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Abstract 
This study explored if the orientations towards instructing/coaching in physical activities (PA) 
and teaching physical education (PE) affect the perceived strengths in teaching PE at the primary 
level (PSTPEs). The orientations were considered as socializing factors into teaching PE. In this 
study, the perceived strengths were divided into discipline- and pupil-focused strengths. Online 
questionnaire was used to collect the data from 386 first year pre-service primary teachers before 
their first PE course of formal teacher education, to expose the acculturative influences of the 
orientations. Cross tabulation and logistic regression were used to analyze the relationships. The 
main results suggested that pre-service primary teachers with an instructing/coaching orienta-
tion perceived discipline-focused strengths (sportiness and teaching skills) as their assets in 
teaching PE contrasted by the finding that those with teaching orientation and without instruc-
tion/coaching orientation more likely perceived the pupil-focused empathy as their main asset. 
Even though, the associations were not strong, they exposed interesting directions of effects of 
acculturative socialization into teaching in terms of perceived strengths. This study adds to the 
existing research on teaching PE information of the acculturative formation of discipline- and pu-
pil-focused PSTPEs through instruction/coaching and teaching orientations. In order to develop 
the effectiveness of formal teacher education, we suggest widening and deepening the research of 
acculturative formation of the perceived strengths and particularly their practical influences on 
formal teacher training and later on their behavior while teaching PE. 
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1. Introduction 
Pre-service primary teachers enter the formal teacher education with different kinds of orientations formed dur-
ing their histories in cultural and social contexts (Faulkner et al., 2004; Garrett & Wrench, 2007; Matanin & 
Collier, 2003; Placek et al., 1995). The orientations can be divided into teaching orientation and coaching orien-
tation (Lawson, 1983). Especially, the physical education teacher education programs may be entered by persons 
with a desire to coach school sport and hence may be seen as a career contingency (Green, 2002; Hutchinson, 
1993; Richards & Templin, 2012). Coaching orientation is more common among men with team sports back-
grounds when women with non-traditional sports backgrounds tend to be more often teaching orientated 
(Curtner-Smith, 2001). 

Growing up to be teaching-oriented or coaching-oriented has been explained by socialization theory (Lawson, 
1983; Lortie, 1975). Acculturative socialization into teaching PE or into coaching and sports is a process of 
pre-training experiences and observations in teaching and sports environments. During this time, the prospective 
primary teachers subjectively form their values, attitudes and conceptions of the procedures, knowledge, skills 
and ways of interaction resulting in their orientations to the professions of teaching or coaching (Lawson, 1988) 
and furthermore in beliefs of PE and perceived strengths in teaching PE. Those who do not identify themselves 
as PE teachers are not likely to enter PETE programs (Spittle et al., 2009) may instead find themselves appro-
priate for primary teacher training because PE is a part of the profession of a class teacher.  

Although teaching PE and coaching sports share many commonalities, they are two different occupational 
roles with different aims and emphases (Konukman et al., 2011). The emphasis of PE is on supporting children’s 
holistic growth including personal, social and motor development when coaching mainly aims at finding the 
ways for being better than the others (Kirk, 2004). However, the similarities in the procedures and physical ac-
tivities may build a connecting bridge between them and consequently the beliefs about personal strengths in 
teaching PE may be influenced by participation in leisure time PA. 

There are several studies connecting the personal biographies, in terms of physical competence, physical ac-
tivity and school PE experiences as a pupil, to pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards teaching PE, intentions and 
perceived competence to teach PE (Callea et al., 2008; Faulkner & Reeves, 2000; Faulkner et al., 2004; Katene 
et al., 2000; Matanin & Collier, 2003; Morgan & Bourke, 2008; Penttinen, 2003). However, schooling and work 
experience in PA or PE are not usually included into the research settings even though they are likely to be a 
part of the histories of those with physically active and successful backgrounds. 

