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Enhancing Content Literacy
in Physical Education

CATHY BUELL

hysical educators often object
P when their classes are used as
laboratories for reading and
writing instruction (O’Brien &
Stewart, 1990; Tannehill, Romar, &
O’Sullivan, 1994). Yet, their argument
that class time should be used solely
for movement only serves to perpetu-
ate the myth that physical activity is
somehow isolated from the rest of life
and, in the case of schoolchildren,
from education. If physical perfor-
mance is to be effective, more than
just movement practice is required.
Unfortunately, little is found in the
professional literature to help
preservice and inservice teachers see
the links between physical education
and literacy. In fact, until recently, few
preservice programs in secondary edu-
cation required potential physical edu-
cators to take courses in language and
literacy. This reluctance to include lit-
eracy in physical education may be
based on confusion about the differ-
ence between general literacy skills
and content literacy. As McKenna and
Robinson (1990) explained,

Content literacy can be defined as the
ability to use reading and writing
for the acquisition of new content
in a given discipline. Such ability
includes three principal cognitive
components: general literacy skills,
content-specific literacy skills (such
as map reading in the social stud-
ies), and prior knowledge of con-
tent. (p. 184)

While general literacy skill is the
ability to make meaning through read-
ing, writing, visual aids, and reason-
ing, content literacy in physical edu-
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cation means that students can use
general literacy skills to acquire knowl-
edge in a specific movement, sport, or
fitness context.

The first part of this article intro-
duces some of McKenna and Robin-
son’s (1990) ideas as a framework for
analyzing why and how content lit-
eracy plays an important role in physi-
cal education. The succeeding sections
elaborate a number of general and
specific instructional strategies that
physical educators can use to build
both content-learning and general-lit-
eracy skills. The final section suggests
ways of assessing content literacy based
on these instructional strategies.

Content Literacy

in Physical Education

As suggested above, content literacy is
often misunderstood by teachers. The
following sections attempt to clarify
content literacy and its role in physi-
cal education.

Content literacy is content-specific. To
be literate in a content area is not to
know that content per se, but to be
able to read, write, and think about it
as effective means of learning still
more about it. Content literacy is not
the same as content knowledge (the
available knowledge about a particu-
lar subject), but prior knowledge of
content helps to build content literacy,
and vice versa. Even though general
literacy skills apply in all content ar-
eas, content literacy—knowing how
and when to use reading, writing, and
thinking skills in a particular subject
area—will vary and must be taught
explicitly. Content literacy comprises
all of the skills needed to develop,
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understand, and reflect on content.

Content literacy is germane to all sub-
Ject areas, not just those relying heavily on
printed materials. As suggested by
McKenna and Robinson (1990),
“While the primary presentation may
comprise lecture or demonstration
rather than reading, and while the
principal domain involved may be
psychomotor rather than cognitive,
content acquisition nevertheless in-
variably includes an understanding of
key concepts and their interrelation-
ships” (p. 185). This understanding
can be acquired through a variety of
content-oriented literacy strategies.
Successful performance in physical
education requires critical thinking;
students must plan, investigate, rea-
son, strategize, and reflect. They must
employ metacognition (thinking about
thinking) in order to evaluate their
current level of understanding about
effective performance, analyze alter-
native strategies, and improve (Tish-
man & Perkins, 1995). While this level
of engagement does not require read-
ing or writing, multiple avenues of
expression can only serve to augment
the performer’s active participation
in the improvement process.

Further, reading and writing pro-
vide students with ways to connect their
class activities with other aspects of
their lives and to take an active role in
learning. For example, teachers often
verbally provide the rules for a par-
ticular game and have the students
learn them as they play. However, the
students’ understanding might be en-
hanced if they are given the rules in
writing. They can then be asked to
select several of the rules and write
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about why and how each rule is im-
portant to effective or safe game play.
This type of assignment, given as
homework, assures that the students
will: (1) review the rules between
classes, (2) see how the rules look in
writing, and (3) engage in critical
thinking—an active learning strategy
that may also help them relate the
need for rules in a game to the need
for rules in general.

