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Abstract: Following the UNESCO guidelines for Quality Physical Education, this participatory action
research study aimed to explore the potential of a Community of Practice (CoP) to empower both
schoolteacher educators and preservice teachers (PSTs) to become practitioners—researchers in order
to achieve inclusive practices in Physical Education (PE). This study involved a partnership between
a university in North Portugal and four cooperating schools. CoP participants were six teacher
educators and four cooperating teachers (CTs) who work with twelve PSTs in the schools where
they developed their teaching practices. Data collection included focus groups with CoP members
and PSTs, CoP meetings, and school placement meetings. A thematic inductive-deductive analysis
revealed that CTs were actively engaged in the CoP, achieving mutual involvement and a shared
repertoire, and making friendships beyond the CoP. Becoming practitioners-researchers made CTs
more critical of their teaching and supervisory roles. Supporting PSTs to be practitioners—researchers
was challenging, mostly due to PSTs’ lack of content knowledge, which made it difficult to identify
the students’ problems in engaging with the proposed activities and how to solve them. Both CTs
and PSTs highlighted the value of the CoP in gaining confidence and knowledge to improve their
teaching to become more inclusive.

Keywords: communities of practice; PETE programmes; practitioner-researcher; inclusion

1. Introduction

Nowadays, one of the main challenges that teachers face in schools is student diversity.
The sustainability of inclusive practices depends on adopting a positive attitude towards
diversity, valuing and belief in social learning, and gaining confidence and competence
to ensure access, participation, and achievement for all students [1-3]. Teachers need to
experience the benefits of inclusive practices through training, school support, and univer-
sity collaboration through in-service and preservice inclusion-oriented programmes [4-8].
Despite the efforts of pedagogy and didactic courses to change PE towards meaningful
participation and learning, preservice teachers (PSTs) remain unprepared to solve problems
of marginalisation, exclusion, and underachievement [9-11].

The investment in teacher preparation for inclusive education is a high-priority en-
deavour for our research team. Historically, our concerns encompassed the following:
(a) opportunity to participate in PE activities; (b) the pedagogical content knowledge of
PE teachers to make content teachable and accessible to all their students; (c) the student-
centred games-based pedagogy with a focus on inclusion and collaborative learning; and
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(d) the development of professional competence, the usefulness of reflective practices,
and (re)construction of professional identity in the context of initial teacher education.
The research team is interested in changing teaching practices towards student-centred
approaches with inclusive purposes [12]. To achieve this, the plan intends to invest in the
transformational power of CoP and the use of action research [4,13,14], both framed on
a theory of action to empower PST professional development [15]. The teacher educators
who are part of the research team are required to highlight the importance of PSTs becoming
practitioners-researchers as a process for driving their own growth. For this, it is necessary
to use collaboration to encourage PSTs to take risks with their teaching and to promote
a broad view of potential collaborators, namely the students as partners in action research.

For Zeichner et al. [16], the detachment between universities and schools is a barrier
to democratic teacher education. Dialogue with schools renders the opportunity for re-
ciprocal learning. Oates and Bignell [17] notice that the partnership between schools and
universities is not new but needs to go further, i.e., move away from joint school-university
collaborations where the university is the lead and the schools are the research contexts,
and from models of collaboration between schools supported by university facilitators.
What is often missing is partnerships in which all participants—teachers and university
researchers—are seen as experts, facilitators, and critical friends on an equal footing. This
more balanced approach is essential for truly integrating theory, research, and practice in
the classroom [18] and needs to be studied and addressed in PETE programmes.

Preparing teachers for an inclusive education requires meaningful relationships be-
tween schools, universities, and student teachers, constructed upon the commitment to take
care of all students’ learning [5,6,8,13,19]. The literature (e.g., refs. [9,11,20] highlights that
there is huge evidence of problems of presence (access), participation, and achievement in
PE classes. Gender, skill level, and additional educational needs, fused with race and social
status, impart considerable percentages of students at risk of marginalisation, alienation,
and underachievement. There is limited research on how PE teacher preparation addresses
these issues.