In addition to apprenticeship of observation during acculturation (Lortie, 1975), in PE and PA lessons or ex-
ercises, some prospective primary teachers also have pre-service work experience as substitute teachers, in-
structors or coaches. Every second Finnish pre-service primary teacher had regularly participated in organized 
sports team activities in some ways when every fifth did not have that kind of experience (Penttinen, 2003: p. 
62). In two Finnish studies, every fifth pre-service primary teacher had acquired schooling in instructing, refe-
reeing in sports activities and especially in coaching before the beginning of their formal teacher training (Au-
thor et al., 2012; Penttinen, 2003). Four out of ten male and 27% of the female PCTs had at least tens of hours of 
work experience in teaching PE. Every second male and every third female pre-service primary teacher had 
coaching or instructing work experience in physical activities including sports (Valtonen & Ruismäki, 2012). 

Penttinen found that a physically active background in terms of schooling and participating in sports teams, as 
well as the frequency of physical activities at the beginning of formal teacher training, correlated positively to 
pre-service teachers’ intentions to teach PE. The amount of schooling in coaching and instructing was not re-
lated to their preferences of objectives of PE in primary schools (Penttinen, 2003: p. 65). However, the back-
grounds in work experience and schooling may address the focuses or orientations of the PCTs. In a video ob-
servation study, pre-service PE teachers with no experience in teaching or coaching paid more attention to gen-
eral pedagogical knowledge and children while those with physically more active history more often focused on 
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content knowledge (Mitchell et al., 2005). 
Work experience may also influence the perceived competencies and values in teaching PE. American 

pre-service primary teachers with some teaching and coaching experience perceived a higher school PA pro-
moting competence and competence for teaching PE compared to their colleagues without similar work expe-
rience (Webster et al., 2010; Webster, 2011). Interestingly, the findings of Webster (2011) suggested that a six-
teen weeks PA promotion course was more effective for pre-service teachers without coaching history. In a Fin-
nish study, the first-year pre-service primary teachers with more schooling in PE or PA tended to bring up ver-
satility as a criterion of good PE at the primary level, when those with less schooling favored pupil-focused as-
pects like experiences of success, pupil-centeredness and cooperation (Valtonen & Ruismäki, 2012). Further-
more, the length of work experience in coaching or instructing in physical activities was positively related to 
bringing up fitness and versatility and negatively related to favoring pupil-centeredness and inclusion as crite-
rions of good PE at the primary level (Valtonen & Ruismäki, 2012).  

Physical education is in the primary schools mainly taught by generalist (non-specialist) class teachers whose 
PE studies in the formal teacher education are brief. Therefore, the impact of studies may be weak (DeCorby et 
al., 2005). Consequently, they later as primary teachers, may rely on their individual acculturative observations 
and experiences in PE and PA when teaching PE (Barney & Deutsch, 2009). Therefore, it is important to study 
the acculturative influences of schooling and work experience on the formation of generalist teachers’ beliefs. 
They set the starting point for formal teacher training and influence what is learned during the formal teacher 
education (Capel & Katene, 2000; Curtner-Smith, 2001; Doolittle et al., 1993; Hutchinson, 1993; Lawson, 1983; 
Lortie, 1975; Matanin & Collier, 2003; Pajares, 1992; Placek et al., 1995; Randall & Maeda, 2010; Richardson, 
2003). 

The purpose of this study was to explore if the orientations towards teaching or instructing/coaching are re-
lated to pre-service teachers’ perceived strengths in teaching PE at the primary level. We wanted to expose their 
acculturative influences before the formal teacher training. Previous research with the focus in perceived 
strengths in teaching is hard to find, even though we know, that the formal teacher education is strongly influ-
enced by the backgrounds and consequently the orientations of the prospective primary teachers. Our first re-
search task was to study how the orientation towards instructing/coaching is related to pre-service primary 
teachers’ perceived strengths in teaching PE at the primary level (PSTPEs). The second task was to explore how 
the orientation towards teaching was related to PSTPEs. 

2. Methods 
2.1. Participants 
This study was addressed to the first-year primary teacher students at the University of Helsinki in Finland. Pri-
mary teachers, after graduation, are qualified to teach all the subjects at the primary level (grades 0 - 6) when the 
pupils’ ages vary from six to thirteen. The participants were first year students from the academic years 2007- 
2010. The resulting 386 participants covered 83% of the population of 467 students comprising 320 (83%) fe-
male and 66 (17%) male students which was equal to the gender proportion of the total population. Therefore, 
the participants represent close to a random sample of the stream of students. The participants’ mean age was 
24.7 years. 

