning experiences. 
 
Participants 
This study included 25 students as participants (aged be-
tween16 and17 years old) who were enrolled in the 12th 
grade at a Portuguese high school. The students had already 
previous volleyball experience in PE lessons; however, 
none of them was involved in extra-curricular volleyball 
activities (e.g., athletes in volleyball clubs). The students 
had also previous experience with SE (in the first school-
term and taught by the same NT) but were not familiar with 
SGA. The female NT (25 years-old) had two years of 
teaching experience, one-year as a pre-service teacher and 
another as a PE teacher at a different school. This research 
allowed the NT to consolidate the previous experiences 
gained during her master’s degree (Physical Education 
Teaching in Basic and Secondary Education) in which she 
explored specifically the practical implementation of stu-
dent-centered models. Currently, the NT is also a PhD stu-
dent in the Sports Science Doctoral Program. The second 
and fourth authors (experts in the use of student-centered 
models), were partners in this paper, acting as advisors and 
peer-debriefs to challenge the NT interpretations through-
out her teaching-learning process. The study followed the 
guidelines stated in the Declaration of Helsinki and was ap-
proved by the Institutional Research Ethics Committee of 
the authors’ institution (CEFADE 18 2019). Students and 
their legal guardians were informed about the research 
scope and they signed informed consent. Confidentiality 
and anonymity issues were explained and ensured using 
pseudonymous. 
 
The Sport Education/Step-Game Approach season 
As recommended by Siedentop (1994) the SE-SGA season 
lasted a full school term (from January to April 2018) and 
was applied during 20 PE lessons and 45-min each one. 
The season followed all the key-features of SE (i.e., sea-
sons, persisting teams, formal competition, record keeping, 
festivity and a culminating event) (Siedentop, 1994). Con-
currently, the learning tasks followed the instructional 
framework of SGA comprising acquisition, structuring, 
and adaptation instructional tasks for each learning stage 
(Mesquita et al., 2005). Table 1 provides a complete outline 
of the season planning, displays the learning goals for each 
learning stage, and includes the main students’ roles per-
formed at each PE lesson. For an easier reading of the Ta-
ble, please see the example given from lesson 5-6 at the 
end of Table 1. 
 
SE features 
Considering the diagnosis assessment initially performed 
by the NT and the contextual conditions (i.e., sports hall 
available and number of students), students were allocated  
into two different learning stages (learning stage 2: 2vs2; 
and learning stage 4: 4vs4). Within each learning stage, 

however, students had different skill levels in technical 
and/or tactical domains. To exemplify, in an intra-group 
analysis, a total of twelve students from the learning stage 
4 could integrate six students with higher technical and tac-
tical skills when compared the other six students from the 
same learning stage. Thereby, students were grouped into 
mixed ability-teams per learning stage. Following the pre-
viously example, it means that three teams, formed by four 
students each, included two higher-skilled students, and 
two lower-skilled students (all of them belonging to the 
learning stage 4). Noteworthy, the teams from the same 
learning stage shared common game-play issues. In total, 
eight mix-ability teams, five teams of learning stage 2 and 
three teams of learning stage 4, constituted the class. This 
arrangement provided an ideal context for encouraging stu-
dents to participate in peer-teaching interactions alongside 
students within the same learning stage. The teacher grad-
ually transferred instructional leadership responsibility to 
students. Thus, progressively students began to (i) select 
learning tasks, which they deemed appropriate for improv-
ing their team’s performance, (ii) leading instruction dur-
ing peer-assisted tasks, (iii) assuming the warm-up tasks, 
and (iv) managing the tournaments. 

The season was divided into two phases: (i) in the 
first one, students learned the specific technical and tactical 
skills of volleyball through team practice activities and in-
formal practice matches; and (ii) in the second phase, stu-
dents were engaged in two formal competitions. In the first 
competition, called ‘graded competition’, they played 
against classmates from their learning stage (i.e., students 
from learning stage 2 compete with each other in 2vs2 
game-form, and students from learning stage 4 in 4vs4 
game-form). In the second competition, students were 
mixed up (i.e., students from both learning stages work and 
compete together in 2vs2 and 4vs4 game forms). A culmi-
nating event was organized in the last lesson of the season 
and students were awarded (i.e., extra points) for their fair-
play behaviors. 
 

