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Abstract 
The aim of this study was to investigate what occupational socialization factors 
influenced preservice teachers (PTs) and cooperating teachers’ (CTs) use of 
teaching styles within an elementary school setting. Participants were seven 
PTs teachers who were enrolled in an elementary physical education methods 
course, and seven CTs in the Southern United States. Data were collected 
through lesson plans, field experience journal entries, field teaching observa-
tions, and stimulated-recall interviews. Participants primarily employed the 
command and practice style to deliver physical education lessons. Organiza-
tional socialization factors that influenced the use of command and practice 
styles included class size, student behavior, and academic semester. Accultura-
tion factors that influenced PTs and CTs to teach in a direct manner included 
teachers, coaches, and parents. In line with prior research, professional social-
ization continues to be the weakest stage of occupational socialization. It is sug-
gested that physical education teacher education (PETE) faculty focus on 
school class sizes and student behavior and not just PT and CT compatibility 
when organizing student teaching and early field experiences. The academic 
semester timing of methods courses should also be considered if the use of in-
direct teaching styles in K-5th grade setting is an objective for PETE programs. 
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1. Introduction 

The Spectrum of Teaching Styles (Mosston & Ashworth, 2002), often referred to 
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as “The Spectrum”, is a pedagogical theory based on the premise that physical 
education teaching is governed by a chain of decision making. Decision making 
in the context of the spectrum is related to the “pre-impact,” “impact,” and “post-
impact” decisions that are made before, during, and after the movement execution 
occurs. The spectrum represents a continuum of 11 different teaching styles rang-
ing from teacher centered (command style) to learner centered (learner-designed 
individual program style). The left side of the spectrum identifies teaching styles 
that are more direct in nature, such as command and practice. These styles are 
categorized as the teacher making most of the decisions in a hands-on manner. 
These direct approaches are known as the “reproduction” cluster of teaching 
styles, where the expectation of the learner is to reproduce or replicate a move-
ment response that has been presented by the teacher. In contrast, the right-hand 
side of the spectrum contains teaching styles that are more indirect in nature, 
such as divergent or convergent discovery. These indirect approaches are re-
ferred to as the “production” cluster of teaching styles. The expectation within 
these styles is that the learner makes most of the decisions in more of a self-
guided manner, with the teacher transitioning to the role of a more of a hands-
off facilitator.  

The spectrum has influenced physical education pedagogical practices for over 
50 years. Recommendations from college and university faculty suggest that im-
plementing the spectrum framework in a PETE program can enhance student 
teachers’ pedagogical skills while also providing them with opportunities to 
demonstrate pedagogical accountability (Curtner-Smith, 2021; Pill & Rankin, 
2021). However, despite its importance to the field, research into the use of teach-
ing styles within physical education remains somewhat limited. The prior research 
available suggests that physical educators primarily employ the more direct “re-
production” teaching styles such as command, practice, and reciprocal (Cothran 
et al., 2000; Kulinna & Cothran, 2003; Xu et al., 2024). In addition to understand-
ing the preferred teaching styles physical educators prefer, it is equally as im-
portant to identify the factors that influence teachers use of these teaching styles. 
One teacher behavior framework that has saturated physical education pedagogy 
literature in recent years is Lawson’s occupational socialization theory.  

2. Theoretical Framework 

The occupational socialization theoretical framework has been utilized to under-
pin a significant amount of research investigating the careers of physical educa-
tion teachers over the past 40 years (Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). According to Lawson 
(1986) occupational socialization “includes all the kinds of socialization that ini-
tially influence persons to enter the field of physical education and that later are 
responsible for their perceptions and actions as teacher educators and teachers” 
(p. 107). The theory is based upon three distinct stages that physical educators 
undergo throughout their careers known as acculturation, professional, and or-
ganizational socialization.  
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2.1. Acculturation 

Most of the research conducted prior to Lawson’s theory focused on in-service 
teachers, because the formal training of physical educators was initially credited 
to PETE programs (Schempp, 1989). However, socialization research over the past 
four decades leads us to believe that the mind of a PT is not a blank canvas when 
they enter PETE. The acculturation stage of teacher socialization occurs long be-
fore enrollment in PETE, beginning with one’s youth and adolescent physical ed-
ucation and sporting experiences that are often influenced by their parent (Au-
thors, in review; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; O’Bryant et al., 2000). During this 
stage individuals begin to develop socialization orientations of the teaching pro-
fession that have been heavily influenced by their childhood experiences of phys-
ical education and sport (Betourne & Richards, 2015; O’Leary, 2016; Parkes & 
Hemphill, 2023). This stage of socialization typically has the most powerful influ-
ence on individuals pursuing physical education as a profession and the beliefs 
they possess when they enter a formal PETE program (Parkes & Hemphill, 2020).  