2.2. Data Collection 
We used a large online questionnaire consisted of 72 items to provide information about the demographics of the 
respondents and their physical education and leisure time physical activity backgrounds. The questions used in 
this study are described in the chapter 2.3. This questionnaire was to be completed before the participants began 
their first course of PE studies. The respondents were informed that the purpose of the enquiry was firstly to 
help them to recognize their own PA backgrounds as a part of their teacher development and secondly to devel-
op the curriculum of PE studies. They were also informed that their unidentified answers would be used in a re-
search. 

2.3. Variables 
In this study, we used the categorizations of the background variables of same data in different research settings 
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previously reported by Valtonen and Ruismäki (2012). 
Orientation towards instructing/coaching was studied using the length of schooling and work experience 

accomplished in instruction or coaching in physical activities before entering the formal teacher education. 
Schooling was initially requested with an open-ended question: “What kinds of schooling have you accom-

plished in PE and instructing or coaching in physical activities?” The majority (94%) of the courses was of in-
structing/coaching and therefore schooling was considered as a measure of orientation towards instructing/ 
coaching. The lengths of the different courses and studies were checked using the web pages of the schooling 
organizations and summed to obtain the total length of schooling into three categories: 1) twenty hours or less, 2) 
tens of hours and 3) hundred hours or more. 

Work experience in instructing or coaching (PA work experience) included work experience in physical ac-
tivities (in sports clubs, organizations etc.) was asked with a multiple-choice question. The categories are: 1) ten 
hours or less, 2) tens of hours and 3) hundred hours or more of PA work experience. 

Orientation towards teaching was measured by the length of work experience in (substitute) teaching PE at 
the primary level (PE work experience). It was obtained using a multiple-choice question. These categories are: 
1) ten hours or less, 2) tens of hours and 3) hundred hours or more PE work experience at the primary level. 

The dependent variable, perceived strengths of teaching PE at the primary level (PSTPEs), was requested 
using an open-ended question: “What do you consider to be your strengths of teaching PE at the primary level? 
Answer even if you do not have any work experience.”  

We made a content analysis and formed six data based categories: sportiness, teaching skills, positive attitude, 
encouraging, empathy and set no stress. Additionally, the categories were divided into the discipline-focused or 
pupil-focused strengths what is a commonly used distinction in the studies of teachers’ beliefs about learning 
and teaching (Meirink et al., 2009). 

Discipline-focused perceived strengths were sportiness, teaching skills and positive attitude towards PE and 
PE. Sportiness was mentioned by every third respondent (37%). This category includes the perceived strengths 
like physically active background, good sports skills and physical fitness. Teaching skills (19%) includes strengths 
like teaching and planning skills, group management, creativeness, work experience and self-confidence in 
teaching/instruction. Third discipline-focused strength was positive attitude towards PE and PA (32%) where the 
reported qualities emphasized positive attitude towards and excitement in physical education or physical activi-
ties. 

Pupil-focused PSTPEs were empathy (22%), encouragement (22%) and set no pressure (10%). Encourage-
ment describes the qualities of encouraging, motivating and inspiring the pupils in PE. Empathy is a category of 
observing and paying attention to all pupils, understanding and/or identifying to pupils who are not enjoying PE 
and to pupils with low sports skills or problems in learning sports skills. Set no pressure includes strengths like 
not setting any performance pressures, no comparing and competition, enjoyable and fun PE and working to-
gether. 

2.4. Data Analysis 
We used SPSS Statistics 20 software to cross tabulate the background variables and PSTPEs to examine their 
relationships. The significance of differences was studied using the χ2 test and the effect size was estimated us-
ing Cramer’s V what is typically used to represent strength of association from χ2 analyses (Meirink et al., 2009; 
Ferguson, 2009). 

Furthermore, we used binary logistic regression analysis to evaluate the associations when the other back-
ground variables were controlled. Logistic regression was used to pull together the results of the independent 
variables. Results are presented as odds ratios (OR) which are at the same time effect sizes. 

