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Narrative learning pathways in
physical education teacher
education

Benjamin Bonn*

Section of Training Pedagogy and Martial Research, Institute of Professional Sport Education and Sport
Qualifications, German Sport University Cologne, Cologne, Germany

Different curricular expectations and personal points of view by students
intersect in higher education. These perspectives shape the rationale of
academic subjects in reference to systemic and individual meanings. Against
this backdrop and my previous teaching experiences in teacher education, | re-
evaluated my concept for the course of “Personal development and movement
education in sport” using a narrative approach to foster individualization and
personal relevance. The revised concept provides three different learning paths
leading through the courses’ subjects. Common ground is the idea of rational
decision-making and reflective practice relating research, theory and physical
education practice in light of the courses’ subjects. Each path establishes its
individual nuance, rationale and narration. Key principles are the distinct narrative
frameworks for subjects and the opportunity for choice—offering multiple
meaning horizons and potentially providing individual learning pathways. Future
evaluations will include personal relevance, need satisfaction and learning
outcome to further develop this approach based on the students’ points of view.

KEYWORDS

teacher education, narrative learning, individualization, reflective practice,
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1 Introduction

Teacher education confronts students with intersecting claims between science and
future teaching practice. On the one hand, teacher education aims for professional
competencies as future teachers; on the other hand, the university context requires
skills based on academic criteria. From a systemic point of view, the internal logic and
procedures differ between science and education (Luhmann, 2004, 2012). A good final
thesis may not be evaluated emphasizing the question if it contains good physical education.
In general, it is rated using scientific criteria. Vice versa and put in an exaggerated way,
one rarely needs a specific citation style as a teacher in the gym. University teaching
concepts interrelate both-sided claims promoting evidence-based professional teaching
(Valcke, 2013) or reflective practice (Schon, 1983) for instance. However, students have to
navigate these distinct criteria situationally throughout their academic development. The
idea of professional and good physical education may guide one aspect of their reflective
practice; other situations require scientific rigor in the first place.
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In addition to these system-related nuances in teacher
education, students bring in their personal viewpoints on their
university, studies and courses (e.g., Di Domenico et al., 2024).
For instance, in what way is research important for me? Does this
data collection method align with my needs as student, researcher,
future teacher, every-day life person? Do these theoretical insights
shape my understanding of teaching in decisive ways? May this
be an interesting aspect I could conduct my own research? Motifs
may differ as well as individual backgrounds and narratives about
the personal academic, professional, sportive identities. The sense
of volitional learning and personal relevance is an important
aspect for the engagement with learning tasks (Vansteenkiste
et al, 2018) and situational attention (Guo and Fryer, 2025).
However, autonomy in decision-making regarding one’s learning
path requires informed responsibility as well. Based on my personal
experiences in teacher education curricular and personal relevance
do not necessarily align in every situation.

Against this backdrop, I revised my instructional design for
summer 2024 including small actualizations since then, giving
students the choice to frame subjects in three different paths and
narratives, following The Path of the Researcher, The Path of the
Teacher, The Path of the Explorer, and, thus, choosing their own
nuances for each topic. The following chapters present the key
points of the instructional design, its rationale, implications and
limitations. While student data are usually collected for teaching
purposes in the course (e.g., course requirements), no personal
student data were recorded or analyzed for this manuscript.
The article describes the teaching concepts and only includes
the author’s general reflections and impressions. Hence, ethical
approval was not required.

2 Pedagogical framework

2.1 Narrative learning and meaningful
experiences

The pedagogical framework is backed by a narrative design
to foster internalization. Narratives are an interdisciplinary
term especially shaping social, cultural and literature sciences
(Abbott, 2020; Ranke, 1967; Shenhav, 2015; Sugiyama, 2001) and
psychological research on identity and biography (Adler et al,
2016, 2018; Hammack, 2008; McLean et al., 2020). For instance,
narratives are associated with the idea of organizing human
experiences in a (social) world addressing a need for coherence
(McAdams, 2001). Despite diverse definitions and methodologic
frameworks, the concept describes specific relationships regarding
subjective and/or social meaning. Against this backdrop, we
operationalized narratives as representations of events structured
by temporal, social, spatial and factual meaning dimensions in a
recent study (Bonn et al., 2025). The analytical focus shifts toward
the framework of meanings connecting these events within the
representation. Events represent small analysis units of meaning-
making and their contextualization in wider social environments.

