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PE Lesson Count

Making Every PE Lesson Count: Six Principles to Support Great 
Physical Education Teaching is an insightful, accessible and personal 
narrative resource for developing and engaged physical educators. 
This book offers a range of  intimate perspectives on how to tackle 
key considerations in the delivery of  high-quality and accessible 
physical education. It has understanding and progress for learners 
at its heart – essential for all practitioners to understand and 
engage with, but also for anyone who may need to know more 
regarding what physical education is about, beyond sport and 
physical activity. The book offers comprehensive and practical 
approaches, with actionable strategies to create engaging and 
effective learning experiences. Diagrams and pictures provide use-
ful summaries of  key information. James Crane has captured the 
heart and soul of  physical education, with a clear and accessible 
writing style, readers will quickly understand the challenges and 
rewards of  teaching physical education.

Dr Julia Potter, Head of Physical Education,  
University of Chichester

I love the film Kes. This is no Kes, but to paraphrase Kevin Keegan, 
‘I love it.’ Why? It’s as much about the learning as it is about the 
movement.

James doesn’t sit on the fence, yet he does create a balance – a bal-
ance between research and practice. A pracademic, perhaps? He 
also manages to balance creating opportunities for elite athletes 
while encouraging all students to develop a love of  physical 
activity.

James has an uncanny ability to draw you into the setting, whether 
it be the sports hall or the track or field. You can get a real feel for 
the conversations between the teacher and students.

Whether you’re new to the profession of  teaching PE and/or 
sport or a seasoned pro, this book is for you. It’s filled with gentle 
nudges that will enable you to enable your students to succeed.

Bryn Llewellyn, former school leader and founder of Tagtiv8, 
co-author of How to Move & Learn
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This book is easy to read, written with passion and packed with 
practical ideas, tips and prompts for reflection. From trainees to 
experienced PE teachers, all are likely to find something that 
improves their practice in this book. It is structured so you can dip 
in and focus on a specific aspect or read it as a whole. Heads of  
department could easily take this as a template for their team’s CPD.

Kevin Lister, Deputy Head Teacher, Stratford upon Avon School, 
and author of Teach Like You Imagined It
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Introduction

When people are asked about their favourite subject when 
they were at school, there seems to be a large swathe that 
passionately turn to PE, shouting about their love for a spe-
cific sport or a teacher who made the subject an enjoyable 
experience. This is certainly the case for me; I look back 
fondly on my PE lessons and the impact they had on me as 
I matured into adulthood.

In the early 2000s, I attended King Richard School in 
Cyprus. My PE teacher was Mr Lane, and he taught me 
from Year 9 through to Year 11. I had always enjoyed PE; I 
played a lot of  sport outside of  school and relished any 
opportunity to be physically active, even more so if  there 
was a competitive element. It was Mr Lane who captured 
this and pushed me to be the best version of  myself. His 
passion, enthusiasm, strong subject knowledge and unwa-
veringly high expectations of  what I could achieve ensured 
PE and sport would be a huge part of  who I am.

PE provides an incredibly unique opportunity for students 
to flourish: some become professional athletes, others achieve 
excellent outcomes at GCSE and A level. However, if  you 
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Making every PE lesson count

ask any PE teacher, their main aim is for all students to leave 
them once they finish school with a love of  physical activity 
and the lifelong habit of  participation – at whatever level of  
expertise. The benefits on physical, mental and social health 
are undeniable. The place PE holds in the curriculum is 
therefore fundamental to society, but it can also be used as a 
vehicle to promote resilience, determination and 
perseverance.

Mr Lane found that balance perfectly. He ensured that we all 
fostered a love of  physical activity while developing our 
understanding of  the nuance of  a wide range of  sports. His 
drive and love for the subject shone through all aspects of  
his teaching, but this alone didn’t make him a brilliant 
teacher. His effective practice was built on high expectations 
and challenge: whatever the activity, his technical language 
and tactical know-how was never dumbed down, no matter 
the prior experience of  the students. Through clear and 
well-thought-out explanation, he gave the activity context 
which helped me feel like an aspiring gymnast when design-
ing my floor routine. The feedback he gave was focused and 
purposeful, which enabled me to use it to improve my perfor-
mance. His biggest strength was that he used his questioning 
to probe me and ensure that I was thinking deeply about my 
performance, where my knowledge gaps were and what I 
could do to ensure that I was constantly reflecting, thinking 
and improving.

Thankfully, when I returned to a school setting as a trainee 
PE teacher, independent learning and a somewhat whimsical 
way of  teaching was on its way back out. The power of  
knowledge and high-quality instruction were once again 
regarded as the cornerstones of  the teaching world.1 What 
had proved invaluable to me as a student in Mr Lane’s class 
was, in fact, great teaching.