3. Results 
3.1. Relationships between the Orientation towards Instruction/Coaching and PSTPEs 
To answer our first research question, we found implications that instruction/coaching orientation seemed to 
have two-folded relationships to perceived strengths: Instruction/coaching-oriented respondents tended to 
perceive discipline-focused strengths when their colleagues considered pupil-focused strengths as their assets 
(Table 1). 
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Table 1. Cross tabulation of the orientations and perceived strengths in teaching physical education at the primary level.     

    PSTPEs 

    Focus on discipline Focus on pupils 

    Sportiness Teaching skills Positive attitude Empathy Set no 
pressure Encouragement 

Orientation Background 
variable Categories N % % % % % % 

Instructing/ 
coaching 

Schooling 
in PA/PE 

≥100 hr 13 62 62 31 0 0 8 

Tens of hr 63 49 25 27 11 6 27 

≤20 hr 310 34 16 33 25 11 21 

PA work 
experience 

≥100 hr 89 53 38 29 11 5 22 

Tens of hr 61 43 13 41 16 5 27 

≤10 hr 236 30 13 31 27 14 18 

Teaching PE work 
experience 

≥100 hr 31 45 29 29 23 0 32 

Tens of hr 82 35 27 43 22 10 22 

≤10 hr 271 37 15 30 22 11 21 

Percentages in bold signify statistically significant relations. Percentages of the rows do not sum up to 100% because the respondents may  
have reported several strengths. 

 
More precisely, the length of schooling was positively related to bringing up discipline-focused strengths like 

sportiness (χ2 (2, n = 386) = 8.64, p < .05, V = .15) and teaching skills (χ2 (2, n = 386) = 19.70, p < .001, V 
= .23) as PSTPEs. Mentioning teaching skills as a PSTPE was four times and sportiness twice more common 
among the respondents with longest schooling compared to those with shortest schooling. In addition, the length 
of PA work experience was also positively related to perceiving the same discipline-focused strengths sportiness 
(χ2 (2, n = 386) = 15.15, p < .01, V = .20) and teaching skills (χ2 (2, n = 386) = 29.14, p < .001, V = .28) as their 
assets in teaching PE at the primary level. Respondents with the longest PA work experiences perceived sporti-
ness almost twice more often and teaching skills three times more often, as their PSTPEs, compared to those 
with the shortest work experience (Table 1). 

On the reverse of the coin, bringing up pupil-focused strengths like empathy (χ2 (2, n = 386) = 10.80, p < .01, 
V = .17) and set no pressure (χ2 (2, n = 386) = 7.99, p < .01, V = .14) as perceived strengths were more common 
among the students with shortest work experience in instructing or coaching. Similarly, perceiving pupil-focused 
strengths empathy (χ2 (2, n = 386) = 9.54, p < .01, V = .16) and (suggestively) set no pressure as PSTPEs were 
more common among the students with shorter schooling. When every fourth of the respondents with the short-
est schooling perceived empathy as their strength, none of their colleagues with longest schooling considered it 
as their asset in teaching PE (Table 1). 

3.2. Relationships between the Orientation towards Teaching and PSTPEs 
To answer the second research question, the PE work experience was positively related only to mentioning dis-
cipline-focused teaching skills (χ2 (2, n = 384) = 8.00, p < .01, V = .14). It was a perceived strength of almost 
every third respondent with the longest work experience in PE when every sixth respondent with the shortest 
work experience considered it as their asset in teaching PE at the primary level (Table 1). 

3.3. Pulling the Results Together with Logistic Regression 
Answering the first research question, the logistic regression analysis supported the relationships between in-
structing/coaching-oriented PA work experience and discipline-focused perceived strengths sportiness (OR = 1.5, 
95% CI1.15 - 2.06) and teaching skills (OR = 1.7, 95% CI1.21 - 2.39) found in the cross tabulations. The proba-
bility to perceive discipline-focused sportiness and teaching skills as strengths increased when having more PA 
work experience. Additionally, the associations between instruction/coaching-oriented schooling and perceiving 
discipline-focused sportiness and teaching skills as strengths were parallel but not statistically significant 
(Table 2). 
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Table 2. Odds ratios for PSTPEs according to background variables.                                               