SGA features 
As recommended by Mesquita et al. (2005), a 2v2 game-
form was used to diagnose students’ skill level. The main 
goal of the learning stage 2 was to develop students’ com-
petence during cooperative games between teammates and 
competition moments against other opponent teams during 
the 2vs2 game. Four main tactical skills were taught in this 
stage: (i) verbal communication; (ii) assigning accountabil-
ity zones; (iii) watching the opponents’ placement; and (iv) 
playing the ball to the vulnerable place of the opponent’s 
court. In addition, three technical skills were taught: (i) the 
overhead pass; (ii) the forearm pass; and (iii) the underhand 
serve. Although the overall 2v2 game format was retained, 
the game rules and the learning tasks were ongoingly mod-
ified to match the students’ learning needs. For example, 
low-skilled students were allowed to catch the ball on the 
first contact, or to perform a double contact. These rules 
were not applied to high-skilled students. 

The main goal of learning stage 4 (where some 
goals of stage 3 - 3v3 - where adopted) was to increase the 
number  of  tactical  options in offensive organization 
(three  attackers  instead  of  one)  and   develop  defensive
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organization during counterattacking (1:2:1 ‘mobile square’ was adopted). Four main tac-
tical skills were taught in this stage: (i) to link two actions, like receiving and attacking 
the ball; (ii) to adjust displacements according to ball trajectories; (iii) to identify the space 

where the student will set and attack the ball; and (iv) to distinguish back defense position 
according to the space occupied by the blocker. In addition, three technical skills were 
taught, namely, spike, block, and overhead serve. 

 
Table 1. Overview of the hybrid SE/SGA season.  

Lessons Season planning 
 1st AR-cycle 
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1-2 Diagnostic assessment (2vs2); Allocation of teams according to their LS; Volleyball quiz – questions about rules. 
 Learning stage 2 Learning stage 4 

3-4 Within-team practice: Overhead and forearm pass; Receiver/non-receiver 
notion (0:2) with the inclusion of verbal communication; 2vs2. 

Within-team practice: Overhead pass, forearm pass and service (underhand and overhead); 
Students’ positions in serve-reception scenario (1:3); 4vs4. 

5-6 Within-team practice: Overhead pass, forearm pass and underhand serve; 
"short-long” (anteroposterior displacements) with overhead and forearm 
pass; receiver/non-receiver notion (0:2), with the inclusion of verbal com-
munication; 2vs2;  
Students’ roles: design an exercise to solve an identified problem - lack of 
verbal communication between the two students and consequent assigning 
accountability zones. 

Within-team practice: Overhead pass, forearm pass and spike; "whoever attacks, set" (chain 
two actions, receiving and attacking the ball); 4vs4; 
Students’ roles: design an exercise to solve an identified problem - shooting difficulties due 
to technical problems in the distributor's action. 

7-8 Within-team practice: Anteroposterior and lateral displacements; Overhead 
pass, forearm pass; Receiver/non-receiver notion (0:2) with the promotion 
of communication and assignment of accountability zones; 2vs2. 

Within-team practice: Anteroposterior and lateral displacements; chain the distributor's ac-
tion (first contact) with the attacker's (third contact); adjust movements to ball trajectories; 
4vs4. 

Students’ roles: implement the learning tasks created to solve the problems identified in the previous lesson. 
9-10 Within-team practice: Lateral displacements; Overhead pass, forearm pass 

and underhand serve; watching the opponents’ placement and playing the 
ball to the vulnerable space of the opponent’s court; 2vs2; 
Students’ roles: design an exercise to solve an identified problem - lack of 
reading the opponent's behavior. 

Within-team practice: Lateral displacements; Overhead pass, spike and block; Rotation of 
‘mobile square’ in defense situation (1:2:1): to identify the space where the student is going 
to attack the ball and to distinguish back defense placement according to block action; 4vs4;   
Students’ roles: design an exercise to solve an identified problem - Placement of the ball in 
spaces already occupied. 

11-12 Within-team practice; Students’ roles: implementing the learning tasks built to solve the game-problems previously identified. 
Focus group sessions 

2nd AR-cycle 
13-14 Within-team practice; Students’ roles: implementing the learning tasks built to solve the game-problems previously identified; prepare a proposal for the constitution of 

teams for the mix-competition; team captain. 

S
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 15-16 Formal competition (graded competition, 2vs2; and mix-competition);  Formal competition (graded competition, 4vs4; and mix-competition); 
Students’ roles: referee, team captain, score, records keeper, manage one tournament-day; peer-teaching (coaching roles); and lead the warm-up. 

