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David N. Daum

T

he COVID-19 pandemic has caused a lot of uncertainty
and instability for physical educators. This uncertainty
likely stems from many factors, including (a) constant
schedule changes from some version of in-person,
hybrid, and distance learning; (b) the impact of the pandemic
and related policies on job security and the future of physical
education (PE); and (c) balancing work and family commitments.
Additionally, and perhaps most salient, physical educators have
had to figure out how to teach a movement-based curriculum in
a distance learning format. Teaching online, by itself, is a substantial shift for educators, requiring an immense amount of time
to prepare and implement quality lessons. With the added
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complexities of the pandemic, educators have had a considerable
uphill climb.
It is important to note that there is a difference between online
physical education as it is currently defined in the literature (Daum
& Buschner, 2018; Killian et al., 2019) and the current distance
learning experience due to the pandemic. Namely, the most significant difference is a matter of choice. Prior to the pandemic, students
and teachers chose online physical education to fit their needs, such
as schedule flexibility and choosing where, when and how to be
physically active (Williams, 2013). During the pandemic, however,
distance learning has become a necessity for our society whether this
is the preferred mode of education or not.
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Though there have been various transitions between in-person,
hybrid, and fully distanced learning, it is estimated that at times during
the pandemic at least 91% (over 1.5 billion students) of the world’s
school population has been disrupted (United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]. 2020a). It is hard to
fathom the breadth of this impact not only in our own communities
but across the globe. In another UNESCO report, it was estimated that
at least 47 days of in-person instruction have been lost due to the
pandemic (UNESCO, 2020b). Encouragingly, however, there has been
significant investment in attempting to overcome the digital divide by
providing devices and Internet hot spots to students (UNESCO, 2020b).
There is no doubt that most, if not all, stakeholders in K–12 schools
were unprepared for an event such as COVID-19.
Throughout the pandemic, all teachers have had to figure out
how to teach their content using online modalities. For physical
educators this has resulted in asking “how” to teach a predominantly
movement-based curriculum in a distance learning format, which is
counter to the traditionally defined identity of physical education
(Varea & González-Calvo, 2020). As such, the purpose of this article
is to examine common questions related to pandemic pedagogies
and how to manage the complexities of distance learning in PE. The
questions explored were refined from frequently asked questions
during interactions with physical educators in a variety of settings
(professional development, informal conversations, university
coursework, etc.). The questions in this article address meeting the
needs of low-income students; building and maintaining relationships online; at-home equipment strategies; teaching elementary PE
remotely; and including parents and guardians. Each question will
be addressed by identifying best practices and instructional resources.

Question 1: How Do I Meet the Needs for
Low-Income/Disadvantaged Students?
The pandemic has put low-income students at an increased disadvantage due to access and equity issues. Access to computers,
tablets and a stable Internet connection is certainly important, but
more important are shelter and food insecurity (Garcia & Weiss,
2020). Over half of school-aged children are eligible for free and
reduced-price food programs (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2020). Additionally, these students might be in a situation
where they have to share a computer, have an older computer, share
learning space, may not share video, and/or may not be sitting at a
table or desk during the lesson. It is impossible to know the entirety
of the impact of the pandemic on K–12 students’ mental, social,
physical and academic outcomes. However, ensuring that teachers
are attempting to meet and consider the needs of these learners is as
important now as it has ever been. The pandemic has created a
quagmire for teachers to plan around. With all of these factors in
mind, it is important for teachers to be flexible and listen to students.
The specific recommendations we have are to
1. Ensure open lines of communication between parents, teachers
and students. Be sure that teachers (and schools) are connecting
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with students and their families effectively, meaning use communication methods that are received/read at home. This can be
effectively achieved through email, a school district’s learning
management system/message system, or a social media platform.
2. Ask students what they need. Google Form can be used as a
quick way to survey students to understand their needs, resources
and concerns. This can come in the form of a “module exit” slip
to help inform future online lessons.
3. Humanize the situation. Acknowledge the difficult situations
students are in and that there may be long-term impacts and
identify resources that may help them. Community engagement
assignments such as assets mapping can help students identify
resources relevant to themselves and their unique situations.
4. Plan activities that require low- to no-tech options in your lessons (including take-home packets) or minimal to no equipment.
The Online Physical Education Network (OPEN; https://openphysed.org/) is a great resource to find creative lesson ideas to
adapt to your unique school district’s context.

