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Abstract 

Since the practicum is highly valued by physical education trainees to be the most important part of 
their initial teacher training, the role of the Cooperating Teacher (CT) in the Singapore 'partnership' 
model is seen to be much more critical. This article seeks to address the need for professional CT 
training and discusses specific knowledge that will enable physical education teachers to be more 
effective in their role as CTs. The process of developmental supervision for physical education 
trainees is explored through themes such as adult learning theory and conferencing approaches to 
promote reflection of the application of the pedagogical knowledge that trainees are exposed to at 
the tertiary level. 

Introduction 

The importance of teaching practice, which is sometimes referred to as trainee 
teachers' school experience, and hereafter as the teaching practicum, has been 
documented over the years and across cultures and continents. Guyton and 
McIntyre (1990) referred to teaching practicum as "the most universally approved 
education course" (p. 514). More recently Wright (2001) found that physical edu- 
cation (PE) trainee teachers overwhelmingly believed that the practicum was the 
most valuable aspect of their initial teacher training. Although the examples used 
throughout this paper emanate from physical education, trainee teachers and CTs 
from other subject areas can benefit from reading this article. 

Given the fact that the teaching practicum is important to trainee teachers, 
what roles do the experienced, cooperating teachers (CTs) play in the trainee 
teachers' development? The answer, to a certain extent, depends on the structure 
and format of the practicum. Some countries are emphasising the practicum more 
by extending the time that trainees spend in schools. In England, for example, a 
typical one-year programme of study leading to a Postgraduate Certificate in 
Education (PGCE), as described by Hardy (1999), finds trainees spending 24 
of their 36 weeks in schools. When trainees spend the majority of their training 
time in schools, it is obvious that the role of the CT becomes more significant. In 
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line with the extended time that trainees spend in schools, and the increased 
responsibility of CTs, England and to a lesser extent the United States (with their 
professional development schools model) have entered into so-called 'partner- 
ship' models whereby university and school personnel work more closely in 
training prospective teachers (Cameron-Jones, & O'Hara, 1997). Singapore has 
also developed a partnership between the National Institute of Education (NIE) 
and the local schools. According to information provided by the NIE Practicum 
Office, the model was first developed in 1999 and involved trainee teachers from 
the Postgraduate Diploma (PGDE) programme. The model has evolved to the 
point where all trainees at NIE are now involved. 

As the CT's role in the practicum experience is now more critical, this article 
seeks to address the need for proper CT training, and discusses specific knowl- 
edge that would enable physical education teachers to be more effective in their 
role as CTs. 

Partnership Model 

The partnership that has been adopted by the NIE and the Ministry of Education 
(MOE) has important implications for the triad of personnel that are typically 
involved in the practicum. Two of these roles, the CT and the university super- 
visor, have changed, while the role of the third member, the trainee, has stayed 
the same. Prior to the partnership, the supervisor played an important, often- 
autonomous role, in not only observing the trainee and providing appropriate 
feedback, but also in grading the trainee's performance. However, within the 
present partnership structure, supervisors may supervise a trainee outside their 
subject area(s) of expertise and have substantially less input into the ultimate 
grade given. The person who takes on greater responsibility for lesson observa- 
tion, focused feedback and trainee performance assessment is the CT. The very 
nature of the practicum demands that CTs take on substantial responsibility for 
assisting and mentoring trainees. What does the research literature tell us about 
the trainee/CT relationship? 

Bain (1990) suggested that CTs have the potential for enormous influence over 
trainees as they interact with them on a daily basis. She also suggested that super- 
visors appear to have less influence over trainees as they spend very little time 
with them in the school setting. Confirmation of this was found in Wright's (2001) 
Singapore study, when trainees listed CTs as their biggest source of support 
during the practicum. However, research has suggested that there can also be 
problems between trainees and CTs. Askins and Imwold (1994) established that 
trainees and CTs often disagree on the roles that each should play within the rela- 
tionship, and also tended to have different perceptions of the goals and objectives 
of physical education. Furthermore, Tannehill and Zakrajsek (1988) found that 
CTs provided minimal supervision for trainees, perhaps due to a lack of formal 
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supervision training. In Singapore, when trainees commented on their frustration 
with CTs, their major concern was that they were frequently unavailable. Some 
trainees also mentioned that their CTsl methods of teaching varied greatly from 
their own. If these potential problems lie in wait for the participants, how might 
they be minimized or eliminated altogether? 

One helpful strategy is for the university to provide information to prospec- 
tive CTs. The NIE Practicum Office holds separate briefing sessions for trainees, 
CTs, and the school coordinating mentors before every practicum. They have also 
produced a series of documents that specify relevant information for the partici- 
pants, which are available on the practicum website: httv: //eduweb.nie.edu.sg/ 
practicum. Of particular use to all trainee teachers and CTs is the CT manual, a 
document defining CT roles, and observation checklists. The CT manual provides 
an understanding of the CT1s role and should help both the trainee teachers and 
CTs to clarify their respective roles and expectations. 