Content literacy has the potential to
maximize content acquisition. Good con-
tent-area teaching enhances direct-in-
struction models (e.g., lecture and
demonstration) with literacy activities
that help students make their own
meaning and pursue content on their
own, according to their personal in-
terests. For example, when students
have learned the technical language
of sports, fitness, or movement, they
can use this language to read manuals
on how to improve their performance.
In addition, such learning allows stu-
dents to interpret sports information
and become more educated consum-
ers of sports-related products.

Content literacy does not require con-
lent-area teachers to instruct students in
the mechanics of writing or reading. A
major concern of physical educators
is that they do not have time to teach
both their subject area and general
literacy. Rather than helping students
learn to read and write, however,
content literacy helps students read
and write to learn. In content liter-
acy, reading and writing are comple-
mentary tasks that can be used to
follow direct instruction or demon-
stration. Students can construct their
own meanings for the concepts re-
lated to a demonstration and then
use writing to explain, analyze, sum-
marize, or evaluate what they have
learned, further refining their under-
standing. The criteria for assessing
such learning (as we will discuss more
fully later in this article) focus on
depth of thinking and selection of
appropriate information rather than
on reading or writing skill.

However, if physical educators try
to foster content literacy using text
from their college courses or from
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widely available trade materials, they
may unknowingly present obstacles to
understanding, since such writing of-
ten exceeds students’ reading levels.
Because physical educators have to
teach such mixed-ability groups, it is
important that they know the approxi-
mate reading and writing levels of their
students; this way, activities can be
structured to help students use read-
ing and writing to support content
learning at their own level. The fol-
lowing section offers suggestions for
such activities that meet the needs of
students with a variety of reading and
writing abilities.

Fostering Content Literacy

Content literacy and reading can be
included in physical education in
subtle but highly relevant ways, with-
out taking up excessive class time. The

gym, locker room, and surrounding
areas can be made into printrich en-
vironments that support content lit-
eracy. For example, the rules of the
gym can be posted for students to read.
Bulletin boards with short articles
about sports, athletes, physical activ-
ity, health, and fitness may entice stu-
dents to read further. Issues related to
physical activity, ethics, or fair play
can be posted before class so that stu-
dents can read and think about the
content before discussion. A “strategy
of the day” might also be posted on
the wall when students enter the gym
so that they can read and begin to
process how the strategy will affect
game play. Similarly, a “word for the
day” might be posted and then dis-
cussed or analyzed during warm-ups
as a means for students to focus on
content-specific vocabulary.

 Table 1. Sample Topics for Journal Writing or Quick Writes |

behavior during the games today.
of expertise.
definition for it.

work) today.

the internet.

activities?

active is...

* Explain one rule that we used today and why it is important to the game.
* Describe how much effort you put into the activity today.
* Give one example of how you did or did not display ethical (fair play)

* Select one skill from the current activity and analyze your current level
* Choose one word that is specific to this activity and write your own
* Give examples of how your team did or did not cooperate (show team-

* Give two technique cues that you think might help someone perform
[a skill] more successfully.

* Explain one thing that you learned about
physical activity] by reading the newspaper or finding information on

* Set one goal for yourself for the next class.

» Make one suggestion about how the skills we worked on today could be
practiced in a way that would help you learn them better.

* Why did/didn’t you do something physically active over the weekend?

* What kinds of activities do you do with your family that have special
family, cultural, or religious meaning? Is movement a part of these

¢ If I could be a really skilled performer, I would like to be a...

* One idea I can use to help a family member become more physically

¢ A question about this class (or activity) that I need answered is...
* One thing that would motivate me to do better in physical education is...
* Today I did/didn’t reach the goal I set for myself yesterday because...