1	 Robert Coe, Cesare Aloisi, Steve Higgins and Lee Elliot Major, What Makes 
Great Teaching? Review of  the Underpinning Research (London: Sutton Trust, 
2014). Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/ 
10/What-Makes-Great-Teaching-REPORT.pdf.
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Introduction

Although this might not be groundbreaking to hear, it does 
provide reassurances that we have solid foundations behind 
the choices we make every day in our teaching. This book 
aims to synthesise the latest research on teaching and learn-
ing and present it specifically for PE teachers. There is a 
huge amount of  evidence available, too much for a classroom 
teacher to be expected to engage with directly. This book 
does not claim to be an exhaustive review of  the educational 
research; indeed, there will be areas that fall outside of  its 
remit and, as such, will be omitted. However, it does aim to 
bridge the gap between the world of  academic research and 
PE teaching.

In Making Every Lesson Count, Shaun Allison and Andy 
Tharby describe six pedagogical principles that are the bed-
rock of  great teaching.2 The first principle, challenge, is the 
flagship of  teaching, ensuring students struggle and having 
high expectations of  what they can do. Only then will they 
be able to move beyond their existing knowledge and skills. 
The second principle is explanation, which is the ability to 
articulate new concepts and ideas. Explanation makes the 
abstract appear concrete in students’ minds, which is no 
mean feat and rather tricky to do well. The next principle is 
modelling. This involves physically showing the students 
how to tackle problems or complex procedures, making the 
implicit processes we go through as experts explicit to stu-
dents, in order to support them to apply the same principles, 
processes and procedures themselves. Students require suffi-
cient time, within set parameters, in order to practise these 
processes enough to support the retention of  the knowledge 
and skills long term. Practice is the pinnacle of  the six prin-
ciples as it is where the most crucial element of  learning 
comes to the fore: memory. Students need to be aware of  
where they are, where they are going and how they are 
going to get there – which is why coiled up with practice 

2	 Shaun Allison and Andy Tharby, Making Every Lesson Count: Six Principles to 
Support Great Teaching and Learning (Carmarthen: Crown House Publishing, 
2015).
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Making every PE lesson count

comes feedback. Without feedback, practice becomes redun-
dant and stagnant. Practice does not make perfect unless 
feedback is used to guide students and impact their future 
practice, ensuring that they make progress. The final princi-
ple is questioning. This is about the dialogic subtleties we go 
through in order to support the learning cycle. Questions 
are used to keep students on track, check their understand-
ing, identify misconceptions and promote deep thinking 
around a topic or activity. Good PE teaching is littered with 
all of  the principles, not as a checklist or plan as such, but to 
ensure that teaching is well structured and thought out. The 
art of  the principles is in deploying them to adapt our teach-
ing to ensure that we are navigating the unpredictable, 
ever-changing landscape of  our students. 

The six principles are already inherent in the best PE teach-
ing. However, there are a number of  challenges for PE 
teachers to overcome, and it is worth exploring these one at 
a time.

Sequencing of  the Curriculum

Perhaps the biggest battle we have as PE teachers is over the 
spaces we have available to us throughout the academic year. 
The sports hall being out of  bounds for Year 11 exams, the 
gym being taken along with the table tennis tables for Year 
8 jabs, the main hall being blocked out for three weeks so the 
school production can rehearse. The list seems to be infinite, 
but that is only half  the battle. Our sequencing issues impact 
our curriculum offer, our teaching strategies and our assess-
ment criteria, moderation and standardisation. In an ideal 
world, we would all teach Year 8 badminton at the same 
time, in the same way in which maths departments tend to 
teach Year 8 simplifying expressions – for example – in the 
same block of  lessons. It allows for rich departmental dis-
cussions, particularly the sharing of  common misconceptions 
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Introduction

and strategies to address them. In PE, this is simply undoa-
ble. Most schools have one sports hall and may have up to 
eight classes on at the same time, creating a physical impos-
sibility for those classes to be taught the same unit of  work 
at the same time. The maturational development students go 
through from one term to the next is startling. To have a 
curriculum that is coherent and rigorous, supported with 
assessment, is hard enough when this challenge isn’t there, 
but, simply put, sequencing all classes on the same topic at 
the same time is not an option for the vast majority of  PE 
teachers.
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Making every PE lesson count

Expert teaching requires …

Challenge
So that …

Students have high expectations of  
what they can achieve

Explanation
So that …

Students acquire new  
knowledge and skills

Modelling
So that …

Students know how to apply the 
knowledge and skills

Students engage in deliberate practice

Questioning
So that …

Students are made to think hard with 
breadth, depth and accuracy

Feedback
So that …

Students think about and further 
develop their knowledge and skills

Sc
af

fo
ld

in
g
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Introduction

Breadth vs Depth

The PE curriculum creates a moral dilemma. On one hand 
there is the important element of  students experiencing a 
wide range of  sports, which will support them in finding 
their love of  physical activity and thus promote lifelong 
participation. The other element is the development of  a 
deep level of  understanding of  the complexities of  fewer 
sports, coupled with supporting students to excel at GCSE 
and A level. The question is always hotly discussed among 
PE teachers: do you have a broad curriculum to foster a love 
for sport more generally, or do you promote elite sport for 
all in a deeper-level curriculum? The answer, I suppose, is 
balance. The aim is to promote both avenues while ensuring 
that you have high-quality outcomes and create opportuni-
ties for students to experience a wide range of  activities.