2.2. Professional Socialization  

The professional socialization stage occurs when recruits formally enroll in an un-
dergraduate PETE program and officially become PTs (Lawson, 1983a; 1983b). 
During this stage individuals should acquire the content knowledge, and peda-
gogical skills deemed necessary for teaching physical education. For many years, 
this stage was seen as the place where teachers learned what to teach and how to 
teach it. However, physical education socialization research from recent years sug-
gests that the acculturation stage typically has a more powerful influence on 
teacher’s beliefs and behaviors. As a result, higher education faculty often have the 
difficult task of trying to undo 13 years of acculturation experiences in a few aca-
demic semesters of PETE. However, faculty have the potential to positively influence 
PTs during the professional socialization stage if they address recruit’s accultura-
tion experiences and orientations at the first opportunity (Richards et al., 2013).  

2.3. Organizational Socialization 

Organizational socialization takes place within the school environment (Lawson, 
1983a). It begins when in-service teachers enter the workforce and ends when they 
either retire or leave the profession. During this stage individuals execute the daily 
duties of a physical education teacher while also attempting to understand the 
school culture and the philosophies held by their colleagues (Russell et al., 2016). 
It is suggested that teachers may face challenges during this stage because of reality 
shock (Lynch et al., 2018), washout (Blankenship & Coleman, 2009), subject mar-
ginalization (Ferry & Westerlund, 2023), and feelings of isolation (Curtner-Smith, 
2001). Student misbehavior frequently reduces the effectiveness of the physical 
education learning environment (Kulinna, 2008) and the enjoyment of teaching 
(Carson et al., 2016). Managing disruptive student behavior has been reported as 
being one of the most prominent roles in teacher commitment, satisfaction, stress, 
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and burnout (Tsouloupas & Carson, 2017). Disruptive behavior in physical edu-
cation can take many forms including distracting others, low levels of engage-
ment, defying class protocols, and physical violence (Kulinna et al., 2003). Re-
search suggests that instances of disruptive behavior in physical education occur 
frequently, but that most are mild to moderate in nature (Cothran & Kulinna, 
2013; Kulinna et al., 2013; Jiménez et al., 2016). However, student disruption does 
still have a negative impact on class time, lesson content, teachers’ attitudes 
(Cothran et al., 2009).  

3. Research Purpose and Questions 

In recent years, the field of physical education pedagogy has seen a significant 
amount of research investigating the influence of occupational socialization (Law-
son, 1983a; 1983b) on how PTs and in-service teachers perform their teaching 
duties. Socialization studies have primarily investigated the delivery of games cen-
tered approaches (Parkes & Hemphill, 2023), with some investigation into curric-
ulum design (Prior & Curtner-Smith, 2020), and teacher coach role conflict (Rich-
ards, 2015). However, to date there is limited data available on how occupational 
socialization influences PTs and in-service teachers’ use of teaching styles. The 
overarching purpose of this study was to investigate how PTs and CTs employ the 
Spectrum of Teaching Styles (Mosston & Ashworth, 2002) as part of an elemen-
tary physical education methods course. 

This study had several aims. First, to investigate how PTs and CTs employ 
teaching styles during K-12 early field experiences. Second, to investigate what 
occupational socialization factors influence how PTs and CTs employed teaching 
styles in an elementary school setting. The study will aim to answer the following 
research questions: 

1) How do PTs and CTs employ teaching styles in an elementary school setting?  
2) What socialization factors influence how PTs and CTs employed teaching 

styles in an elementary school setting?  

4. Method 
4.1. Setting and Participants 

The research setting was an accredited undergraduate PETE program located in 
the Southern United States. The research sample consisted of physical education 
PTs and CTs. Seven PTs enrolled in an elementary methods course as part of an 
undergraduate PETE degree program during the Fall 2023 semester were re-
cruited into the study (Table 1). The seven CTs who were formally supervising 
the PTs during the methods course were then recruited into the study (Table 2). 
Field placements took place across two school districts within the Southern United 
States. The PTs consisted of three males and four females and the CTs consisted 
of four males and three females. Letters of support were provided by the school 
districts department of research activity as part of the Institutional Review Board 
protocol. Once ethical research approval was granted all 14 participants provided 
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written consent prior to data collection taking place.  
 