[a sport or
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_ Figure 1. Sample Graphical Organizers

Web Diagram:

organize topics or categories

Hierarchy:

organize ideas from general to specific

Venn Diagram:
compare and contrast

Matrix:
compare and contrast using rows
and columns

Flow Chart:
display a process or cycle

Cycle:
display a process

that repeats

Writing can also be incorporated
in a physical education class in ways
that take little time away from physical
activity. For instance, students can use
structured note-taking formats during
lectures about strategies, rules, or tech-
niques. Journal writing and “quick
writes” are particularly effective ways
to bring writing and reflection into
physical education. For example, at
the end of an instructional segment,
students might be given a few minutes
to record their performance, reflect
on their participation, set a goal for
the next day, or pose a question for
the teacher to address. See table 1 for
a list of potential journal topics or
quick-write prompts.

Teachers may also use task cards
that include instructions for the activ-
ity and/or cues for performance that
require the students to read, make
decisions, and take responsibility for
their own learning. Another simple
writing task is a student-designed
playbook. Teams might create a
playbook describing and illustrating
strategies that the students hope to
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use during tournament play. Teams
might also design practice drills to be
used during their pre-game warm-up.

While each of these suggestions of-
fers ways to integrate content literacy
day to day, more complex tools can be
even more effective in helping stu-
dents develop content-literacy and
general-literacy skills. Graphical orga-
nizers and other visuals (such as Venn
Diagrams, charts, webs, clusters, t-
graphs, and posters) often help stu-
dents understand the relationships
between key ideas (figure 1). Simpli-
fied text containing the most impor-
tant ideas can be arrayed visually to
support students’ understanding. En-
glish-language learners and others
who are frequently mainstreamed into
physical education classes will likely
benefit from graphical organizers that
reduce the linguistic demands of com-
plex text or speech and that clearly
depict links between concepts, actions,
and facts. For example, one teacher
in a high school fitness class used a
web diagram summarizing key aspects
of aerobic exercise in order to help

e

T-Graph:
compare another’s quote
or idea with your own

Quote or idea
from a text

Your own ideas
or comments

L

her students understand a text that
described such exercise. Before read-
ing, the students were given several
categories or main ideas that they
could use to activate prior knowledge
and experience and to guide their
reading. After reading, small groups
of students compiled details from the
text into the web diagram. A whole-
class discussion then provided an op-
portunity for students to compare their
diagrams and generate additional
ideas for the topic (see figure 2 for the
completed web).
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English-language learners could
also work together with their teachers
to create handouts in multiple lan-
guages that summarize key concepts
and reinforce understanding of rules
or procedures. Teachers can provide
graphical illustrations of techniques
or strategies as well, and then have
such students write verbal descriptions
in English and in their native language.

Another way to develop content lit-
eracy is through “think-alouds.” A
think-aloud engages students in ver-
balizing their thinking to themselves
while performing a skill or strategy
and in analyzing their processes, suc-
cesses, and challenges. Thinking aloud
helps to make explicit the underlying
physical and mental steps in a process
and to focus the students on what they
are doing well and what needs work.
Thinking aloud can also serve a moti-
vational purpose by challenging stu-
dents to continue even when faced
with difficulties. This process of moni-
toring one’s performance can build
“metacognitive awareness” or self-regu-
lation that can be used in learning
situations outside of sport and physi-
cal activity.

Newspaper and magazine articles
and web sites can also be used to teach
content and support students as read-
ers and writers. Students might ana-
lyze articles, write about connections
to their everyday lives (McKenna &
Robinson, 1990), relate what they read
to their own experiential knowledge,
or indicate new information that they
have gathered. For example, during a
track-and-field unit, a middle school
teacher asked her students to research
a particular track-and-field athlete or
event. Students located articles on
their chosen topic through web or
library searches, summarized these
articles, and identified at least two
concepts that they learned from the
articles. This assignment, given by a
first-year teacher in the early days of a
new school year, set the tone for both
active student learning and critical
thinking and helped the students re-
late what they were doing to the world
outside of physical education class.