17-18 Formal competition (graded competition, 2vs2; and mix-competition); Formal competition (graded competition, 4vs4; and mix-competition); 
Students’ roles: referee, team captain, score; records keeper; lead the warm-up; peer-teaching (coaching roles); prepare the prizes for the culminating event. 

19-20 Formal competition (graded competition, 2vs2; and mix-competition); Formal competition (graded competition, 4vs4; and mix-competition); 
Culminating event with awards ceremony. 
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Data collection 
Data were collected using multiple qualitative sources to 
gain a robust understanding of the topic examined. First, 
the planning of all lessons was documented, with each one 
including the design of appropriate learning tasks that ad-
dress the daily needs of students. Taking in reference the 
pedagogical principles of a SE-SGA unit, an explicit effort 
was made to ongoingly adjust the learning environments to 
the students’ learning stages, game-related knowledge, and 
technical-tactical skills (Hordvik et al., 2019). 

Second, a teacher’s field diary was used to describe 
and reflect on: (i) the NT’s pedagogical problems faced 
day-by-day when portraying the role of facilitator; (ii) the 
impact of the pedagogical strategies used; and (ii) students’ 
responses to the pedagogical practice implemented. The 
field diary enabled the teacher to express detailly her emo-
tions and perceptions about what could be improved or 
what worked better, and which goals had to be set for next 
lesson (Farias et al., 2018). 

Third, six semi-structured focus-group (FG) inter-
views were conducted by the teacher-researcher, three of 
them at the middle of the school-term (after lesson 11-12), 
and the remaining at the end of the season. Overall, the FG 
interviews encompassed two main purposes: (i) to allow 
the students to debate their opinions and assess their view-
points (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016); and (ii) to understand 
how the pedagogical intervention was influencing stu-
dents’ learning (Bracco et al., 2019). FG sessions were con-
ducted in the host school’s facilities and lasted approxi-
mately between 90 and 130 minutes. All FG interviews 
were video recorded and transcribed verbatim afterwards 
by the first author. 
 
Data analysis 
In line with the on-the-spot, interactive, and cyclical epis-
temological nature of AR, data collection and analysis 
were intertwined. Thus, following the procedures pre-
sented by Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006), a hybrid ap-
proach of inductive and deductive development of themes 
was used to analyze data. The study began as being deduc-
tive given the primary role that SE and SGA played in for-
mulating research goals and consequent interview ques-
tions. The study became progressive inductive during the 
data analysis, with the purpose of generating new explana-
tions that could more thoroughly comply the unique singu-
larities emerging from the data (Patton, 2015). 

Due to its potential for enabling the researcher to 
identify, analyze, and report patterns (themes) within the 
data set, a thematic analysis was used to examine data 
(Braun et al., 2016). The initial coding stage involved the 
immersion and familiarization with data, through repeated 
reading and identification of the relevant information. The 
second phase included an initial coding, with basic seg-
ments deemed meaningful being attached as labels. This 
process was developed with pre-existing research aims in 
mind (deductive), alongside openness to new segments (in-
ductive) and it was completed manually by-hand. We crit-
ical engaged with the data at a semantic (i.e., the obvious 
meanings expressed) and a latent level (i.e., implicit ideas 
decoded  from  teacher  and  students’  perspectives),   but  

 
mostly semantic. The third phase included creating (initial) 
themes (i.e., grouping related information) pertinent to ad-
dress the research questions. The fourth phase involved go-
ing back and forth through the data to check if the analysis 
suitably represents the message shared by all participants. 
The revision process helped to settle on a structure of one 
core theme which emphasizes all the other themes. Finally, 
the fifth phase involved naming the identified themes in a 
representative fashion. 
 
Data trustworthiness 
The dual role of teacher–researcher implies a systematic 
investigation of its own practice so that the pedagogical 
procedures could be improved. Such ongoingly analysis fa-
cilitates, in turns, an in-depth access to the complexity of 
the teaching-learning process (Farias et al. 2018). To 
acknowledge the consequences of and insider pedagogical 
intervention, and to establish a balance between closeness 
and distance (Coghlan, 2007), the credibility of the data 
was ensured through five main strategies: (i) participants 
were encouraged to share their honest opinions and view-
points during the FG, so that students’ opinions were not 
influenced by each other, and all the opinions were equally 
valued (Patton, 2015); (ii) considering that ‘too much in-
volvement’ could influence students’ answers, meaning 
that they could verbalize what the NT wanted to hear, the 
teacher was aware that students needed to lead the FG dis-
cussions. Thus, the NT read the questions to the students 
and only sporadically asked for more detailed information. 
This procedure enabled the students to expand their per-
spectives based on peer answers (Bodsworth and Goodyear 
2017); (iii) data triangulation, which involved the use of 
multiple data collection sources (i.e., lesson plans, 
teacher’s field diary and students’ FG interviews) with the 
purpose of describe the phenomena through different per-
spectives (Denzin, 2012); (iv) regular peer-debriefings and 
collective data analysis among the research team, to mini-
mize the risk for individual researcher bias in the interpre-
tational analysis (Patton, 2015); and (v) students  were fre-
quently asked about the implicit meanings of their actions 
and verbal interventions (Corbin and Strauss, 2014). 
 