Another factor that is crucial to an effective relationship is the preparedness of 
the CT to observe the trainee on a regular, if not daily basis. While CTs have a 
limited number of formal observations/assessments that require them to be 
present when trainees are teaching, CTs should be present as frequently as possi- 
ble throughout the practicum. Through on-going, extended observations, trainees 
should benefit enormously from their relationship with the CT. Particularly in the 
domain of physical education, where safety issues are paramount, the presence of 
the CT becomes even more important. When CTs do not observe frequently, the 
trainees perceive their practicum role as one of relief teaching and consequently 
do not benefit from the CTsl knowledge and experience. 

The so-called developmental supervision process is also extremely important 
in the relationship as it focuses directly on the trainee's teaching. The CT manual 
refers to this as the lesson observation/feedback cycle and clearly defines the 
purposes of the pre-observation and post-observation conferences that should sur- 
round the formal lesson observation. However, CTs could benefit from additional 
information in this vital process as well as benefit from more specialised knowl- 
edge of supervision and understanding of physical education content knowledge. 

Helpful Cooperating Teacher Knowledge 

To further enhance CT knowledge, the physical education faculty at NIE offer an 
in-service training specifically for physical education teachers in the area of devel- 
opmental supervision. The goal of this training is to enable the participants to be 
more effective CTs. A recent study by Tjeerdsma (1998) supports the claim that 
CTs who have been trained in developmental supervision feel better about, and 
become more competent in their role than if they were untrained. Furthermore, as 
physical education is a specialist area, 'customized' training will address issues 
related to the specific context of physical education (Wright & Smith, 2000). 
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The content of the developmental supervision module that will be outlined in 
the remainder of this article focuses on several content areas, including: adult 
learning theory; the developmental supervision process; conferencing approaches 
to promote reflection; effective teaching and classroom management in physical 
education; discipline; teaching styles; and curriculum models. 

Adult Learning Theory 

In addition to earlier comments related to the rationale for CT training and the 
needs of trainees, the role of supervising an adult learner (trainee) is different 
from teaching young pupils. CTs need to be aware of this theory so that their 
communication can be placed in the context of adults interacting. Speck (1996) 
suggested that there are certain components of adult learning theory that are crit- 
ical to effective professional development. Among them are the following: 
1) Adults want to be treated as competent professionals and thus need some 
control over the specifics of their learning experiences. 2) Adults need construc- 
tive feedback pertaining to their efforts. 3) Adult learners are unique individuals 
with varying experiences and skills. Therefore, their differences and needs must 
be accommodated whenever possible. 4) The transfer of learning that they 
experience must be facilitated consistently so that it is sustained. 

In light of these needs, it is important for CTs to choose a supervision model 
that will work best for themselves and their trainees. While there are several 
models for supervision, this discussion will encompass three: non-directive, direc- 
tive advisory and collaborative. 

1) Non-directive supervision espouses a hands-off approach whereby the trainees 
are left to discover for themselves. There is little contact and very little com- 
munication between the participants. This approach works best when the 
trainee possesses more knowledge and experience than the CT (Glickman, 
Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 1998). This model may not be appropriate for 
trainees in Singapore as they will not benefit from the experience and knowl- 
edge of the CT. 

2) Directive adv i soy  supervision is typified by the CT dominating the relation- 
ship to such an extent that there is very little two-way communication. The 
CT tells the trainee what and how to teach and does not allow the trainee to 
personalize the experience in ways that are meaningful to him or her. Based 
on the adult learning theory addressed above, this also does not appear to be 
an appropriate model for trainees. 

3) Collaborative supervision is a middle-of-the-road approach whereby the 
trainee and CT work together sharing their thoughts, views and insights 
related to their teaching. In this model, it is appropriate for CTs to offer 
constructive feedback on how they might handle similar situations they 
observed, but usually after they have questioned the trainee to reflect on his 
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or her teaching. This is the best model for adult supervision, as it forces 
trainees to reflect on their teaching and also allows them to take total owner- 
ship of their lessons. Glickman, Gordon, and Ross-Gordon, (1998) point out 
that this model is especially effective when both parties are committed to 
solving problems. 