Table 1. Preservice teacher biography. 

Pseudonym Age Class Standing 
Field Experience Teaching  

Styles Employed 

Alfie 21 Senior Practice 

Thea 25 Senior Command/Practice 

Colin 21 Senior Practice 

Nicole 19 Junior Practice 

Brad 23 Senior Practice 

Jenny 23 Junior Command/Practice 

Abby 21 Senior Practice 

 
Table 2. Cooperating teacher biography. 

Pseudonym Age Experience 
Average  

Class Size 
vised 

Teaching Styles  
Employed 

Super 

Dennis 36 11 years 85 
Practice/ 

Self-Check/Command 
Alfie 

Clarissa 51 25 years 60 Practice Thea 

Douglas 44 9 years 120 Command/Practice Colin 

Elaine 28 6 years 180 Command/Practice Nicole 

Mike 28 1 year 140 Command/Practice Brad 

Ray 42 10 years 60 Command Jenny 

Patricia 35 12 years 60 Practice Abby 

4.2. Course Description 

The elementary methods course in question is underpinned by the skill theme 
(locomotor, nonmanipulative, manipulative), movement concept (space, effort, 
relationships), and instructional (direct versus indirect) approaches to teaching 
(Graham et al., 2020). In addition, the “Becoming a Master Teacher” textbook is 
also utilized to cover topics such as differentiation, feedback, assessment, and 
classroom management (Graham, 2008). To ensure the participants have the 
knowledge and skill necessary to deliver a variety of teaching styles several hours 
of instruction are dedicated to the spectrum of teaching styles (Mosston & Ash-
worth, 2002). Teaching styles course content includes textbook chapter and jour-
nal article readings, power point lectures, class discussions, and practical activity 
examples in the gymnasium. The total contact time for this course is 40 hours, 
and approximately 7 hours is allocated to the spectrum of teaching styles and in-
direct versus direct teaching approaches. A requirement of this methods course is 
that PTs must complete 50 hours of field experience observations within an 
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elementary school setting under the supervision of a CT. At the end of these field 
hours PTs must deliver three scaffolded field teaching lessons within a K-5th grade 
physical education lesson.  

In addition to this course, the PTs were all previously enrolled in two additional 
courses that address a variety of instructional styles. First, a middle school games 
methods course was delivered to these PTs during the Spring 2023 semester. This 
course is underpinned by the tactically focused teaching games for understanding 
framework (TGfU). During this course, PTs experience additional indirect teach-
ing content that aligns with the learner centered TGfU framework such as open-
ended questioning techniques and providing decision making opportunities for 
learners. This course also has a requirement of 50 hours of field and teaching ob-
servations. Second, a health education course taken during the same Fall 2023 se-
mester addressed both direct and indirect classroom teaching approaches includ-
ing lectures, cooperative learning, class debates, and role plays.  

4.3. Data Collection  

Several sources of data consistent with prior occupational socialization research 
were collected during the Fall 2023 academic semester. The PTs data sources in-
cluded three field lesson plans, field experience journal entries, one field teaching 
lesson observation, and a stimulated-recall interview. The CTs data sources in-
cluded one K-5th grade lesson observation and a stimulated-recall interview. Stim-
ulated-recall interviews were the final pieces of data collected once all other data 
sources had been collected and analyzed. Interviews lasted between 30 - 60 
minutes, and questions asked participants to reflect upon how they had delivered 
their observed field and K-5th grade lessons. Examples of questions asked during 
these interviews included, “Can you explain why 10 minutes of the lesson was used 
to address the importance of students following the rules and protocols? Why did 
you demonstrate and count out the number of repetitions the students needed to 
complete? Why did you prefer to make the class decisions instead of the students?” 
Interview data was audio recorded and transcribed verbatim to text using Temi 
transcription software. Transcriptions were cross checked against the audio re-
cording to identify any possible transcription errors which were then corrected 
before the final stages of data analysis took place.  