Results 
 
Data analysis generated two main themes representative of 
a hybrid SE-SGA season implemented by a NT as well as 
the students’ perspectives about their learning experiences. 
The two themes are presented below. 
 
1st AR-Cycle: The search of the right degree of student 
active engagement in the teaching-learning process: a 
time of higher teacher-guided student-centered activi-
ties. 
The diagnosis assessment enabled the NT to become aware 
that “there are different levels in the class: a group of stu-
dents in stage 2 and another, made up most of the class, in 
stage 4. The teaching season will be designed according to 
this information, and students can, at any time, progress in 
the learning stage if so justified” (Field diary, 3.1.2018). 
Since that moment, and considering the different learning 
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stages content development framework, learning tasks 
were designed to promote the development of students’ 
abilities and volleyball knowledge, with the planning of 
lessons being adapted when necessary. For example, in the 
lesson plan of the third lesson "there was a group having 
more difficulties than I expected and, so I had to adapt the 
original lesson plan [which required] leaving the ‘mindset’ 
2v2 to enter the ‘mindset’ 4v4” (Field diary, 8.1.2018). 

From the outset of the season students highlighted 
that the teaching content addressed in the volleyball PE ac-
tivities was centered on their difficulties and learning po-
tential, “if you [NT] were only concern to fully apply the 
[national PE] program, there would be no progression. 
Some leading students would have left out those who didn’t 
play well” (Isabel). In contrast, through this pedagogical 
intervention (i.e., work by skill levels, adaptation of lesson 
plans according to students’ individual needs) the students 
noted that “it wasn’t the ‘same businesses to everyone, the 
same old. The teacher adjusted the games to different lev-
els (…) was a way to get to us” (Maria) (1st FG, March). 

Students of different learning stages emphasized 
several advantages arising from the combination of SE’s 
features (formal competition, peer-teaching tasks) and the 
SGA’s  “inclusive-friendly” organization of the learning 
activities according to students’ skill level: (i) the compe-
tition, “it's fairer” (Sofia), because there is not a significant 
discrepancy in the skill level of students who are compet-
ing against each other; (ii) it was the ‘right amount of time’ 
for practicing and learning new skills, because “we can re-
peat the task several times… it won’t turn out well for eve-
ryone at the first time” (Mariana), in other words, students 
did not feel pressured by peers to learn at a different pace; 
and (iii) there were cooperative relationships between stu-
dents of the same learning stage, “because we have to work 
as a  group, communicate, and help each other” (Maria) 
(1st FG, March). 

Nevertheless, despite similar learning opportunities 
were provided to students according to different learning 
needs, both lower- and higher-skilled participants pointed 
out some potential disadvantages if this type of activity or-
ganization extends over time. The higher-skilled students 
felt, “it's better for us, but not for those who play poorly” 
(Paulo) because “they [students from learning stage 2] 
might not evolve if we can’t help them…” (Catarina). Still, 
the low-skilled students emphasized the importance of the 
heterogeneous organization of learning activities, “if we 
were in mixed up groups, we could learn from other peo-
ple” (Luísa). Although students from learning stage 2 felt 
they progressed on their game-play ability, a critical con-
straint was that at some point, the students felt that working 
with the students from learning stage 4 “would make us 
more competitive, because we had a more significant chal-
lenge and would give us more motivation to try to move on 
to the next level” (Andreia) (1st FG, March). 

One of the main purposes of the SE-SGA pedagog-
ical intervention was to give students the opportunity to ac-
tively build cognitive skills. Thus, during the 1st AR-cycle 
students had opportunities to: (i) participate in problem-
solving tasks; and (ii) design and apply learning tasks that 
were adjusted to their current skill level and knowledge. 