This narrative approach raises the question of how to shape
events such as instructions, tasks, problem-solving and more using
well-directed frameworks of meaning in instructional designs. In
higher education, the university as a wider context is important
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but the analysis shifts toward the situational meaning imparted
by the instructional design. Whats the point in today’s course:
Design of motor tasks or precise research questions? And why does
this point matter? The present concept addresses similar questions
as the students are required to choose from different options.
Their decisions have evident consequences for their learning
pathway. This focus on meaningful actions is derived from gamified
instructional designs. In this context, meaningful play is a key
principle in game design that calibrates the impact of players’
decision-making (Schell, 2009). Gamification as the “the idea of
using game design elements in non-game contexts” (Deterding
et al, 2011) may highlight the narratives shaping the learning
design in order to foster motivation in higher education (Kérner
et al., 2024; Korner, 2024). However, the design of narratives does
not determine the personal relevance for individuals.

2.2 Internalization through choice of
rationale

Personally perceiving learning activities as relevant is
an important factor for motivation and engagement with
tasks based on organismic integration theory (Ryan and Deci,
2017). Self-determination in motivation regulation is associated
with wellbeing, effective learning and personal functioning
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2010, 2018). The identification based on
personal relevance and value is an important milestone for
lasting learning activities that can be supported by need-supportive
teaching. The experience of autonomy, competence and relatedness
is positively associated with the internalization process (e.g., Deci
and Ryan, 2000). However, a need-supportive teaching style
needs to consider potential conflicts in need satisfaction. For
example, open-ended active tasks bring in choice and exploration
of solutions but may be perceived as overwhelming if lacking
clear goal orientation. Therefore, autonomy-supportive teaching
providing choice can benefit from clear expectations and guidelines
in order to foster the feeling of competence (Reeve and Cheon,
2021), presumably for students in an early phase of their studies
in particular. In addition, the perception of learning does not
necessarily align with the learning outcome in higher education
(Deslauriers et al., 2019).

3 Instructional design: choose your
path!

3.1 Learning environment and format

3.1.1 Curricular context

The course “Personal development and movement education in
sport” is part of the teacher education in module “Movement, play
and sport as an educational dimension” at German Sport University
Cologne. Based on the curriculum, the course consists of weekly
presential classes of 90 min and 30h of self-regulated studies to
prepare classes or for follow-up activities. The target group are
students in the second or third semester of the bachelor’s degree
in physical education teacher education. Currently, attendance is
mandatory based on the study program manual. The course is
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conceptualized for 30 students. Beside this course, the module
includes a lecture on basic aspects of sport pedagogy as
well as practical classes in wrestling and fighting, and design,
dance, performance.

The present course’s topics are about personality development
in sports, especially self-concept and the notion that humans
actively engage and impact their environment in formal and non-
formal contexts. The objectives for teacher education in physical
education and this course in particular relate to the general
guideline of education for sport and education through sport in
German physical education curricula. Thus, the analysis of sport
and physical education is directed toward their value for and impact
on personal development. The curricular objectives for the present
course include
foundations  of

o the theoretical

personality development

comprehension  of

e the critical reflection and analysis of naive assumptions

in relation to the positive effects of sport on
personality development.

e the transfer of these aspects to the design and reflection
of physical education, supporting the development of future

pupils, for example with regard to their self-concept.

The assessment consists of a portfolio or term paper of 15.000
to 18.000 characters (German Sport University Cologne, 2025). The
specific course design depends on the lecturer.