4.4. Data Analysis and Trustworthiness 

NVivo software was employed to manage and code all sources of data. Analytic 
induction and constant comparison techniques were utilized to analyze the data 
(Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). Data analysis was split up into three phases. During 
the first stage of analysis, the researchers analyzed the lesson observation data to 
identify which types of teaching style had been employed. The second stage of data 
analysis used all data sources to develop stimulated-recall interview questions to 
identify what factors had influenced the participants to adopt those teaching 
styles. During the final stage of analysis, key themes and subthemes were created 
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through the development of a qualitative codebook (Richards & Hemphill, 2018).  
During data analysis data triangulation, searching for negative cases, and peer 

debriefing techniques were employed to enhance trustworthiness (Richards & 
Hemphill, 2018). Data triangulation consisted of collecting data from multiple 
sources, utilizing multiple data collection methods, and validating data by cross 
checking the themes and subthemes within the data set (Goetz & LeCompte, 
1984). A risk of course instructors conducting research with their undergraduate 
students is the influence of subjectivity. Peer debriefing was employed to reduce 
this risk. The co-investigator who was not affiliated with the elementary methods 
course checked that data collection procedures employed were consistent with 
other studies. They also made sure that the themes formed during data analysis 
were influenced by the data set and not by the course instructor’s experiences of 
working with the participants. To address researcher effect, it is unclear to what 
extent PTs and CTs responses were influenced by the fact that they all have pro-
fessional working relationships with the investigators. However, it can be sug-
gested that because the investigators are PETE faculty, this assisted in both the 
development of the research design and gaining the trust of the participants 
(Hemphill & Richards, 2016). 

Several attempts were made to decrease the risk of researcher effect, and the 
investigators believe that studentship (Graber, 1989) was not evident during data 
collection. First, the PTs course assignments were all graded in accordance with 
assignment rubrics that had been established in the course several years prior to 
this study taking place. Second, PTs were not interviewed until after all course 
assignments had been graded and final course grades had been posted. Third, all 
participants were informed that they were free to withdraw from the study at any 
time. Two techniques that were used to limit researcher bias including obtaining 
permission to employ data collection techniques from comparable studies and 
utilizing stimulated-recall interview questions developed from the previously an-
alyzed data for that specific participant.  

5. Results 
5.1. Teaching Styles Employed 

The teaching styles that were employed by the PTs and CTs’ were predominantly 
direct. The teaching style primarily employed by the PTs was the practice followed 
by command (Table 1). In contrast, the teaching style most utilized by the CTs 
was command followed by practice (Table 2).  

5.1.1. Practice Style 
The practice teaching style was the preferred method for PT’s. During the field 
lessons, all seven PTs utilized the practice teaching style, with six CT’s also utiliz-
ing this approach during their elementary school lessons. Practice style is the sec-
ond most direct style on the teaching styles spectrum (Mosston & Ashworth, 
2002), where the teacher makes decisions at the pre and post impact stages of 
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learning. The practice style approach is defined by the learner individually and 
privately practicing reproductive tasks, which gives them some decision-making 
opportunities during the impact stage of learning. This was evident in most of the 
lessons that were observed when the learner was asked to replicate a movement or 
skill after being given verbal cues and visual demonstrations. Examples of this in-
cluded learners hitting and catching a volleyball to one another during field Brad’s 
field lesson, chest passing a basketball back and forth during Alfie’s field lesson, 
and small groups bumping a giant volleyball up as many times as possible during 
Patricia’s 5th grade lesson. All these skill development activities took place after 
the teacher had provided the learners with visual demonstrations, verbal instruc-
tions, cues, and told them to practice those repetitions repeatedly. Once the learn-
ers were engaged in “practice mode” the teacher would frequently move around 
the gym and give both individual and group psychomotor feedback to the learn-
ers. 

5.1.2. Command Style 
The command style was employed by PT’s four times during per teaching lessons 
and twice during field lessons. It was also utilized five times by CT’s during their 
elementary lessons. The command teaching style is the most direct teaching ap-
proach on the spectrum (Mosston & Ashworth, 2002). The anatomy of the style is 
categorized by the teacher making all the decisions at the pre impact, impact, and 
post impact stage, with the learner reproducing a predicated response. One of the 
main criteria that distinguishes command from practice style is the “command 
signal” that is used to inform the learner to execute a skill or movement. In prac-
tice style, the learners are typically given visual demonstrations and verbal instruc-
tion before being allowed to go and execute repetitions of that movement in a 
personal space. However, during command teaching, the learners only execute the 
skill or movement once a command signal, such as “when I say go” or “blowing a 
whistle” has been given by the teacher. This is what Dennis referred to in his in-
terview as “military old school teaching”. In line with the command teaching style 
characteristics, little to no feedback was given to learners when this approach was 
used.  

This approach was not as evident as the practice style, but it was still utilized in 
half of the observed lessons and was the favored approach for most of the CT’s. 
Examples of the command style being utilized included performing jumping jacks 
and squats on Ray’s whistle, or ten toe touches and side bends when Dennis counts 
one through ten. Thea used command style in a more creative manner by playing 
a spin the wheel warm up activity where the game dictated what exercise and how 
many repetitions should be completed. Field notes from Jenny’s field lesson also 
highlight how command style was employed by the PT’s. 