That is, students from learning stage 2 had the task of pro-
posing exercises for solving fundamental problems, as en-
hancing students’ communication in 2vs2. In contrast, stu-
dents from learning stage 4 had to think about learning 
tasks for more complex problems, as promoting the attack-
ing shots into empty spaces in the 4vs4 (Lesson plan, 
21.2.2018). 

However, during the initial stage of the season, the 
lack of students’ game-related knowledge (from students 
of both learning stages), combined with some difficulties 
in technical skills (from students of learning stage 2), led 
the NT to employ a more supportive intervention such as 
providing more explicit guidance to students. For example, 
“open your hand to make the overhead pass, your fingers 
are closed” (Lesson plan, 8.1.2018). The intention was to 
“provide higher explicit guidance on the onset, so that in 
acquiring the basis of the game, later they could ‘fly on 
their own” (Field diary, 10.1.2018). 

Nevertheless, when the teacher perceived that the 
students had previous knowledge of the task (sport con-
tent), or the game concepts were less complex (e.g., re-
ceiver/non-receiver notion in 2vs2 game), she used a more 
indirect teaching strategy (i.e., questioning). Even when 
the NT felt she had to “make all decisions about the lesson 
plan, I ensured the students understood why we were learn-
ing each learning task” (Field diary, 24.1.2018) to help 
students build their cognitive process based on the under-
standing of the problem-solving logic of games teaching 
and learning. 

Students highlighted the importance of receiving 
more explicit guidance from the NT at an initial stage of 
the unit, “none of us had the slightest idea about what some 
tactics (...) your support was critical, it helped us under-
standing the mobile square so the setter would be more ac-
tive in game-play” (Guilherme), and “I’m glad that hap-
pened otherwise we would never move on” (Catarina) (1st 
FG, March). 

Additionally, students stressed the importance of 
the active mediation provided by the NT during the design 
of learning tasks, that “feedbacked on our initial tactical 
proposals through questions and hints” (Inês) instead of 
“giving us a ready-made solution. No, we had to think 
about what was right, what was wrong, what we could 
change in the task” (Paulo). This process allowed students 
“not just do, because we were told to, it made us more au-
tonomous” (Matilde) (1st FG, March). 

During the implementation of learning tasks, it was 
not always easy to “explain our games to our teammates” 
(Mariana), and “being a coach, because we can be pointing 
out a mistake that is not really a mistake” (Catarina). When 
students felt stuck, they could count with support of both 
their teammates and the NT who acted as a “guide on the 
side” to keep students on track: “we called the superior 
[laughs]” (Diogo), which was important because “when we 
started drifting and simply playing, we lost our purpose, 
and we were practically not training at all” (Guilherme) 
but “the teacher asked what the main purpose of the game 
was. That helped because we were already drifting away 
from what we were supposed to learn” (Andreia) (1st FG, 
March). 
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At the end of the 1st AR-cycle students felt that their 
active participation in instructional decision-making be-
came gradually easier to deal with, mostly due to teacher’s 
ongoing support. Specifically, the combined use of more 
explicit and indirect scaffolding strategies allowed students 
to develop a “meta-understanding” of the process: “we ex-
plored, learned, and now we know how to teach and learn 
games” (Catarina) (1st FG, March). 
 
2nd AR-Cycle: Individually tailored transfer of respon-
sibility to students: boosting students’ commitment to 
learning activities 
One of the major pedagogical intervention goals set by the 
NT for the 2nd AR-cycle included the attempt to boost the 
performance of lower-skill students and increase their mo-
tivation and engagement in the activities. To this purpose 
and based on students’ opinions expressed during the FG 
interviews, the NT decided to adjust the initially designed 
teaching process (i.e., maintain the work by skill level dur-
ing all volleyball unit) and along with a “graded competi-
tion frame” (Field diary, 5.3.2018), created a mix-compe-
tition. In other words, the NT used learning stages and in-
formal graded competitions (i.e., leagues are arranged that 
match students of similar skill level against one another) 
during the first part of the pedagogical intervention. At the 
2nd AR-cycle, in addition of graded competition, the NT 
formed mix-ability teams (please, see Methodology for 
more details). 

Students commonly agreed on the appropriateness 
of the teacher’s progressive structuring of the learning 
game-play development process, “if we had all stayed to-
gether in the first group work, I think it wouldn't have gone 
well. They [students with more abilities] were automati-
cally going to exclude us like in other years” (Mariana), 
which made students feel heard and engaged with the ac-
tivities. Students stated, “teacher cares about our opinion 
and wants to know how we feel” (Catarina), which “in-
creased our engagement” (Isabel), namely, “the competi-
tive level of the students in stage 2 (…), I felt like a ‘war-
rior’, dear God, it was cool, different. I also believe that 
we managed to push our teammates' game-play up, help 
them with the attack positioning” (Hugo) (2nd FG, April). 