3.1.2 Assessment via portfolio

The portfolio underscores the integration of theory and practice
regarding the curricular expectations. This instructional design
is structured by seven major subjects: personality, self-concept,
motivation, shame, digitality and body, inclusion, professionality.
The completion of the portfolio requires tasks related to each of
these topics. In general, the tasks are open-ended. They include
clear instructions—e.g., design a motor task with different subgoals,
considering a specific self-concept domain (social, physical,
emotional) -, but the students are free to approach the tasks in
their own way (see Supplementary File 1 for exemplary tasks). A
template is available for students. Hence, the use of theoretical
concepts such as self-concept or self-determination and motivation
is a concrete requirement. However, the practical application of
theory is non-prescriptive but evaluated as milestone.

The portfolio is not graded beyond pass/fail including revision
options. After submission, individual feedback by the lecturer
highlights strong aspects in task completion and decisive potentials
to work on in future studies. In addition to the final deadline for
submission, students can demand feedback and support at any
time during the course. The support ranges individually from brief
comments on if a task is sufficiently completed for submission to
discussing ideas for tasks in depth. Both the task design and the
work process follow the idea of autonomy-supportive mediation
(Reeve and Cheon, 2021). As the material and instructions are
available to the students from the beginning, the lecturer’s role in
presence phases solely consists in individual support if preferred.
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3.2 Choice between narrative paths

The instructional design provides three different learning paths
for the portfolio. These learning paths do not distinguish different
levels such as basic vs. expert (c.f.,, Portela, 2024) but represent
content-related nuances and narratives for the subjects—each one
opening an individual meaning framework for related tasks and
materials. Students are free to select their path to generate the
portfolio. They can submit their final result using only one path
or change the paths during the course.

e The Path of the Researcher highlights applied research and
scientific framework for school sports and physical education
issues. Tasks focus on the development of theory-based
methods (e.g., data collection, observation tools, research-
based guidelines) or the review, analysis and presentation of
research findings relevant for practice.

e The Path of the Teacher emphasizes reflective teaching
practice in physical education. Tasks frequently include the
development of theory-based teaching designs for physical
education as well as the design and reflection of feedbacks for
fictional cases including recommendations for teacher action.

e The Path of the Explorer adds an experiential learning
path using a fictional story to apply the subjects in an
incidentally way. Hence, the subjects are interwoven (subtilty)
into a fictional science fiction story marked as “Instructional
Fiction.” Tasks use the storytelling to associate theoretical
insights with events of the story. This path has its starting
point in the idea of contrasting usual system perspectives and
(the author’s) expectations in higher education. Therefore, the
experientiality of this path is communicated at the beginning.
As for the other paths, students are free to not use this path.
Moreover, it has small limitations regarding four subjects that
only can be submitted using one of the other paths to ensure
completing the learning objectives.

As shown in Figure 1 students can navigate through the subjects
in different ways. The yellow and blue points illustrate hypothetical
choices by students to complete their portfolio. Students can choose
to work on each subject in three different paths. The topics to
the left represent the course’s subjects structuring the portfolio
and learning requirements. Other paths than the illustrated are
possible. Students also are free to follow just one path for
all tasks.

Each path aims for rational decision-making and reflective
practice relating research, theory and physical education practice.
The curricular learning objectives are equal but nuanced by the
corresponding narrative. For instance, the teacher path requires
the design of a self-concept supportive motor task while the
path of the researcher focuses on the design of practically
applicable evaluation tools. The singular event in the course of
the portfolio—each task, each decision—is framed by different
narratives and, thus, rationales. These rationales shape the entire
path, the specific subject and each tasK’s instruction (Tables 1, 2;
Supplementary File 1 for Exemplary tasks).

The path of the teacher underscores tasks with regard to the
design of instructions for physical education and the analysis and
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Path of the Path of the Path of the
Researcher Teacher Explorer
Portfolio
FIGURE 1

Exemplary paths through the subjects of the courses (This image has been translated from German to English in meaningful way by the author for
the purpose of this article. The original illustration is part of the moodle course and the lecturer’s presentation at the beginning of the course).

TABLE 1 Brief introduction of the three paths based on the moodle course (meaningful translation from German to English by the author for illustrative

purposes).