Developmental Supervision Process 

This process lies at the heart of the trainee-CT relationship as it deals with the 
observation and feedback cycles related to the trainee's teaching. As previously 
mentioned, the CT handbook thoroughly explains the process of the pre- and 
post-observation conferences. The lesson observation checklists are appropriate 
for classroom teaching but some alternative instruments are introduced to pro- 
vide CTs with the option of using systematic observation to gather objective data 
on the lessons they observe. Because physical education faculty at NIE are so com- 
mitted to pupil activity time, much of the focus is in this area. A simple timeline 
provides information to the trainee that quantifies how much class time is allo- 
cated for activity (motor engaged time), cognitive activity (instruction), and 
management. Trainees often 'waste' time through excessive management, so a 
selection of observation sheets that deal with this crucial element (Randall, 1992) 
are introduced. Other observation templates focus on issues such as classroom 
climate, feedback, and questioning skills. Another systematic observer system 
that is used is called ALT-PE (Metzler, 1979). It is an instrument that objectively 
examines six categories of trainee behaviour: management, transition, waiting, 
knowledge, activity and off-task behaviour through interval coding (every 10 
seconds). ALT-PE therefore gives more information than the timeline, and differ- 
entiates between management unrelated to instruction and transitions from one 
activity to another. Once these selected observation systems are understood, they 
can augment the NIE teaching practice report forms to provide more detailed 
feedback to trainees. 

Conferencing Approaches 

As important as skilful, focused lesson observations are, the post-observation 
conference is also crucial. While the problem-solving approach advocated in the 
CT manual is effective and widely used, other 'coaching approaches' (Boreen, 
Johnson, Niday, & Potts, 2000) are also introduced. The use of conferring, ques- 
tioning, mirroring and reflecting are effective ways of creating and sustaining a 
two-way dialogue. CTs who are effective in the mentoring process do not tell 
trainees what to do in a quick, dismissive manner, but rather take time to share 
and express their views on the issues at hand. This type of approach is known as 
conferring. CTs use open-ended questions to provide opportunities for trainees to 
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identify areas of concern. Such questions also help beginning teachers "develop 
critical thinking skills to analyse their own teaching" (Boreen et all 2000; p. 43). 
Mirroring occurs when CTs repeat trainees' sentences, statements or words 
and/or when they summarize actions or events that are observed. This helps to 
clarify what was meant or took place and enables trainees to reflect on their words 
or actions taken in a given context. Trainees can then also consider how they 
might act or what they might say in the future. Finally, having trainees reflect on 
teaching can be developed through CTs' conferring, questioning and mirroring, 
but it is also valuable for trainees to witness CTs actively reflecting on their own 
teaching. Allowing a trainee the opportunity to reciprocate as an observer would 
be an ideal example of partnership, which could in turn also benefit the CT. 

The concept of reflecting on teaching is certainly not new. It is, however, 
re-popularised by Donald Schon's books, particularly, Educating the Reflective 
Practitioner (Schon, 1991). Reflection helps not only CTs and trainees, but all teach- 
ers, by helping them make sense of events that occur in class. Reflection allows for 
thought and discussion after-the-fact, through hindsight. Schon (1991) discussed 
two types of reflection that are often used in education. Typically, novice teachers 
engage in reflection-on-action by thinking back on what had occurred in class. As 
teachers become more experienced, they tend to engage in reflection- 
in-action. They tend to assess a classroom situation as it is occurring and make ad 
hoc changes to 'reframe' the situation. 

While knowledge related to adult learning theory, developmental supervision 
and conferencing are crucial for CTs, it is also important that they know about 
issues related to effective teaching that are taught to trainees at university. In this 
way they can hopefully reinforce the same 'messagesf about teaching that univer- 
sity faculty send in their classes and supervision duties. 

Effective Teaching and Classroom Management 

When trainees and CTs have conflicting views and objectives about physical 
education, it may be due in part to CTs being unfamiliar with the content peda- 
gogical knowledge that trainees experience at university. Much of what is taught 
in this area can be found in a summarized journal article by Harrison (1987). 
Physical education in NIE should be characterized by very active student partici- 
pation. Academic Learning Time - Physical Education or ALT-PE, is defined by 
Metzler (1979) as the amount of time that students spend in class engaged in 
appropriate learning activities with a high level of success. Trainees are taught to 
engage their pupils in ALT-PE for a minimum of 50% of the allotted class time. 
This high level of student participation involves efficiency in managerial tasks. 
Trainees need to minimize their 'teacher talk' time to a minimum of two minutes 
or less at any given time during a lesson. The importance of quick, smooth transi- 
tions from one activity to the next is necessary. For example, pupils who are 
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working in pairs may be asked to form groups of four for a small-sided game, 
which takes far less time to organise than if they were required to form groups of 
three or five. The use of 'hustles' to move pupils quickly from one task to another 
is another strategy that is also covered. 

Pupil Discipline 

Discipline, as a key focus of management, is also stressed. As a preventative 
measure, trainees are taught the importance of motivating and keeping students 
interested in activity so that there will be a greater likelihood of on-task behav- 
iour, and less incidences of students being off-task and/or disruptive. Often when 
a task is given to a large class, with pupils of disparate abilities, three ability 
groups emerge: the high-functioning, the average and the weak pupils. Teachers 
need to be aware of these groups and challenge the high-functioning group by 
increasing the difficulty of the task and simplifying the task for the group that is 
struggling. This awareness of student needs will help to keep pupils interested 
and motivated to stay on-task. Often students create the need for discipline when 
they are bored or frustrated with the activities they are doing. 