Nevertheless, some higher-skill students working in 
the mix-tournament felt somewhat frustrated due to the 
marked differences in the ability level of their teammates. 
For instance, “at least in my team, we had a colleague that 
was literally taking us down. He was trying, it was noted. 
But he couldn't do better. I couldn’t solve those problems. 
They were basic problems, like making the forearm pass, 
overhead pass... I understand that they have these difficul-
ties, but it becomes very frustrating for us, who are from 
stage 4, and we are used to a different game-play pace” 
(Guilherme) (2nd FG, April). 

During this cycle, the teacher sought to further em-
power students to take more responsibility for, and control 
of, their own learning experiences. Based on the potential 
of the main characteristics of SE, the NT applied two major 
interventions, (i) the transfer of managerial decision-mak-
ing to students (student-led organization of one-tourna-
ment day (Field diary, 12.3.2018)); (ii) student perfor-
mance of multiple roles and participation in a higher      

number of peer-teaching activities (students were “for-
mally” tasked during the activities to perform coaching 
roles, “helping in the teaching the 4vs4 dynamics to their 
learning stage 2 teammates” (Field diary, 19.3.2018)). 

By performing different roles in the class (e.g., 
coaching, refereeing), students felt an increased sense of 
active control of the lesson activities. Students stated, “the 
teaching process is being shared [between teacher and stu-
dents] because we are definitely part of teaching” (Ma-
nuel), which was the opposite of their previous PE experi-
ences, where “we didn't have a ‘single word to say on the 
matter’” (Paulo) (2nd FG, April). 

Thus, at the end of this pedagogical intervention, 
students highlighted a positive and renewed idea about PE, 
based on their extended sense of autonomy: “the teacher 
changed everything (…) we have an autonomy that we did-
n't have before” (Paulo). Students also justified their posi-
tive feelings about the PE experiences with the use of the 
game-based approach to establish meaningful couplings 
between tactical demands and technical skills. According 
to students, “the teacher valued the tactics more (…) the 
technique was built through the game” (Catarina), which 
helped them to develop their skills and game’ understand-
ing, because “we are not being robots. We are trying to 
think of what to do because, the tactical move is not always 
the same” (Guilherme) (2nd FG, April). 

On a final note, this pedagogical intervention 
seemed to have supported students’ perception of higher 
game-based knowledge development, “I think in all my 
years of physical education, I never learned as much as I 
did this year. I simply knew what I had to do in practice, 
but I didn't know why. If I was asked, I couldn't explain why 
we were doing that” (Paulo) (2nd FG, April). 
 
Discussion 
 
This study aimed to examine how a novice PE teacher un-
folded her pedagogical practice as a facilitator of learning 
during a hybrid SE-SGA volleyball season. In addition, the 
study investigated students' perceptions about their learn-
ing experiences and active involvement in building their 
own learning process. Overall, this study reinforces the im-
portance of some pedagogical issues to prompt students’ 
autonomy, sense of active control of the lesson activities, 
and the development of volleyball knowledge and game-
play ability. Namely: (i) the way the sport-based subject-
matter is taught, (ii) the level of responsibility taken up by 
students by their own learning experiences, (iii) the con-
stant adaptation of the learning tasks to students’ individual 
needs, and (iv) the combination of explicit and indirect 
teaching strategies. These pedagogical strategies seem to 
positively benefit students’ commitment and engagement 
in PE. Next, the discussion of results is divided according 
to each AR-cycle. 
 
1st AR-Cycle 
The 1st AR-cycle diagnosed students’ different ability lev-
els, which led the NT to adapt the teaching-learning pro-
cess instead of full compliance with the national PE pro-
gram. That is, instead of using a formal 6v6 game-form as 
foreseen for the 12th school grade, the NT chose to use 
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game forms suited to the students’ learning needs (i.e., 
2vs2 and 4vs4). Two possible reasons may explain NT’ 
adaptability. First, the insider AR-design allowed the 
teacher to continuously adjust procedures to the dynamic 
nature of the teaching–learning process (Silva et al., 
2021a). This finding aligns with the work of Özlem and 
Ferda (2019), where the NT, through an AR project, and a 
constant process of reflection, became more conscious and 
able to change its practice. Second, the characteristics of 
the PETE program in which the NT graduated, a program 
with specific training in student-centered models. For in-
stance, in a recent systematic review conducted by Silva et 
al. (2021b), the authors concluded that teacher’s occupa-
tional socialization experiences are a strong predictor of 
their adherence (or lack of that) to these pedagogies. 