Orientation Background variable PSTPE Focus Odds ratio 95% CI 

Instructing/ 
coaching 

schooling 
≤10 hr => tens of hr => ≥100 hr 

sportiness 

dis 

1.4 0.85 - 2.17 

teachingskills 1.5 0.93 - 2.58 

positiveattitude 0.8 0.46 - 1.28 

empathy 

pup 

0.4 0.19 - 0.96 

set no pressure 0.7 0.26 - 2.11 

encouragement 0.8 0.49 - 1.48 

PA work experience 
≤20 hr => tens of hr => ≥100 hr 

sportiness 

dis 

1.5 1.15 - 2.06 

teachingskills 1.7 1.21 - 2.39 

positiveattitude 1.0 0.74 - 1.35 

empathy 

pup 

0.6 0.43 - 0.93 

set no pressure 0.6 0.33 - 1.07 

encouragement 1.1 0.78 - 1.53 

Teaching PE work experience 
≤10 hr => tens of hr => ≥100 hr 

sportiness 

dis 

0.9 0.60 - 1.22 

teachingskills 1.2 0.83 - 1.85 

positiveattitude 1.2 0.88 - 1.78 

empathy 

pup 

1.4 0.92 - 2.14 

set no pressure 0.7 0.35 - 1.45 

encouragement 1.3 0.85 - 1.85 

Statistically significant relations are in bold text. 

Focus: discipline = dis, pupil = pup 

 
Reverse associations between instructing/coaching-oriented PA-work experience (OR = 0.6, 95% CI0.43 - 

0.93) and schooling (OR = 0.4, 95% CI0.19 - 0.96) and pupil-focused empathy was also supported by the logis-
tic regression. Having more schooling or work experience decreased the probability to perceive empathy as 
strength (Table 2). 

Answering the second research question, teaching-oriented PE work experience was not, according to the re-
gression analysis, associated to any of the PSTPEs even though the cross tabulation found a relationship to 
teaching skills as a strength. However, we considered that the probability (OR = 1.4, 95% CI0.92 - 2.14) to 
perceive empathy as a strength when having more PE work experience was meaningful because it was of oppo-
site direction compared to the effects of the instructing/coaching-orientations (Table 2). 

4. Discussion 
The main results of this study suggested that instructing/coaching orientation has a two-folded effect to the per-
ceived strengths of pre-service primary teachers measured at the beginning of their formal teacher education. 
Firstly, those with longer work experience and schooling in instructing or coaching of physical activities more 
likely perceived discipline-focused sportiness and teaching skills as strengths in teaching PE at the primary level. 
In contrary, perceiving the pupil-focused empathy seemed to be a strength of those with, at most, modest work 
experience and schooling. Statistically significant associations between teaching orientation and perceived 
strengths were not found. However, teaching oriented respondents differed from the instruction/coaching 
oriented ones perceiving more likely empathy but not sportiness as their strength. 

Perceiving strengths in teaching of physical education at the primary level actually reflects the acculturatively 
developed values of the pre-service teachers. When bringing up their perceived strengths, for instance sportiness, 
the respondents at the same time (un)consciously consider that teacher’s sportiness is a quality needed in teach-
ing PE. 

Why did the instruction/coaching oriented respondents perceive sportiness as their strength? Our study, does 
not give an objective answer to that question but we found that schooling and PA work experience had a mutual 



J. Valtonen et al. 
 

 
960 

modest correlation. One sophisticated explanation of this connection and moreover of a chain of incidents sug-
gests that, those who are working as instructors or coaches have likely been advised to enroll in suitable courses 
to improve their skills and knowledge, or they may at first have accomplished some courses and then started to 
instruct or coach. To go further backwards, these respondents most likely were initially sportive and physically 
competent because they chose to work to or school themselves in instructing or coaching in physical activities. 
When physical education is constructed around physical activities it is logical that they perceive sportiness as 
their strength. 