Students are in small groups facing each other. The teacher demonstrates how 
to dribble in a straight line on the teachers’ whistle (command). Bounce with right 
hand only. Bounce with left hand only. Get low while dribbling. Chest pass. Only 
start on the teacher’s whistle or when she says go. (Jenny, 4th/5th grade field lesson 
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notes) 

5.2. Factors Influencing Teaching Styles 

Stimulated-recall interviews and journal entry data provided detailed explana-
tions of the factors that had influenced PTs and CTs to utilize the practice and 
command teaching styles. The organizational socialization factors that influenced 
both PTs and CTs teachers to primarily utilize these two teaching styles were stu-
dent class size, student behavior, and academic semester. The acculturation fac-
tors that influenced PTs and CTs to teach in a direct manner were their teachers, 
coaches, and parents.  

5.3. Organizational Socialization  
5.3.1. Class Size 
The biggest influences on why participants chose to utilize the direct command 
and practice teaching styles all occurred during the organizational socialization 
stage. The strongest factor to influence PTs and CTs use of direct teaching styles 
was large class sizes. Elementary school class sizes in this study ranged from a ratio 
of 60 students to one teacher and one paraprofessional to a ratio of 180 students 
to three teachers and one paraprofessional (See Table 2). The data identified class 
sizes as a major factor in PTs and CTs delivering the more direct command and 
practice teaching styles. The majority of CTs highlighted the difficulties they often 
had with managing such large class sizes. As Mike stressed, “in this environment, 
with such large class sizes, we go direct because we have so many students.” Safety 
issues were a major concern with such large class sizes, especially when physical 
education lessons took place in the gymnasium:  

I’m aware of using the whole command and practice style because I just have 
such a large class. It’s more about safety, and being able to say, “I need you to do 
this”, and they go and do it. I need them to be able to understand that my voice 
means something and it’s very important if I ask you to do something directly. 
I’m almost forced to because there’s just so many of them. (Elaine, Interview) 

To support the theme of large class sizes influencing command and practice 
teaching, several CTs stated that smaller classes would allow them being able to 
be more indirect in their teaching. Patricia primarily utilized the practice style 
with her 60 students and stated she was now “more indirect” in her teaching than 
she had been in the past when she had over 100 students in a class. Her PT Abby 
also touched on that same topic in her interview, “It’s nice not having a hundred 
plus kids in one class. Like I only have like 50 or so in each class, which is really 
great.” Douglas typically has around 120 students in his lessons, but recalled how 
much easier it was to teach indirectly when he taught much smaller summer 
school classes: 

I worked here this summer, and we had class sizes of maybe 25 students. You 
can relax a little bit more. But when you’re teaching 150 students you had better 
have some kind of command style or you’re going to be in trouble. (Douglas, 
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Interview) 
Class sizes and safety issues associated with large class sizes were also concern-

ing for the majority of PTs. Alfie described dealing with so many kids as “quite a 
learning experience,” Brad was initially “scared to take on all these kids,” and 
Jenny stated that “you’re not always able to look at every single child moving 
around so something bad could happen.” The PTs also felt that being direct with 
so many students also made sure that they were kept on task. Nicole stated it was 
“the best way to get things accomplished,” while Brad felt it was the only way to 
“keep them all involved,” Nicole also stated that, “there are over one hundred stu-
dents in each class, so direct teaching is ideal in order to accomplish the activity 
for the day.” Colin expressed his initial shock at the class size and how that influ-
enced his CT’s behavioral protocols during his journal entry:  

Today was my first day at [the school]. When I first walked in, I was simply 
overwhelmed by the number of kids in the gym. I had a tough time understanding 
how they managed to keep all the kids under control. I then looked at the other 
side of the gym where about 10 kids were sitting out. I asked Coach [Douglas] 
why, and he said it was because they were misbehaving and the only way to fix it 
was by using a strict no tolerance policy which forces the kids to behave. Although 
it seemed harsh, with such large classes it may have been necessary. (Colin, Jour-
nal Entry, 9.5.2023) 

5.3.2. Student Behavior 
The second biggest influence on PTs and CTs use of direct teaching styles was 
student behavior. If the student behavior was perceived to be “good” then the CT 
and PT were more likely to primarily use practice and self-check style over com-
mand style (see Table 1 and Table 2). Abby (PT) was supervised by Patricia (CT), 
Alfie (PT) was supervised by Dennis (PT), and Thea (PT) was supervised by 
Clarissa (CT). All six participants suggested that the students in their classes had 
relatively good behavior. Abby felt that student behavior was good in comparison 
to other schools, “They are honestly really well behaved from what I’ve heard from 
my classmates placed in other schools.” Clarissa had 25 years of teaching experi-
ence stated, “we definitely have good kids.” This good behavior was witnessed by 
the researchers during the lesson observations where very few students were sat 
in timeout, and little to no behavior related incidents had to be dealt with by the 
teachers and paraprofessionals.  