Over the 1st AR-cycle, students emphasized as main 
advantages of using learning stages the establishment of 
cooperative relationships, the fairness of competition, and 
the ‘right amount of time’ for practicing and learning new 
skills. These results align with previous research on stu-
dent-centered models that shows the important role social 
interactions play when students are learning skills or tacti-
cal tasks (Koekoek and Knoppers, 2015). Particularly 
within SE, research has been showing the potential of the 
model to foster the development of interpersonal skills 
(e.g., a sense of fairness) (Farias et al., 2020), the increase-
ment of students’ enjoyment, satisfaction, enthusiasm and 
engaged participation (Bessa et al., 2019). Students’ feel-
ings concerning the ‘right amount of time’ for practice and 
learn new skills could be related with the characteristics of 
the SGA, where the acquisition of skills to play is progres-
sive, and considers students’ individual learning stage 
within a positive learning environment (Mesquita, 2006). 
This result reinforces the need teachers to ‘distribute’ the 
given practice time (i.e., number of lessons available) ac-
cording to students’ learning needs and their learning pace 
(i.e., the use of learning stages) (Iserbyt et al., 2010). 

Throughout the 1st cycle, particularly low-skilled 
students (learning stage 2) consider that the initial arrange-
ment of learning stages was only beneficial until they man-
age to overcome their first difficulties. After this moment, 
the students felt that experiencing new challenges could be 
positive for their technical and tactical development and for 
their motivation for practice as well. This result shows that 
although students with lower skill levels benefit from 
working and playing against students of similar skill levels, 
which is aligned with the findings of Hastie et al. (2017),  
it is also important that students work through gradually 
challenging game-forms (Araújo et al. 2019). To act upon 
this issue, the constant teacher’s self-reflection process and 
genuine interest in students’ voices were critical aspects. 
This was also important in other research involving NTs, 
where the challenges faced in their practice were more eas-
ily resolved through reflections and dialogue with students 
(Bodsworth and Goodyear, 2017; Silva et al., 2021a). 

Still over the 1st AR cycle, in order to provide stu-
dents with an active involvement across the season, stu-
dents were challenged by the NT to participate in problem-
solving tasks and to take on more responsibility for instruc-
tional tasks (i.e., students began to design the learning tasks 
that they deemed important for their teams’ performance 

improvement). The difficulties felt by students are in con-
gruence with the results of the study conducted by Araújo 
et al. (2017), that is, difficulties on error diagnosis. When 
students felt stuck, the NT gave them the opportunity to 
look for solutions to these problems, using questions and 
hints, with the aim of stimulate autonomous thinking (Dy-
son et al., 2004). Corroborating the results of Gil et al. 
(2019), this strategy shown to be decisive for the develop-
ment of students’ decision-making ability, which allowed 
them to start to have success on those tasks. 

Allied to that, the findings of this AR-cycle stressed 
the importance of combining indirect and explicit teaching 
strategies according to students' prior knowledge and skill 
level, to sustain students’ successful active involvement in 
the learning tasks (Metzler, 2017). As previously identified 
in the study of Silva et al. (2021b), the dynamic and com-
plementary use of both indirect and direct instruction by 
teachers, when tailored to students’ current needs of medi-
ation, is a strategy extremely valued by students. Further-
more, through this mix pedagogical intervention (indirect 
and explicit teaching strategies), the NT created an envi-
ronment simultaneously supportive and challenging, which 
encouraged students to be more actively involved in PE 
(Mesquita et al., 2015). 
 
2nd AR-Cycle 
Considering the results of the previous cycle (i.e., the lack 
of motivation for practice and the need of students from 
learning stage 2 experience new challenges), the NT cre-
ated a tournament parallel to those already planned initially 
(i.e., a mix-tournament beyond the graded competition). 
Although students of both learning stages participated in 
the same competition, the game rules were adjusted to their 
needs.  might explain why students feel valued, heard, and 
engaged. This teaching adjustment  made students feel val-
ued, heard, and engaged, which corroborates the findings 
of Oliver and Kirk (2015), where the use of democratic 
pedagogies, in which students and teachers cooperate and 
negotiate, were mentioned as vital to improve the learning 
process in PE. 