Additional ideas for implementing
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reading and writing in physical educa-
tion include:

* Playing charades on rules or other
topics and then writing about what
was learned

* Analyzing videos of games or
events (or even live events themselves)

¢ Using judging forms

¢ Completing peer observations

* Designing a new or modified game

¢ Creating posters or other visuals
accompanied by written explanation.

Assessing Content Literacy
Current thinking in education sug-
gests that assessment must be inte-
grated with the teaching process and
provide meaningful information about
student learning (National Association
for Sport and Physical Education
[NASPE], 1995). Therefore, teachers
should use a range of assessment tech-
niques and measures that “reflect im-
portant subject content,...enhance
learning through a connection with
the instruction, [and]...provide reli-
able evidence of student performance”
(NASPE, p. vii). Content literacy in
physical education includes both “what
students should know” and “what stu-
dents should be able to do,” in all
domains. Employing strategies to de-
velop content literacy ensures that stu-
dents will have opportunities to dem-
onstrate multiple ways of knowing and
their current levels of learning. Au-
thentic assessment, based on a dem-
onstration of content literacy, com-
municates to students, administrators,
and parents both “what is valued in
physical education and how students
are progressing toward specific goals”
(NASPE, p. viii).

Again, reading material provided
to students must be at a level that
allows them to comprehend the con-
tent. Teachers can use a simple “cloze”
test on a text to ensure that it is writ-
ten at an appropriate level (Bormuth,
1968, and Taylor, 1953, as cited in
Alverman & Phelps, 1998). Here are
the directions for such a test:

® Beginning with a randomly se-
lected word in the second sentence of
the text, delete every fifth word until
20 words have been removed.

* Ask students to read the altered
text on their own and make guesses
about the missing words. Let them
know in advance that this guessing
will be difficult. Encourage them to
draw on past experience with the topic
and to use the surrounding text to
support their guesses. If they can fig-
ure out 40-to-60 percent of the miss-
ing words, then the text is at their
instructional level.

® Once students have made their
guesses, reveal the deleted words, dis-
cuss strategies that the students used
to make their guesses, and ask them
to calculate their score (allow them to
earn a correct score for very close
synonyms as well as exact matches).

This test takes only about 15 min-
utes to administer, and it gives teach-
ers a reasonable understanding of the
reading level of individuals and whole
classes. The cloze test also helps stu-
dents recognize the strategies that they
use to make sense of text (e.g., using
prior knowledge, predicting, using
knowledge of syntax and other con-
text cues). They can transfer these
strategies to reading in physical edu-
cation and other courses, thereby pro-
moting literacy development in gen-
eral as well as content literacy in physi-
cal education.

Once teachers identify appropriate
reading levels using the cloze test, they
can select materials for use with whole
classes or groups of students. In addi-
tion, the cloze process helps teachers
identify which aspects of the text are
posing difficulties for students and
which content-specific terms are un-
familiar. After identifying these diffi-
culties, teachers can plan vocabulary
lessons that help students learn the
terms needed to understand and par-
ticipate in a new activity. For example,
an article on weight training may in-
clude unfamiliar names of muscle
groups, weight equipment, or lifting
techniques. The results of a cloze test
can help teachers single out such con-
cepts to teach in an explicitand mean-
ing-centered way in the gym and in
the classroom.

Students also need support when
writing reports if the teacher is going
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to grade the quality of their under-
standing as exhibited within such re-
ports. To give this support, teachers
could do the following:

* Provide clear guidelines for what
will need to be included.

* Share the rubric or scoring guide
when the assignment is given rather
than keeping expectations secret.

¢ Allow some in-class time for gath-
ering resources (web, text, etc.).

* Encourage students to use graphi-
cal organizers or note-taking formats
to help them organize ideas before
writing.

¢ Use staggered due dates so that
students turn in a draft or some other
aspect of the report (e.g., a list of
resources, a graphical organizer sum-
marizing key aspects of the report) in
order to receive feedback and avoid
procrastination.