In contrast, the remaining CTs (Douglas, Elain, Mike, and Ray) stated that be-
havioral issues were evident at their schools, and that this influenced them to em-
ploy more command style teaching. These CTs discussed several behavioral issues 
in their schools including excessive talking, clowning around, rough housing, 
cussing, and physical altercations. Many of these behavioral events were men-
tioned in the PT’s daily journals with some PT’s witnessing their CT’s having to 
make phone calls to parents due to poor behavior during physical education that 
day: 

The coaches had to call a large group of students’ parents due to disruptions 
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and misbehavior. During the activity, the students chose to get in a group and 
were being very disrespectful to the teachers. They were not listening and were 
being overly rambunctious during the game. The teachers were not able to give 
their full attention to the lesson because they had to correct behavioral issues. 
Then when getting in trouble they thought it was humorous and were being dis-
respectful to the coaches. (Nicole, Journal Entry, 9.19.2023) 

Many of the CTs felt that the students causing behavioral problems had little 
structure and discipline in their lives outside of school, and they felt it was part of 
their role to instill some consistency and structure regarding right and wrong be-
havior. Douglas stated that he found it very difficult to manage student behavior 
in his early years, and found that setting boundaries and building relationships 
was crucial to maintain class control:  

My first year and a half here I did a lot of screaming and I wanted to quit. I 
couldn’t spend my whole career just yelling. But it was the only thing that halfway 
got their attention. I have a philosophy that if you can’t control them, you can’t 
teach them. (Douglas, Interview) 

Field notes from his observed lesson highlighted the importance he places on 
appropriate classroom behavior:  

Teacher reinforces the rules and protocols for the lesson such as the boundaries, 
expected behavior, timeouts, etc. Around 10 minutes of the lesson is the teacher 
discussing the protocols and the rules. Quite a strict discussion regarding the rules 
and the behavior. (Douglas, 3rd grade field lesson notes) 

Several of these CTs suggested that behavior issues were often enhanced due to 
the large class sizes they were teaching. Mike felt this way, believing that student 
behavior and the previous theme of large class sizes were connected because one 
could negatively impact the other:  

Class size and behavior kind of go hand in hand. The behavior can get out of 
control quickly, but if we didn’t have behavior problems, then the class size 
wouldn’t be an issue. If I had 150 perfect kids, no problem, I could do that. But I 
have 150 kids and 30 or 40 of them can really be an issue. When you have that, it’s 
not necessarily the class size, it’s the behavior combined with the class size. (Mike, 
Interview) 

The combination of large class sizes and behavioral issues faced by these CTs 
had a big influence on the PTs’ use of direct teaching styles also. The PTs felt that 
they must adhere to the messages the CTs were giving them regarding class man-
agement, strict protocols, and addressing poor behavior. They understood that 
the CTs were teaching this way for a reason, and not necessarily because they 
wanted to, and they echoed that sentiment by not wanting to go against the CTs 
direct approaches in case they lost control of the class:  

They don’t listen very well at all, even the paraprofessional told me this. They 
don’t listen and they don’t follow directions. I needed to practice working with them 
and keep telling them to follow the directions. Giving them different orders, differ-
ent rules, how to do the technique, how to practice the skill. (Jenny, Interview) 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ape.2024.144010


C. Parkes, S. L. Holden 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ape.2024.144010 142 Advances in Physical Education 
 

And: 
I’m not really a fan of command, but like I said, I had to use that. If you’re not 

direct, if they don’t know you’re the person in charge, they’ll just walk all over you 
and it won’t be an effective classroom where the kids can learn. It’ll just be chaos. 
(Colin, Interview) 