Furthermore, the NT gave to students more space 
for active intervention in the class, by transferring manage-
rial decision-making to students, and allowing them to per-
form multiple roles and participate in a higher number of 
peer-teaching activities. This extension of greater students’ 
empowerment over their own learning experiences was re-
lated to the teacher's need to recognize students as experts 
in their own learning (Ennis, 2014). Indeed, other investi-
gations claimed that it can take some time for teachers 
transfer power decision-making to students, particularly 
when they are inexperienced (Curtner-Smith and Sofo, 
2004) and, even more, implementing game-based ap-
proaches (Wang and Ha, 2013). 

In this study, the opportunity to contribute for the 
class in a more active way allowed students to felt autono-
mous and endowed by an increased sense of control in les-
son activities, which seems to contribute to a positive per-
spective about PE. This finding suggests that for students 
to attribute meaning to PE - a foundational curricular goal 
(Fletcher and Chróinín 2021), it is important that teachers 
listen  to  the  students,  consider  their opinions, and share     
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decision-making power with them (Phillips et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, the use of a game-based approach that 

subordinate the teaching of technical skills to the teaching 
of tactics, and face students with problem to challenge their 
capacity for understanding and performing game play 
(SGA, Mesquita et al., 2005) was particularly powerful for 
students assign enhanced meaning to the games’ learning. 
This finding highlights the importance of students to learn 
through game-based approaches, and to understand what, 
how, and when to apply technical skills within the broader 
context of game play (García-Ceberino et al., 2020). Addi-
tionally, Morales-Belando et al. (2018) showed the positive 
effect of using tactical approaches on students’ perceived 
competence, which, in turn, seems to be positively related 
with the fulfillment of their sense of autonomy, and enjoy-
ment (Gil-Arias et al., 2017). Notwithstanding the contri-
bution of these two studies, they were both conducted with 
experienced teachers while implementing Teaching Games 
for Understanding (Morales-Belando et al., 2018) and 
Teaching Games for Understanding/SE units of short-term 
(Gil-Arias et al., 2017). In this sense, this study presents 
novel longitudinal information about the potential of com-
bining the SE and the SGA (a model that consider the spec-
ificity of the content subject-knowledge) by teachers at the 
beginning of career. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This paper provides a thoughtful example of how a PE 
teacher at the beginning of career adapted the pedagogical 
practice to act as a facilitator of learning through a hybrid 
SE/SGA unit. In conclusion, the use combined of a teach-
ing model that allow a great student-centered environment 
(e.g., Sport Education) and other that emphasize the speci-
ficity of the content subject-knowledge (e.g., Step-Game 
Approach for non-invasion games) seems to allow the NT 
to adjust her pedagogical intervention as facilitator to stu-
dents’ individual learning needs. In consequence of such 
intervention, the students perceived that they developed 
their autonomy and sense of active control of the class ac-
tivities, their abilities and volleyball-based knowledge, 
which made them more interested and engaged in PE. 

Future research should continue to focus on the pro-
fessional development of NTs through longitudinal AR de-
signs. Despite the use of multiple data sources and several 
trustworthiness criteria, future studies on this topic could 
also benefit from the use of video-audio as a complemen-
tary data source data. For example, to collect images of 
teacher and students, and at the same time, their voices. 
This could provide a more accurate analysis of the teach-
ing-learning process, and of the important details of the in-
teraction between teacher and students and among stu-
dents. 

In practical terms, based on our findings we recom-
mend that PETE and professional development programs 
should be more focused on: (i) developing teacher’s ability 
to game design, to use effective questioning and gradually 
to empower students to assume an active role over their 
learning experiences; (ii) offering school placement train-
ing and postgraduate professional practice based on stu-
dent-centered approaches.  
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Key points 
 
 The alliance between the Sport Education and the Step-

Game Approach allows the novice teacher to adjust her ped-
agogical intervention as facilitator of learning to students’ 
individual learning needs. 

 Students perceived that they developed their autonomy and 
sense of active control of the class activities, their abilities 
and volleyball-based knowledge, which made them more in-
terested and engaged in PE. 

 Future studies should consider longitudinal AR designs and 
video-audio as a complementary data source data. 

 PETE and professional development programs should be 
more focused on developing teacher’s ability to game de-
sign, to use effective questioning and gradually to empower 
students to assume an active role over their learning experi-
ences. Also, offer school placement training and postgradu-
ate professional practice based on student-centered ap-
proaches. 
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