University and schools need to mind the communicational gap [16,19], working
together to change PSTs” perspectives and practices from the highly dominant teacher-
centred, multi-activity, sports skills approaches, restrained by their apprenticeship of
observation and their need to control students’ behaviour, towards a student-centred
PE curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment, attending to student diversity and inclusion
barriers [4,6]. It is, therefore, necessary to make the school-university partnership more
dialogical and collaborative, giving space to the co-construction of knowledge [21]. This
implies designing teacher education within the profession and reinforcing identities and
practices [22,23], which must be informed by research [24]. In this collaborative endeavour,
teacher educators, i.e., “all those who actively facilitate the (formal) learning of student
teachers and teachers” [25] (p.8), need to work together in favour of a movement to
reconfigure the school-university partnership. This reconfiguration can be supported by
the creation of CoP characterised by constructive collaborative work between the various
training stakeholders, ideally extending the triad of schoolteacher educators, university
teacher educators, and students in initial training to other schoolteachers [21]. Teacher
educators and PSTs should reflect together to identify and understand the demands of
teaching and the school; the challenges of education and teaching about teaching; and the
problems of teaching from different angles to empower teachers (future and in-service)
with the knowledge and competencies that will enable them to respond to the demands of
teaching and the school [26]. The authors believe in collaborative CoP practices involved in
the research of one’s practice as the path that can support the professional development of
teachers in initial and ongoing education.

This paper will focus on partnerships as collaborative arrangements between schools
and universities, extending beyond merely supporting student-teacher education in prac-
tical, preservice settings. The aim is to explore the potential of the CoPs (that include
PSTs, teacher educators from schools and universities) to empower both schoolteacher
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educators and PST as practitioners-researchers towards inclusive practices in Physical
Education. This study addresses the following research questions: (1) How do teacher
educators achieve mutual involvement, share a repertoire, and undertake joint activities
within the CoP? (2) To what extent does the affective and instrumental commitment among
the CoP participants allow them to be positioned as practitioners-researchers? (3) What
challenges does the CoP face in supporting PSTs to enact inclusive practices?

1.1. Theoretical Framework
1.1.1. Fostering Teacher Development through Communities of Practice

CoP can be understood as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems,
or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by
interacting on an ongoing basis” [27] (p.4).

CoP is rooted in the situational learning perspective, which argues that participants
must engage in social practices [28]. Wenger [29] also supports this perspective, highlight-
ing that learning is a social phenomenon that occurs daily through individuals” experiences
and participation in similar groups, such as communities or organisations.

The effectiveness of a CoP depends on creating spaces for sharing, requiring par-
ticipants to (i) engage in mutual involvement—participants get involved in actions by
negotiating meanings; (ii) undertake jointly—a collective process of negotiation that reflects
the complexity of mutual involvement, generating relationships of reciprocal responsibility
between participants; and (iii) share a repertoire—a repertoire of words, routines, symbols,
gestures, or other elements produced and adopted by the community in its practices [29].
Practices within the community play a crucial role, as learning is intrinsically linked to
a sense of belonging since being part of a CoP tends to cultivate a sense of security and
privilege in its members [27,30]. These collaborative spaces can be powerful in teacher
education by involving educators from both schools and universities in supporting teacher
candidates, especially during their school placements.

Parker et al. [31] and Lee et al. [32], in their literature reviews, emphasise the sig-
nificant value of CoPs for teachers’ continuous professional development, noting that
learning communities in PE, whether physical or virtual, are highly effective in fostering
professional growth. Parker et al. [31] underlines that successful facilitation strategies
require creating a safe learning environment with a shared commitment, ensuring that
teachers are not merely replicating others’ ideas, which is essential for practice change [33].
Lee et al. [32] highlights the need for affective, instrumental, and moral commitment to
build a cohesive and socially regulated community, addressing challenges faced by teachers
and schools through collaborative activity to improve educational processes. The instru-
mental commitment tends to be the most prevalent, driven by the perceived benefits of
knowledge capital and social connections, and the moral appears to be the most important
to maintain the CoP.