Question 2: How Can I Overcome Limited or
No Equipment?
When determining the equipment needs of a lesson, first consider
the focus of the lesson. Is the focus of the lesson or task on the
process of the skill (i.e., quality of the movement) or the product of
the skill (i.e., accuracy)? If the focus is on teaching students the
process of performing a motor skill, then consider having students
use “invisible” equipment to focus on the critical skill elements. If
equipment is used, ensure that the equipment is not setting the student up for failure, because some “at-home” equipment may have
considerable impact on a students’ abilities to perform the skill (i.e.,
volleying a sweatshirt in a bag will not result in accuracy).
There are a wide variety of possibilities when using household
items for at-home PE equipment. Table 1 outlines different categories
of physical activity and various recommendations. It is important
to note this is not an exhaustive list and may not work for all situations. Certainly, being creative, crafty and innovative will help in
discovering new ways to use common household items in distance
learning PE class.

Question 3: How Do I Develop and Maintain
Relationships With My Students Online?
Addressing the social needs of students and connecting with students might be hard to conceptualize in the virtual environment
when teachers traditionally have relied on face-to-face interactions
to accomplish these goals. Ensuring that the teacher and the subsequent instruction are meeting the needs of the learner will be vital
in developing and maintaining relationships with students. Perhaps
the single most important concept for developing and maintaining
relationships is ensuring that the teacher has a multitude of strategies
aimed at fostering and promoting interactions between the teacher
and students and between students. Take time in class, ideally at
least once per week, for “get to know you” or icebreaker activities
and be very purposeful about including these social opportunities.
Example discussion prompts at the start of class include “What is
your favorite physical activity?,” “If a genie granted you three wishes,
what would they be?,” “If you had to keep only three apps on your
phone, what would they be?” When using these strategies it is

Table 1.
At-Home Physical Activity Equipment
Physical
Activity
Category
Throwing/
catching

Striking

Rhythmic
activities

Targets

Rhythmic
gymnastics
and fitness

Equipment Suggestions
Rolled-up socks
Soft balls
Small or medium-sized stuffed animals
Plastic grocery bag crumpled/tied up
Paper towel/paper crumpled up (throwing)
Paper towel and/or plastic grocery bag
(juggling scarves)
Paper plate (frisbee)
Implements
Open palm of hand
Hardcover books
Liter bottle (empty)
Objects to strike
See “Throwing/Catching” section above
Ziplock bag filled with air
Plastic grocery bag filled with light clothing
Balloon
Ladles, spoons, whisks, spatulas and other
kitchen utensils
Laundry baskets
Ribbon (as streamers)
Shoes (clean hopefully!)
Paper towel and/or toilet paper tubes (as
shakers)
Paper plates
Pillows
Cereal boxes
Laundry baskets
Toilet paper tubes
Empty plastic water bottles
Plastic cups
Full water bottles
Broom/mop handle (flexibility)
Bungee cords
Paper plates (as a slider/stability on wood
or tile)
Tape or chalk (balance “beam”)

important to teach and remind students of how to interact with
each other.
Often overlooked, a simple survey (e.g., Google Forms) can serve
multiple outcomes. First, it tells students that you care about them
and want to meet their needs. Secondly, a survey gives you an understanding of what resources students have available to them. A formal
survey can also be replaced or supplemented with small-group discussions and/or phone calls to students and/or their families. Related,
make sure teacher communications are meaningful, frequent (but
not too much!) and brief. Lastly, consider sending short video
updates as a substitute to emails.
Integrating peer and group work in distance learning is another
strategy for engaging students and perhaps one of the most intriguing. Admittedly, peer and group work online is tricky and harder to