Path of the researcher

You do research. This path offers approaches to how
scientific tools and your research-oriented mindset
may enrich school’s sport practice. Personal
development and movement education are the
guidelines used for critical appraisal of hypotheses in
physical education and for the evidence-based
development of its practice.

consultations.

reflection of cases as possibility to interrelate practice and theory
in light of professionalization (c.f, Liisebrink, 2006). The path
of the researcher focuses on tasks that require the presentation
of empirical findings and their impact for practice design, the
research of relevant studies actualizing the current state of research
or, above all, the design of research tools (e.g., observation
protocols, enquiries) based on theory. However, the development
of such research tools aims for the potential use by physical
education teachers and, therefore, relates to practical conditions
as well.

The distinction of narrative paths enables the explicit
differentiation of the systemic logics between science and physical
education practice. Students are free to choose from the paths
based on their preferences such as personal interests, professional

Frontiersin Education

Path of the teacher

You teach. This path offers sound tools to reflectively
refine and develop your physical education design in a
systematic way. Personal development and movement
education guide your aspiration and are expressed in
the goal-oriented design of motor tasks, feedbacks and

Path of the explorer

This path offers fantastic and personal fictional stories
using the unknown and curiosity as starting points for
exploration. Personal development and movement
education raise questions. At its core, this path is about
the story as a gateway to engage with these subjects.

perspective, task difficulty, choice of peers and more. The individual
reasons are opaque and justifications for the individual decisions
are not requested. The idea of autonomy and personal relevance
is prevalent.

3.3 Learning activities and structure

3.3.1 Flipped learning

The instructional design for the presential classes is based
on flipped learning (Flipped Learning Network, 2014; Sargent
and Casey, 2019) aiming for an in-depth use of interactive
lesson time. In consequence, the face-to-face classes contain two
predominant phases:
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TABLE 2 Brief introduction to the subject of self-concept in three paths
based on the current moodle course (meaningful translation from
German to English by the author for illustrative purposes).

Path of the
researcher

[...] Youarea
researcher exploring
correlations in depth.
You want to know why
different students come
to completely different
conclusions about
themselves and their
performance in the
same learning situation.
In addition, you want to
know how these
personal conclusions
impact their learning
and behavior. Using
evidence-based insights,
you do understand the
conditions for these
effects and their
measurement.

Path of the
teacher

[...] You are a teacher
and, thus, you are
searching for solid
alternatives of action:
Not every teaching
situation is similar or has
the same objective.
Backed by theory, you
develop practical
solutions that not only
foster the motor
development but
consider social and
emotional domains as
well. One thing is clear:
The objective and the
design should be
consistent in your
teaching, from the
beginning to the
assessment and
reflection.

Path of the
explorer

As an observer you want
to know how to analyse
the events in this story.
Therefore, you examine
the narrations from
distance. You need a
theoretical scope to
perceive relevant
distinctions and to
derive solid conclusions.
How do the story’s
figures describe
themselves as learners?
How do they evaluate
their self-perception?
How does their
self-concept shape their
behavior? And, does
their self-concept align
with the perspectives
their friends have? These
are questions you will

explore thoroughly.

1 Time is used for discussions and situational social activities—
e.g., regarding interesting questions—but not for basic input.

2 Students have time to work on their portfolio individually or
in small groups.

This structure is backed by an extensive moodle course
including all relevant information and material. Students handle
the self-regulated time differently putting on headphones to work
silently using the available materials in the moodle course or
collaborating in small groups. The moodle course consists of
the basic requirements, templates, video tutorials for managing
the course and the tasks, the tool for the portfolio submission
and a FAQ (frequently asked questions; Supplementary File 2).
The FAQ addresses questions about passing the course, designing
the portfolio, further requirements or the rationale behind the
course’s narrative paths for an initial overview. In addition, the
moodle course contains instructions and specific tasks in the three
pathways and an additional material section including relevant
research, gray literature, keynotes and brief screencasts from
3 to 5min with basic instructional input for the subjects and
related themes. For instance, the subject of “motivation” offers
studies, keynote presentations and screencasts for the following
topics: basic psychological needs, internalization and research
on self-determination. Additional questions for voluntary self-
checks are included for each subject—using different levels of
educational goals. They mark the decisive learning outcome and
may support preparation for potential module exams. For example,
the subject “self-concept” includes questions such as: “Can I name
components of the self-concept?”, “Can I explain different styles
of causal attribution?”, “Can I critically appraise what type of
self-concept should be emphasized pedagogically? (e.g., realism,
overestimation, underestimation)”.
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3.3.2 Tasks and instructions