Considering teaching skills as strength in teaching PE is not a surprise. It is obvious to expect that a teacher 
possess teaching skills. However, explaining the positive relationship between instructing/coaching-orientation 
and discipline-focused teaching skills is interesting. Is it actually so, that schooling and work experience in 
physical activities would provide the prospective teachers with perceived teaching skills? Several studies sup-
port the finding that the pre-service teachers with more schooling and PA work experience feel more confident 
about their teaching skills after completing courses and/or working as an instructor or a coach. For instance, 
prospective class teachers with teaching and coaching experience have been found to perceive a higher compe-
tence for teaching PE and promoting school PA (Webster et al., 2010; Webster, 2011). Furthermore, the finding 
that they, more often than their mates, intend to teach PE after graduation (Penttinen, 2003: p. 65) suggests that 
they perceive themselves to be confident in teaching PE. Mitchell et al. (2005) made suggestive findings that 
those with more experience in playing, teaching or coaching pay more attention to pedagogical content know-
ledge during PE lessons, which probably indicates their perceived competence of teaching as well. 

As a distinct from the above discussed results, the pre-service teachers with less schooling and PA work ex-
perience tended to emphasize pupil-focused empathy and set no pressure as their PSTPEs. Our finding is in line 
with the study of Mitchell et al. (2005) suggesting that the pre-service teachers with no experience in playing, 
teaching or coaching pay more attention to general pedagogical knowledge and children instead of the contents. 
Why did they perceive these general or pupil-focused strengths and not discipline-focused sportiness or teaching 
skills? One chain of explanation stems from the orientation. Those who are oriented towards instructing or 
coaching in terms of schooling and work experience have likely been skilful and successful pupils and expe-
rienced good PE when their mates with no orientation are more likely to have a not that positive history. Sup-
porting our findings, the experiences of poor quality PE have been found to lead to favor a non-teaching strategy 
and to increase teachers’ sensitivity to observe and notice the needs of pupils with lower levels of physical 
competence (Morgan & Hansen, 2008). In accordance with these findings, the first-year PCTs with a passive PA 
background favored child centeredness and safety as qualities of good PE (Valtonen et al., 2012). Focusing on 
pupils may also be a result of not possessing the sports and teaching skills but also a result of negative expe-
riences like failure, fear, losing, not being selected for games and activities etc. These students may be more 
sensitive and understand pupils in similar situations during PE classes whilst a successful background may even 
alienate the PE teacher from the experiences of pupils who are not interested in PE (Rich, 2004).  

Associations between teaching orientation and perceiving pupil-focused empathy but not discipline-focused 
sportiness as a strength were interesting, even though they were not statistically significant, because they were 
the main differences between the perceived strengths of the two orientations of this study. This finding raises the 
question of the similarities between teaching oriented and not-instruction/coaching oriented pre-service teachers. 
Is it so that the teaching oriented pre-service teachers lack the skills and competence of physical activities and 
therefore lean on empathy as a way of approaching PE? 

Some limitations in this study should be acknowledged. Perceived strengths in teaching PE at the primary 
level were requested with an open-ended question. This method did not provide the researchers with the weights 
of the perceived strengths. When the respondents brought up a perceived strength they did not directly claim that 
the other categories are their weaknesses. However, we considered an open-ended question would provide us 
with authentic and formal-training-free data of PCTs’ perceived strengths in teaching physical education. Addi-
tionally, the effect sizes in the cross tabulation were quite small varying from .14 to .28, which is over the 
cut-off level of a weak effect (.10) but below the cut-off level of medium effect size (.30) suggested by Cohen 
(1992). However, the effect sizes in the social sciences are quite often very small (Cohen, 1992; Rosnow & Ro-
senthal, 2003) and there is no agreement about their magnitude levels. 

5. Conclusion 
Our results imply that perceived strengths in teaching PE at the primary level stem from different ways of 
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acculturation into teaching physical education. Pre-service teachers seem to draw their perceived strengths from 
their differently oriented personal histories and potentials. Therefore, they begin their formal teacher education 
from divergent starting points.  

This study adds to the existing research on teaching PE information of the acculturative formation of discip-
line- and pupil-focused PSTPEs through orientations towards instruction/coaching and teaching. This study 
suggests that we should widen and deepen the research of the acculturative formation of the perceived strengths 
and particularly their practical influences on formal teacher training and later on their behavior while teaching 
PE. 

Formal teacher education needs to be aware of these perceived strengths to be able to confront them already at 
the beginning of the studies. Otherwise, the focuses of the pre-service primary teachers in their studies may re-
main restricted. Later, they may (un)consciously teach PE through their perceived strengths instead of a syste-
matic and holistic understanding of physical education. 
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