Smith and Sela [34] emphasised the importance of teacher support in helping PSTs
overcome difficulties during school placements, particularly in dealing with challenges
and unfamiliar teaching [35]. Listening, participating, and interacting with other PSTs aids
their learning and fosters the growth of the COP [4,36]. Additionally, PSTs value research
collaboration and mentor support for developing their research skills [37]. It is important to
ensure that the interaction is a two-way process, promoting the professional development
of both teachers and PSTs [36,38,39].

1.1.2. Enhancing Teacher Professional Development through Practitioner Research

In recent decades, the ideas of the teacher as a researcher of practice and the teacher
who engages in research have been gaining ground [40]. Cordingley [41] highlights
an important differentiation between professionals (of teaching) who use research and
those who conduct research, stating that “Their entry point is improving teaching and
enhancing learning and that is where their priority stays. They see themselves as engaging
with research but not in it” (p. 85).
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Research into one’s professional practice involves engaging in research-based learn-
ing [42,43]. This entails professionals systematically researching topics related to their
professional domains to generate useful knowledge that can be mobilised in practical
settings [42,44].

Recent literature reviews by Jones et al. [45], Bacak and Byker [46], and Brooks [47]
all point out interfaces between the practitioner-researcher and teachers” professional
development. Jones et al. [45] emphasise the idea that translational research is a democratic
process, where teachers critically develop and use research to support their classroom
practices. They stress the need for a collaborative relationship between teachers and
researchers, where teachers are active, namely as leaders, rather than passive participants.
It is necessary to build a culture of trust and equality between teachers and researchers and
to be genuinely committed to learning from and supporting each other.

Brooks [48] also stresses the importance of dialogue between teachers and academia
for the co-construction of knowledge. Bacak and Byker [46] add that preparing future
teachers for research-based teaching is essential in the collaboration between schools and
universities. The authors used the theoretical lens developed by Banchi and Bell [49]
to structure the research-based teaching process. This framework considers the amount
of information and guidance provided to the student and integrates the voices of both
teachers and students. The highlighted strategies include action research projects and
community-based research learning. Action research projects aim to place students in
the role of teachers by investigating real problems in classroom practice. On the other
hand, community-based research learning involves students engaging with communities
to facilitate experiential learning [46].

It is therefore important to recognise the fluid nature of research in the education
of future teachers and to adopt a dynamic approach to prepare them for this challenge.
Professional development should be viewed as a continuum process that spans from
initial education to ongoing training [36]. This approach puts the responsibility for their
professional development and engagement with research on teachers and PSTs.

Strengthening horizontal and democratic collaboration between schools and universi-
ties, especially in school placements, underpinned by research into practice, emerges as
a way forward to improve teachers’ professional development.

2. Methodology

This study is part of a broader project based upon the assumption that the social roots
of knowledge and practice become more powerful when produced through collaborative
action [13,14]. This is a participatory action research study framed upon the scaffold of a CoP
to support PSTs in their school placement to design and implement PE inclusive practices in
team games and fitness education. PSTs were challenged to engage in practitioner research,
attempting to develop a deeper understanding of their practice contexts and to build their
own capacity to deal with students’ diversity. This approach is a fundamental tool to develop
tailored designs focused on all students’ full participation and learning by enacting in all
students a sense of belonging, equity, and motivation for a meaningful, pleasurable, and
healthy lifestyle. In methodological terms, the participatory action research aimed to support
PSTs’ professional development concerning the characteristics of a practitioner-researcher,
aiming to generate new knowledge, skills and perspectives, practices, and student outcomes
within the framework of Quality Physical Education and inclusive practices.