Teachers should use rubrics and
scoring guides that focus primarily on
the content, organization, and clarity
of student writing, not on the me-
chanics of their writing (spelling,
grammar, and punctuation). This will
help students clearly understand the
goal of assignments and prepare for

success. For example, in Moving into
the Future: National Standards for Physi-
cal Education (NASPE, 1995, p. 65),
one sample assessment of an eighth-
grade performance benchmark for
standard two (“Applies movement con-
cepts and principles to the learning
and development of motor skills”) is a
project that requires the students to
select an activity in which they already
participate or in which they wish to
participate, develop a training and
conditioning program, analyze the
basic skills and movement patterns,
assess their current personal skill and
fitness status, describe specific condi-
tioning and practice procedures, and
set goals for improvement.

This project clearly holds expecta-
tions of content literacy and authen-
tic assessment. The selection of the
activity is tied to the student’s life away
from the classroom, which creates a
higher level of personal meaning and
motivation. The student must gather,
interpret, and analyze both verbal and
visual information in order to com-
plete the project successfully. In this
case, the criteria for assessment re-
flect what the student knows and is

able to do relative to the selected physi-
cal activity. The successful student:

a. Accurately assesses personal mo-
tor fitness status

b. Correctly identifies motor fitness
requirements

c. Correctly identifies the compo-
nent skills and movement patterns

d. Selects appropriate practice pro-
cedures to learn and master skills
and movement patterns (NASPE,
1995, p. 65)

In addition, the student should be
able to demonstrate knowledge about
multiple facets of skill development
by using various personally selected
strategies, such as reading, writing, il-
lustrating, using technology, and giv-
ing physical demonstrations.

For some types of students (e.g.,
English learners or special-education
students), it may be appropriate to
reduce reading and writing demands
but still allow students to show what
they know. For example, rather than
requiring students to write a lengthy
report, teachers may want to assess
student posters or graphical organiz-

Figure 2. Sample Web Diagram
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ers that display key concepts and their
interrelationships. In the aerobic-ex-
ercise unit mentioned earlier, the
teacher assessed students’ graphical
organizers for the article they read by
examining how theylinked details with
main idea categories. This assessment
revealed which terms and concepts
were understood and which needed
to be taught again through demon-
stration or explanation.

Finally, when assessing journals or
other reflective writing, teachers can
focus their feedback on the quality
and depth of students’ ideas, on their
explanations of content-related con-
cepts and strategies, on their analysis
of their own strategies and perfor-
mances, and on how they make con-
nections to their own life experience.
As with other projects, teachers should
provide rubrics or scoring guides for
journal writing to clarify for students
what will be assessed.

Conclusion

Reading and writing in physical edu-
cation? While it is critical that we pro-
vide students with opportunities to be
physically active, it is equally impor-
tant that we offer opportunities to
think, to learn how to learn. It may
not be possible for students to be-
come highly skillful performers in a
three-to-six-week unit. However, if
these same students are given the op-
portunity to learn what they can about
unit activities and are provided with
the tools (i.e., content literacy) to learn
more in the future, they are more
likely to become lifelong movers.
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Continued from page 31

consists of icing, stretching, ultrasound,
and strengthening exercises (Ander-
son & Hall, 1995). In order to prevent
jumper’s knee, children should stretch
properly before physical activity and
make sure that the surrounding mus-
culature is properly strengthened.

Conclusion

Athletic injuries can affect children in
a number of negative ways. Children
who are injured might feel ashamed
or embarrassed of their injuries and
therefore avoid telling their physical
education teacher that they should
not participate. Continued participa-
tion may hinder the healing process
or lead to additional injuries. Other
children may seek different ways of
avoiding activity in order to hide their
injury from their teacher or peers.
This strategy may lead to teasing from
other children that could eventually
affect the child’s attitude towards

s
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physical activity. Armed with the above
information on the causation, identi-
fication, and treatment of common
injuries, teachers and youth sport
coaches can help children prevent
such injuries and maintain their ex-
citement for physical activity.
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