conceptualize, but it is possible in the virtual environment. There
are many tasks or projects that students can complete in groups,
such as developing fitness plans, creating/practicing dance routines,
developing offensive/defensive strategies, and providing skill-based
feedback. Considering a peer teaching model, a teacher could have
students observe each other and work on identifying critical elements
of skills, providing feedback, and working collaboratively. Teachers
should provide each student with a simplified cue or critical element
checklist. Keep the checklist focused on something easily observable
and have students observe only one cue at a time. If using a peer
teaching model, the teacher must first teach the students how to
analyze a skill and how to provide constructive feedback.
Whenever you are using groups it is good practice to have specific
tasks and roles for each student. When using roles, think about
rotating the roles so each student can experience the “leader” or
whatever roles are decided on. Additionally, ensure that students are
not 100% reliant on their partners and they have their own part.
Consider designing peer and group activities to foster social interactions, be a resource for each other, and/or serve as a sounding
board. The logistics of peer and group work might not work in every
situation and could be burdensome. The potential social emotional
learning outcomes, however, make it worth exploring. Table 2 outlines strategies for developing and maintaining relationships with
students.

Question 4: How Can I Teach Elementary PE
Remotely?
Outside of pandemic-related distance learning, SHAPE
America – Society of Health and Physical Educators (2018) recommends against fully online experiences for elementary PE because
this group is still “working on fundamental movement skills and are
dependent learners” (p. 8). Obviously, it is not a choice during
the pandemic, so elementary PE teachers around the world are
attempting to provide instruction to this group of students who are

Table 2.
Strategies for Developing Relationships With
Students
Strategy
Interaction
time

Survey

Group/
partner
tasks
Keep it fun

Ideas
Teacher-to-student and student-to-student
interactions
Icebreakers
Daily discussion topics
Interactive technologies (i.e., Google
Jamboard: https://jamboard.google.com/)
Interests of students
Resources (equipment, technology, etc.)
Communication preferences (email, video,
etc.)
Peer teaching/group work
Scenario-based learning
Breakout groups
Projects
Add music
Plan virtual field trips
Make sure students are physically active
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in the greatest need in terms of technology support, independent
learning skills, and fundamental movement skills. Additionally,
younger elementary students are still working on basic literacy skills
(reading and writing), impacting their ability to comprehend and
respond to prompts in the virtual classroom, and more patience and
time are needed. Some general concepts to keep in mind when teaching elementary PE online are the following:
1. Connect with students: Take time before, during and after class
when possible. Review question 3 and Table 1 for ideas.
2. Bring positive energy and fun to class: Elementary students are
especially motivated by engaged and excited teachers. Be energetic, enthusiastic and genuinely happy to be there, and bring the
fun! Though fun is not the primary outcome of PE, fun should
be a consideration, particularly considering how beneficial a
smile, laughter and positive feelings are during this prolonged
pandemic. Teachers should consider designing lessons that
involve physical activity and creativity. For example, students
can develop an obstacle course in which they have to perform at
least four locomotor movements. This can be fun with a learning
component.
3. Use engaging videos: Consider tools like edpuzzle (https://
edpuzzle.com/) to get students to interact with the video.
Additionally, following are suggestions for teacher-generated
videos and using videos from the internet.
Teacher-generated videos are ideal because you know your students’ needs and it provides another opportunity to develop an
engaging learning environment. Recommendations for teacher-created videos are (a) keep videos short (less than 5 min), (b) video
quality matters (camera angle, video resolution, audio quality etc.),
and (c) keep the video focused on one or two concepts or ideas.
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Internet resources such as YouTube have many videos that teachers
can use to supplement live and asynchronous instruction. Teachers
should be careful to ensure that videos are appropriate for their
students and beware of advertisements that pop up and “related
videos” that are shown next to videos. A tool that teachers can use
is http://www.viewpure.com/, which can solve some of these issues.
As with teacher-produced videos, select videos that are short.
Additionally, provide a task for the student to do while watching
the video; for example, “Write down two key ideas from this video.”
Lastly, select videos that students can interact with, such as a
YouTube video called “Autumn Overhand Throwing Targets &
Shadow Tag” (Round Hill PE RHEPE, 2017) for “targets” for students to throw imaginary objects at, or the “Laser Footwork:
Extended Edition!” (RSD Online, 2020) video that students can
follow along like a Dance Dance Revolution game. Videos are a
great tool, but teachers must consider how to get students engaged
with the video to take full advantage.