When teachers are disciplining students, activity time is forsaken. Physical 
education faculty at NIE stress that the punishment should fit the misdemeanour 
and strongly discourage the use of exercise as punishment. The seemingly time- 
honoured use of push-ups and/or running as punishment when a pupil is late for 
class, for example, is inappropriate. Surely, physical education teachers should be 
promoting exercise as a positive and rewarding experience. A more appropriate 
form of punishment would be to penalise a late arriving pupil's free time - such 
as after class, during recess or whenever it is appropriate. Pupils develop negative 
associations with exercise when it is used as punishment. 

The concept of 'with-it-ness' (Harrison, 1987) minimizes off-task behaviour 
and teachers who are familiar with this concept are constantly aware of what is 
happening in class by monitoring the whole class, even when delivering individ- 
ual or small group feedback. Another management strategy to make efficient use 
of time is known as overlapping which entails a teacher doing more than one task 
at a time. An example might be monitoring the class and giving feedback to 
students while placing cones as boundaries for the next activity. As teachers 
become more efficient with management, more time for instruction and activity 
becomes available. 

Teaching Across a Spectrum of Styles 

CTs should also be aware that trainees are encouraged to use various teaching 
styles in their lessons. Trainees in Singapore are exposed to Mosston's spectrum 
of teaching styles (Mosston & Ashworth, 1994). They learn a style that a teacher 



196 Steven C. Wriuht and Michael C. McNeill 

may use at any given time is often dependent on the objectives of the lesson. 
Active or direct instruction, which is usually characterized by explaining, demon- 
strating, directing practice, providing feedback, and cueing transitions is most 
effective when the objective is skill acquisition. Styles such as command, practice, 
reciprocal, inclusion and self-check utilize a direct approach to teaching. Indirect 
styles of teaching include guided discovery, convergent discovery and divergent 
production and are effective when objectives are more related to the cognitive and 
affective domains, such as problem-solving tasks and activities that require criti- 
cal thinking and/or creative movement. Trainees at NIE are encouraged to exper- 
iment with different styles in their teaching and it is hoped that CTs reinforce this 
message. 

Curriculum Models in Physical Education 

While there are more than 10 curriculum models that could be discussed 
(Melograno, 1996), physical education faculty at NIE cover those that are most 
prevalent in Singapore. Two models that are pervasive in the lower primary schools 
are movement education and developmental education. The former is student- 
centred and utilizes a guided-discovery approach to movement, whereas the latter 
is a more structured, teacher-centred approach to teaching fundamental move- 
ments and skills. At the upper primary level, as well as throughout the secondary 
level and pre-university levels, an activity-based model predominates. The concept 
behind this model is to expose pupils to a wide range of activities and sports: the 
so-called 'smorgasbord' approach. These models are discussed with CTs so that a 
physical education curricular innovation, adopted when the physical education 
syllabus was revised by the Curriculum Planning and Development Division (1999) 
of MOE, can be placed in the proper context of the overall curriculum. 

A new approach or model for teaching games has been recently adopted in 
Singapore schools from the upper primary level onwards. This tactical approach 
is similar to teaching games for understanding and is known as the games concept 
approach or GCA. This approach was adopted by the MOE to reflect the 'think- 
ing schools, learning nation' paradigm within physical education. The GCA is a 
departure from the more traditional style of teaching games, which is dominated 
by the teaching of skills, with occasional game play. The GCA stresses small-sided 
games and only addresses the skill development that is required to address the 
concept under focus. The emphasis is for students to think about the strategies 
and tactics that will enable them to be more successful, and to improve their 
games sense (Launder, 2001). Physical education teachers in schools may not be 
too comfortable with the use of the GCA, as it is different from the traditional way 
games are taught. However, trainees are expected to teach games using the GCA 
from primary 4 or 5 onwards. It is certainly in everyone's best interests that CTs 
are offered further training in this approach. 
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Conclusion 

As the role of NIE and personnel in Singapore schools evolve with respect to the 
guidance of trainees on practicum, incrementally greater responsibility is being 
placed on CTs. It makes sense, therefore, to ensure that CTs are appropriately 
trained for this very important role. The necessity for training is magnified when 
dealing with specialised areas such as physical education. The intent in writing 
this article is to make teachers aware of the knowledge that can help them be more 
effective CTs. All physical education teachers who are interested in developing 
their mentorship/supervision knowledge and skills further are encouraged to 
contact the physical education faculty at NIE. 
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