5.3.3. Academic Semester  
Due to the timeline of the grant funding that sponsored this project the data for 
this study was collected in the Fall academic semester, primarily between Septem-
ber and November 2023. The school districts that were used as the research sites 
have an academic calendar that runs from mid-August to late-May, so it was res-
tively early in the school year when the data was collected. Many of the CTs 
stressed that they were purposefully more direct with the students in the first half 
of the school year, and that they would become more indirect with them as the 
academic year progressed. They stated that because the students had just been out 
of school for around 10 weeks for the summer break that they had to almost start 
all over again with getting structure and discipline back in place. Clarissa said that 
she would “go in hard up until December, and then after December you can loosen 
up.” Elain also followed a similar approach by evaluating the students after the 
end of each academic quarter and adjusting her direct approach based on how the 
students were doing. Douglas and Elain both aired on the side of caution regard-
ing being too indirect too soon, even though they did like to make that transition 
eventually. They both felt it was better to be strict from day one and then slowly 
allow the learners more freedom in the classroom:  

See what your class is like and see what you can and can’t do. Like for example, 
I may start off real strong, but if I see I can kind of relax up and they’re getting it, 
I’ll give you all the freedom that you allow me. (Douglas, Interview) 

And: 
In the fall when we get here, it’s very much, I’m making the decisions, and you 

need to follow. I know I do the command and practice right now, but when I get 
closer to March and May with this group, and especially my first graders, I do let 
them be more independent. (Elaine, Interview) 

Many of the PTs also felt that transitioning from a very direct to a less direct ap-
proach over time was a good teaching strategy. As Colin stated during his interview:  

I’ll start off as direct. Then after I gain their respect, I can give them more inde-
pendence and freedom. I would let them do what they want to do and give them 
certain days when they get to pick what they would like to do and let them go at 
their own pace. (Colin, Interview) 

5.4. Acculturation  
Teachers, Coaches, and Parents 
In line with prior socialization research, the use of direct teaching for PTs and CTs 
had also been influenced by their former physical education teachers, sports 
coaches, and their parents (Curtner-Smith, 2017; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008). 
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Many of the participants retrospectively recalled their childhood experiences of 
physical education, with most of them having experienced direct teaching in their 
K-12th grade schooling. Terminology that described the command and practice 
style approaches such as “direct,” “military style,” “structured,” and “discipline,” 
were frequently mentioned during the interviews: 

“Observing [my teachers] and watching them at such a young age and taking 
on some of that direct learning helped me to feel comfortable enough to maintain 
class routines and expectations as far as behaviors the skills that they are learning. 
[My teacher] was so direct and commanding in the way she taught us and how we 
were supposed to perform each specific skill. The control and the commanding 
approach she had influenced me” (Jenny, Interview)  

Participants had also been influenced by their exposure to direct sports, dance, 
and cheer coaches during the acculturation stage. Direct terminology such as 
“practice,” “repetition,” “strict,” and “drills,” were used to explain how they had 
been coached during their adolescent years. As CT Patricia and her PT Abby dis-
cussed about their former dance coaches during their interviews: 

They were direct in the way they spoke to us and handled us. We would learn 
things and then practice it, until it’s perfection, and then you go on stage and 
compete. That definitely has stuck with me while I teach because I really work 
with them and try to get them to get the skill as perfect as possible. With dance 
everything has to be very precise and very specific, and you want everybody to 
almost look identical. (Patricia, Interview) 

And:  
“Dance teams are definitely stricter and tell you exactly how they want you to do 

it.” They are literally telling you that “your fingers are blazed” or your “fingers are 
out.” It’s down to the nitty gritty of how tight your fingers are. (Abby, Interview) 

Several participants also discussed how having strict parents, of which some 
were teachers themselves, played a part in them adopting a more direct teaching 
approach. Terminology such as “routine,” “structured,” “old school,” and “on 
task,” were used to describe the influence their parents had on them. Douglas said 
his mom and dad’s approach to parenthood was “do this or else”, and Dennis’s 
parents were both direct teachers were also direct parents at home: 

Both of my parents were teachers. My mom was a middle school teacher. It was 
very structured old school, get your work done, and if not, you’re going to be dis-
ciplined. My dad was an algebra teacher in high school, and it was the same way. 
Military style is what I like to call it, and I guess that is where I get my teaching 
style from. When I went to my mom’s class, I knew the structure was there. You 
better be on task not talking with your friends and making sure you’re doing your 
schoolwork. It seemed like you could get through your lessons a little bit better. 
(Dennis, Interview) 

6. Discussion 

The findings of this study support prior research because the teaching styles that 
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were utilized by the PTs and CTs were the practice and command styles. The de-
cision making process of “what to do” and “when to do it” was controlled solely 
by the teachers, who asked the learners to copy or replicate skills that they initially 
demonstrated, This may not be surprising information, as the prior literature has 
found that physical educators primarily employ direct teaching styles such as 
command and practice (Cothran et al., 2000; Kulinna & Cothran, 2003; Xu et al., 
2024). However, most of the participants stated that in an ideal teaching scenario 
they would prefer to use a mix of indirect and direct teaching. 