2.1. Participants and Study Context

The participants of this study are part of a CoP constituted by four cooperating teachers
(CTs) from schools (two men and two women) whose ages ranged between 51 and 66 years
old and three teacher educators (TEs) from the university (two women and one man) whose
ages ranged between 52 and 65 years old. TEs have considerable teaching experience (more
than 25 years) and research production around teacher education, educational research,
curriculum development, sport pedagogy, and PE-specific didactics such as team sports.
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CTs have great experience in mentoring PSTs (one with 24 years, two with 13 years, and the
other with 6 years) and in teaching PE (more than 25 years). CTs work in different regions
(urban, interior, and coastal) and deal with different student characteristics (such as those
with a low socioeconomic background).

The CoP constituted by the CT5s has been running for four years now, facilitated by the prin-
cipal researcher (supervisor of the faculty) who has been collaborating with them in supporting
the PSTs. The broader project was created based on this CoP and PSTs deficit curricular areas
identified by these schoolteachers. This focus on the supervision of PSTs to include all students
happened firstly through a focus on physical fitness and later on invasion games.

Based on this, 12 PSTs (5 women and 7 men, age ranges between 22 and 31 years old)
were invited to take part in this project as a result of their placement being in these CTs
schools—convenient sampling. The PSTs voluntarily accepted to participate after being
familiar with the project aims, as well as being given the option to not participate or to with-
draw at any point from the study. The involved PSTs are part of a two-year master’s degree
programme from a Portuguese public university, and only one had previous experience in
PE teaching. The first year of the programme takes place at the university, while the second
takes place mostly at a school (only Mondays at the university). PSTs are distributed in
groups of 3—4 in each school and teach schoolteacher’s classes, one full-time and the other
one shared across the PSTs. Besides teaching responsibilities, they also have management
responsibilities (e.g., organise some event) and have to conduct a study of their own. To
qualify as a teacher, PSTs will have to show evidence of quality in these three areas by
writing a school placement report that captures their school experience and by presenting
and defending this document publicly at the university.

All students (approximately 252) from the CT classes, where PSTs conduct their
teaching practice, participated (12 classes; approximately 21 students per class). The classes
have a mix of genders, with some having more boys than girls. The students also differ in
motor skill level, behaviour, and motivation for practice. Three classes include students
with special educational needs, specifically in terms of cognition. Before they join the study,
school directors had to sign an agreement for the study to take place, and then students
and their guardians/parents had to sign a consent form where they agreed with the study
and their participation. No personal information was collected about the students. Data
from PSTs and CoP were anonymised using pseudonyms. The study was approved by
the local Ethics Committee of the university where the PSTs were pursuing their master’s
degree (reference number 24-2023)

2.2. Study Design

The study took place in the academic year 2022/23, from October to June (Table 1),
and involved a partnership between a university from the North Porto region and four
cooperating schools. In each school, a PE CT worked with three PSTs for year-long school
placements (SPs), developing their teaching practice in the CT classes. The CoP met weekly
on Mondays (first two months), and then every three/four weeks.

Table 1. Phases of the study.

Phase 1
(September and October)

Diagnosing students’ diversity and preparing PSTs for researching their practice for
inclusion. The main aim of this phase is to diagnose students” diversity and empower PSTs
to become practitioners-researchers, having as a starting point the establishments and
understanding and acknowledging student diversity within the classes they teach.

Phase 2
(October and November)

Organisation of seminars at the university to discuss inclusive practices in PE:

e One about Quality PE;
One about invasion games in an inclusive perspective: basketball, European handball,
and soccer;

e  Two about fitness education—wellness education model [50] principles;
implementation strategies in a self-regulatory perspective.
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Table 1. Cont.

Process of PSTs (re)designing and teaching inclusive practices was scaffolded by the CoP
(TE specific didactics from the university supported the process) in two main areas of the PE
Portuguese curriculum—fitness education and team sports. Redesigning the process

Phase 3 involves (a) making decisions on what strategies are most likely to address student
(November to May) . . . . . . L
diversity, (b) answering their learning needs, (c) optimizing access, participation, and
inclusion, (d) observing and reflecting on the outcomes of the tried strategies, and their
implications for the process.
Phase 4 (May and June) Post-intervention: Two CoP meetings to evaluate the value and meaning of the experience,

including PST practices, student outcomes, difficulties, challenges, and achievements.