Tasks are presented individually for each path in the moodle
course including references for important materials to use.
Moreover, every task consists of a brief introduction giving not only
instructions but brief theoretical input (see Supplementary File 1
for exemplary tasks). For instance:

“To foster a self-concept as realistic as possible (keyword:
veridicality), it may be helpful to use different informational
sources for information about oneself (trait ascription). Design
a motor task with a specific learning goal that includes different
formats for individual feedback (e.g., feedback from the teacher,

peers, observation sheet, self-report etc.).”

The instructions are closely structured to support requirement
clarity, evident progress and, thus, the experience of competence
(Ryan and Deci, 2017). In addition, many tasks offer the re-use
of materials, for instance, by developing theory-based learning
objectives for physical education subjects in one task and by
developing well-directed motor tasks in another task. Narrative
coherence interrelating these tasks is an option—in light of
the function of narratives to organize experiences and narrative
learning frameworks (c.f., Abbott, 2020; Clark and Rossiter, 2008).

Nevertheless, students do not have to be interested in the
narrative contextualization to pass the class. “It is totally fine to
work on the seminar’s requirements without further interest in the
storytelling.” (FAQ in moodle) The instructional design aims for
individual modes to engage with materials as well as clear structure
through specific task constraints as theorized in the constraint-
led approach for instance (c.f., Aratjo et al.,, 2006; Davids et al,,
2008). Furthermore, the tasks foster problem-solving by exploring
individual and creative solutions. This applies in particular to the
possible integration of the students” personal expectations, creative
perspectives and goals—as part of creative hypothesis testing and
exploration backed by searchlight learning theory (Piggott, 2008;
Popper, 1974).

The tasks requirements differ depending on the path. Though,
each path intersects research and teaching practice and contains
various types of tasks (e.g., designing presentations, drafting a
podcast, writing essays, providing observational tools) to train for
future requirements in research and educational contexts. Many
subjects include optional tasks as well. They may be used for
the students’ portfolio, be ignored or just looked over loosely.
They represent opportunities for further reflection or analysis. For
instance, the subject personality includes the following voluntary
task for further application of theory:

“Sport is frequently associated with personal development.
Search for material (e.g., concepts of sport organizations, sport
schools) and analyse its understanding of personality.”

In general, the representation of tasks and materials is
redundant—offering information not always necessary to pass the
course but for situational use or further reflection upon subjects
and learning designs—or to just briefly run through an interesting
point of view. This redundancy is intentional. It combines content
redundancy (e.g., based on the number of tasks to choose from) and
mode redundancy based on the multiple formats of informatively
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redundant materials (e.g., studies, screencasts, keynotes, additional
materials). These different types of redundancies may lead to
different effects on learning (Albers et al., 2023). However, its
impact still needs to be investigated, especially due to the diverse
effects of redundancy on cognitive load (Schnotz and Kiirschner,
2007).

3.3.3 Meaningful decisions

The three pathways offer individual frameworks of meaning
to explore the courses’ materials and tasks in distinct ways.
Selecting one path over another provides a specific port to the
question of how the subject matters. Choosing one path over
another has meaningful consequences for the learning activities
and requirements and, thus, may foster the experience of autonomy
(Reeve and Cheon, 2021). In addition, students are provided with
several options choosing tasks within one path as well offering
opportunities for further individualization. For instance, students
working on the topic of motivation in the Path of the Researcher can
choose between (a) the presentation of key findings of a systematic
review about self-determination theory and physical education
emphasizing implications for practice, or (b) the development of
a checklist for teachers to evaluate their own physical education
practice based on basic psychological needs theory and orgasmic
integration theory (Ryan and Deci, 2017). The competence to
achieve is the application of self-determination theory to physical
education issues. Using another example, students create an
observational guideline for shame prevention in physical education
based on empirical studies as part of the Path of the Researcher,
whereas they develop theory-based action and feedback alternatives
for a fictional case of shameful experiences in physical education in
the Path of the Teacher. The materials to use are the same for both
paths, and all tasks claim to relate practice and theory/research.
However, the student’s decision has an impact generating a specific
learning pathway.