Question 5: How Can I Get Parents/Guardians
Involved?
Parents and guardians, especially of the youngest students, are
gatekeepers. They may need to assist the student with technology
issues, help with assignments and instructions, find materials, and
much more. However, it is important for teachers to recognize and
understand that parents and guardians may not be able to assist
because of many factors, including balancing work and/or managing more than one child’s distance learning simultaneously.
Additionally, teachers should be cognizant that including parents
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could cause inequity for children whose parents/guardians are not
available. Another at-home resource could be utilizing older siblings if parents/guardians are not available. Teachers need to be
understanding, recognize the struggles that parents/guardians are
dealing with, and connect with parents/guardians to help them
help you.
If teachers want parents/guardians to be involved in a lesson,
teachers should give instructions not only to the students but to
the parents/guardians as well. Teachers may want parents/guardians to assist in several ways, such (a) participating with the student during or after a lesson, (b) downloading applications, and/
or (c) providing feedback to their child. Some schools discourage
or ban the sharing of videos during live sessions; therefore, the
teacher cannot give in-the-moment feedback. A way to account
for this is to provide instructions for parents to deliver the vital
in-the-moment feedback. For example, a teacher might say,
“Students, during this next activity you will be practicing your
static balance. Parents and guardians, look for your child to have
a slight bend in their knees and arms out.” Additionally, teachers
can design homework to include an option for family physical
activity. Parents/guardians have a significant influence on a child’s
physical activity (Müller-Riemenschneider et al., 2008; Pugliese &
Tinsley, 2007).
Teachers may also want parents/guardians to be an advocate
for physical activity and PE. Therefore, teachers should communicate about the importance of physical activity and PE to parents/
guardians. Related, teachers and administrators might receive a
question like, “My kid is spending too much time in front of the
computer. Can they go outside and walk instead of attending virtual PE?” Though on the surface the question is well intentioned,

it is also a systematic and problematic statement about what PE
is. Teachers should be prepared to advocate for the importance of
PE and how the subject area addresses more than physical activity.
It is important to not dismiss the parent or guardian’s concern but
to find an equitable balance between screen time and learning
time. It cannot be understated that parents are a great asset to
educators.

Conclusion
The purpose of this article was to examine some relevant and
common questions related to pandemic-related pedagogies and
managing PE in the distance learning format. The entire school
environment has been affected significantly due to the pandemic;
however, teachers are expected to deliver quality educational
experiences. Though the barriers are numerous, this article outlines practical solutions that physical educators can implement easily.
It is important to note that some of the recommendations can
bridge across multiple questions; for example, the concept of developing relationships with students, engaging them with you and other
students, and developing and maintaining open lines of communication. These notions set the stage for teachers to be able to design
appropriate learning experiences and meet learners’ needs while
achieving appropriate learning outcomes. It is our opinion that students learn from good teachers regardless of the mode. It is the
teacher who will have the greatest impact on learning, not the mode
of content delivery. Certainly, there are limitations related to students’ and teachers’ access to technology, time and space that will
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impact the learning environment. We believe, however, that teachers
can overcome the barriers presented to them and still produce good
learning outcomes.
In part 2 of this series, topics discussed will include workload,
designing engaging distance learning lessons, teaching content
beyond fitness, and assessing learning outcomes. Additionally,
there will be a discussion on potential impacts beyond the
COVID-19 pandemic and transitioning back to face-to-face
learning.
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