Subject Knowledge

Most UK PE teachers will be expected to teach invasion 
games, net and wall games, striking and fielding games, out-
door adventurous activities, dance, swimming and water 
safety, and gymnastics, even though they will have likely 
specialised in only one of  these disciplines during their 
higher education. Furthermore, during their playing careers, 
they may have only played one sport to a level which would 
mean their subject knowledge can be considered expert. The 
Sutton Trust’s 2014 report, What Makes Great Teaching?, 
lists subject knowledge as an imperative characteristic of  
great teaching.3 This presents a very real problem for PE 
teachers. How can the level of  challenge be appropriate for 
all students, through effective questioning and modelling, 
when we are teaching outside of  our specialism? Therefore, 

3	 Coe et al., What Makes Great Teaching?, p. 19.
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Making every PE lesson count

the following limitations are likely to present an issue unless 
we act to address them:

	♦ Subject knowledge will be less robust.

	♦ The ability to identify and address misconceptions will be 
limited.

	♦ The teacher will bring their own misconceptions into 
play.

	♦ There will be less challenge through effective questioning 
and modelling.

	♦ Understanding of  how to support students in their deci-
sion making will be limited.

The Relationship Between  
Practical and Theory

As GCSE and A level PE have become more heavily 
weighted on theory, and theory content and assessment 
complexity has increased, more and more schools are begin-
ning to alter their curriculum, affording more hours to 
theory at the expense of  practical lessons. There is a finite 
number of  hours in the day and, with all subjects becoming 
more content heavy, the balance between practical and the-
ory lessons in PE is a prevalent one. Some schools have 
introduced a theory element into their Year 9 curriculum or 
have moved to more theory lessons and fewer practical les-
sons at Key Stage 4 and 5. This discussion point comes back 
to moral purpose and how schools keep physical education 
physical in an ever-changing environment. Of  course, how 
we utilise our extracurricular programme is pivotal to stu-
dents’ development. This book will explore how PE teachers 
can ensure a focus on physical activity while supporting 
theory concepts through a curriculum built on high expec-
tations and challenge for all students.
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Introduction

Knowledge of  Students

The students we teach will have a vast range of  sporting 
backgrounds and differing knowledge in both theory and 
practical settings. PE teachers need to be able to identify 
students’ prior capabilities and understanding, then carefully 
stretch and challenge each of  them through effective deliv-
ery, questioning and feedback. How do you scaffold 
questioning to ensure that students feel confident enough to 
answer while also being sufficiently challenged to think 
deeply? What is the most effective way to give students feed-
back that is both purposeful and manageable?

While the six pedagogical principles provide an overarching 
framework for great teaching, great teachers need to be 
great at teaching their subject. This means that they must 
understand the challenges of  implementing these principles 
within the context of  their specialism. Only then can they 
develop their pedagogy, use it to overcome these challenges, 
and become expert subject teachers. That is the purpose of  
this book: to help all PE teachers reflect on the challenges of  
implementing the six pedagogical principles in their own 
settings, and provide them with evidence-informed strate-
gies that they can try out to make every PE lesson count.

In each chapter, you will find a number of  practical teaching 
strategies designed to bring the six principles to life, fol-
lowed by some reflective questions. Nevertheless, all schools 
are different, so it is up to you to refine them to suit your 
classes and activities. After all, you are the expert in your 
setting and on your students.
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Comfort zone Struggle zone Panic zone

Low challenge.
Low stress.

Limited 
thinking.
Limited 
learning.

High 
challenge.  

Low stress.
Thinking 
required.
Effective 
learning.

Very high 
challenge.

High stress.
Cognitive 
overload.
Limited 
learning.
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Making Every PE Lesson Count provides realistic and practical 
strategies that will help teachers make abstract ideas more concrete 

and meaningful in all PE lessons, both practical and theory.
One of the main aims of any PE teacher is to ensure that all students 

leave school with a love of physical activity and the enthusiasm to 
continue participating in sports. The physical, mental and social 

health benefits are undeniable. The place PE holds in the curriculum 
is therefore fundamental to society in that it acts as a vehicle to 

promote resilience, determination and perseverance.
Making Every PE Lesson Count is underpinned by six pedagogical 

principles – challenge, explanation, modelling, practice, questioning 
and feedback. It brings research around effective teaching and 

learning to life through the lens of a physical education teacher. It 
will enable all PE teachers to implement these principles in their 
own settings and provide them with evidence-informed strategies 

that they can use to make every PE lesson count.
Full of simple, practical strategies and real-life examples from 

a huge range of sports and physical activities. 
Suitable for PE and sports teachers at any level.

James Crane went to school in Cyprus before moving back to 
the UK to study sports coaching and physical education at 
university. He is now Assistant Head Teacher at Durrington 
High School and Deputy Director at Durrington Research 
School. James is a keen sportsman, having competed in tennis, 
swimming and athletics at regional levels, and represented 
England Colleges at an international level in football.  
@MrCranePE
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