3.3.4 Feedback and engagement

Feedback and co-working on tasks are offered continuously.
Based on the lecturer’s experiences, the possibility to take part
in the students’ individual work flows and co-develop solutions
leads to in-depth discussions as well as clarity of requirements in
early work phases. As mentioned, students are free to use these
time slots individually as they bring in their personal working
speed and preferences. Despite the amount of 30 students, the
lecturer’s mediation of the individual learning process usually
does not lead to organizational difficulties due to the students’
individual engagement with materials, not requiring extensive
feedback frequently.

The conceptualization of the learning activities aims for student
engagement and learning through different meaning frameworks,
various options, clear instructions, and individual support if
preferred. Personal relevance, choice and hands-on activities
applying theory to physical education practice may be supporting
factors for the engagement in light of situational interest in higher
education (Guo and Fryer, 2025). However, critical evaluation of
this concept’s effects still needs to be done.
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4 Evaluation strategy

The instructional design has not yet been evaluated. Based on
the author’s experiences and informal impressions, opportunities
for choice and self-organized learning phases are welcomed by
students as well as the option to inquiry feedback in early
phases of the working process. The structured guidelines to access
the subjects as well as detailed descriptions of tasks seem to
support the goal-oriented work. In addition, the moodle course
seems to offer goal-oriented working on the different tasks as
organizational questions are scarce. However in my perception,
the use of paths differs as the Path of the Teacher seems to
gather most attention, followed by the Path of the Researcher
and lastly the Path of the Explorer. This could be result of the
student’s perspective of becoming physical education teachers
but may be related to prior knowledge about teaching and
researching as well. These reasons still need to be investigated.
Moreover, the impact of the narrative approach on motivation
and learning will be subject to further evaluation. According to
the rationale of the instructional design, the evaluation strategy
presumably targets.

o Personal relevance (based on  structured and
semi-structured inquiry)
e Need satisfaction (based on structured and

semi-structured inquiry)

e Learning outcome (based on portfolios)

e General perception of the instructional design (based on semi-
structured inquiry)

Using a mixed-methods approach, the planned evaluation
should generate an overview about the motivational impact as
well as in-depth insights into the perception of the narrative
approach. This is due to the fact that the instructional design cannot
determine the individual significance associated by students. As
the paths represent a deduction of what may be associated with
the course and the broader context of academic studies based on
the lecturer’s perspective and professional experiences, the paths
do not necessarily align with personal matters. Furthermore, the
future qualitative insights will also shed light on the question of how
individualization is aligned with social experiences in the present
concept as students can work individually on their tasks without
frequent social interaction. In addition, the impact of material and
task redundancy will be analyzed. Hence, the implemented concept
is refined constantly. Finally, it is to mention that the development
of different pathways and materials for the course’s subjects
requires extensive preparation time for the lecturer compared to
one pathway.

5 Practical implications

The main rationale for this concept is the notion of providing
more than one learning pathway as students bring in individual
viewpoints and interests toward subjects and their professional
development. Due to the current lack of evaluation data,
the implications underscore the practical conclusions for the
development of narrative learning pathways in teacher education:
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i Narrative approaches can be used to create distinct learning
paths and individualization opportunities.

ii Different highlight the
subjects’ relevance and application in higher education

narratives contextuality — of
teacher education.

iii Using different narratives can offer opportunities to
discuss systemic points of view and criteria, for instance,
between science/research and teaching as well as their
potential intersection.

This instructional design does not claim to dissolve boundaries
between theory and practice or research and teaching but highlights
their distinction explicitly in different narratives shaping tasks and
their meaning. Regarding professionalization, the competence to
operate purposefully with these logics may be instructive.
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