The unique and more understudied element of this study was that occupational 
socialization theory was employed to identify what past and current factors had 
influenced PTs and CTs to deliver their lessons in a direct only manner. The data 
highlighted that the organizational stage of occupational socialization, that occurs 
within the school environment, had the biggest impact on PTs and CTs use of 
teaching styles. Class size was the biggest influence on PTs and CTs decisions to 
employ direct teaching approaches. As seen in Table 2, four of the schools had 
class sizes between 85 - 180 students, which caused a lot of safety concerns for the 
individuals in charge. In line with prior research (see Kulinna, 2008) negative stu-
dent behavior played a role in PTs and CTs being forced to adjust the learning 
environment. Most of it could be considered mild to moderate in nature (e.g., 
talking, not listening) (see Cothran & Kulina, 2013; Kulinna et al., 2013; Jiménez 
et al., 2016). However, there were some severe incidents including fights and ver-
bal abuse that left teachers feeling worried about giving the learners any degree of 
freedom or responsibility. Those PTs who had to contend with both large class 
sizes and poor student behavior felt they had no choice but to adhere to the disci-
plinarian approach taken by the CTs and understood this was “how it had to be” 
rather than how the CTs wanted it to be.  

The timing of the data collection may have played a role in the findings of this 
study. Several CTs suggested that they were currently much more direct in their 
teaching because the school year had just started after summer break. These CTs 
explained that they are typically tough and direct until Christmas, at which point 
they begin to relax more as the students fully understand how to behave in class 
by the middle of the school year. This approach was also something the PTs 
planned to adopt in the future once they had gained the learner’s respect.  

In line with a significant amount of prior occupational socialization research 
the acculturation stage had an impact on how PTs and CTs employed teaching 
styles (see Curtner-Smith, 2017; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008). The participants had 
primarily been exposed to direct physical education teachers in school, direct 
coaches in extra-curricular and community sport, and even direct parents at 
home. Direct teaching terms such as “discipline” and “structure” were frequently 
mentioned during the interviews.  

7. Conclusion 

The findings of this study lead the authors to some recommendations for PETE 
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faculty members. First, careful consideration should be given when placing PTs 
for field placements and student teaching. Instead of focusing on pairing the PT 
and CT based on personality or like-mindedness, they should consider placing the 
PT within a school environment that matches their preferred teaching approach. 
For example, placing a PT who favors indirect teaching at a school with large 
class sizes and poor student behavior is probably not going to facilitate indirect 
teaching practices. Second, the timing of field placements should be taken into 
consideration. Although this may not always be a viable option due to degree 
programming and scheduling issues, it is suggested that indirect teaching will 
be better suited to spring semesters than fall semesters. Finally, as with prior oc-
cupational socialization research, faculty should address some of the orientations 
and beliefs that PTs possess when they enter PETE, including the years of direct 
teaching and coaching they have been exposed to during their childhood and ad-
olescent years. 

8. Study Limitations and Future Research Recommendations 

The authors consider there to be several minor study limitations. First, the timing 
of the data collection due to the external grant start and end dates meant that only 
elementary school field observations could be investigated during the Fall 2023 
semester. Therefore, a future research recommendation is to conduct a similar 
study in a middle school and high school setting to investigate if these environ-
ments influence how PTs and CTs utilize teaching styles. Second, only one field 
lesson observation was conducted for PTs and CTs, and ideally multiple lessons 
across multiple grades would have been preferred. However, it was evident that 
collecting more lesson observation data would have potentially resulted in re-
cruiting less participants. Specifically, PTs were nervous about being formally 
observed teaching more than once in the school setting prior to student teach-
ing. Finally, data was collected early in the academic school year (September to 
November). A clear theme was that CTs felt that they typically taught more di-
rect in the first half of the academic year to set clear boundaries and transitioned 
to more indirect in the second half of the academic year once students understood 
the classroom expectations. This belief was also shared by several of the PTs. It 
could be suggested that collecting data in the Spring 2024 semester may have led 
to more indirect teaching styles being employed by the participants. Therefore, 
collecting data later in the academic year is also a future research recommenda-
tion. 
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