2.3. Data Collection

Data collection comprised focus groups with the CoP (two) and with the PST (two), as
well as CoP meetings (17) and school placement meetings (15) along the school year.

2.4. Community of Practice Focus Group

One focus group took place in the first stage of phase 3 (February) and the other at
the end of phase 4 (June). All CoP members were involved, with the principal researcher
acting as a facilitator. Each focus group lasted, on average, 90 min. Both of the focus groups
explored themes such as the challenges and difficulties of the PSTs to address inclusive
practices and the benefits of participating in the CoP. Examples of questions used include:
(i) what are the main difficulties that PSTs face to include all students in their classes?;
(ii) how do they try to overcome the obstacles?; (iii) what is the significance of being part
of this group of TE?; and (iv) what have you learned during these months of working
collaboratively? The recorded focus groups were transcribed verbatim and passed to the
CoP members who read and approved the accuracy of the transcripts.

2.5. PSTs Focus Group

All PSTs participated in two focus groups: one in phase two (February) and one in
phase four (June). The principal investigator facilitated the two focus groups that lasted, on
average, 70 min. The main aim was to capture the experiences along the school placement
in researching their practices to answer to students’ diversity. It consists of questions like (i)
how much value did you ascribe to your research practices? and (ii) how did you attempt
to solve the problems of the access, participation, and achievement of your students in
fitness education and team games? Focus groups were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
sent to PSTs who read and approved the accuracy of the transcripts.

2.6. Community of Practices Meetings

Throughout the study, regular CoP meetings were held in accordance with the aims of
each study phase. In these meetings, reflections focused on the challenges and difficulties of
supporting the practices of the PSTs during their placement and exploring possible ways to
overcome them. These meetings took place at the university on Mondays, with one or more
TEs facilitating according to the theme under discussion. For example, when the theme
was physical fitness, one of the CTs who specialised in that area served as the facilitator.
Each session lasted, on average, 70 min. Sessions were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

2.7. School Placement Meetings

Throughout the study, there were 15 meetings held to support PSTs in implementing
inclusive practices. Discussions in these meetings revolved around faced challenges,
difficulties, and discoveries, aiming to improve and gain understanding on how and what
to address moving forward. These meetings mostly happened at the school placements
with the group of PSTs, the CT, and the supervisor from the university. Others happened at
the university with the PSTs and the teacher educator specialist in a specific didactic. Each
meeting lasted, on average, 60 min. Meetings were recorded and transcribed verbatim.
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3. Data Analysis

A thematic inductive-deductive analysis procedure was employed across all data,
keeping in mind the aim of the study and the theoretical framework and following the
data from focus groups and meetings. Data analysis followed a three-component flow
process: data condensation, data display, and conclusion drawing [51], with the researcher
moving between these components. So, the analysis began with the establishment of
students’ diversity and PSTs’ preparation for researching their practice for inclusion. The
ongoing analysis informed the design of the CoP sessions, the school placement meetings,
and the focus groups. Data were constantly triangulated across the different sources for
a more comprehensive understanding of the CoP dynamics and PST practices. Data from
different sources were read and examined incident by incident, highlighting the relevant
extracts. These were then coded independently by two researchers. These initial codes
were compared and discussed until an agreement was reached on what codes would be
kept. After that decision, codes were refined and merged by proximity. For example,
PST lack of knowledge, difficulty in observing and adapting team games, difficulty in
engaging students in physical fitness, difficulty in finding solutions to the problems faced
in practice, and the challenges and difficulties faced in supporting PSTs towards becoming
practitioners-researchers.

The final triangulation of the data from different sources resulted in the following
themes: (i) fostering professional learning through community engagement; (ii) nurturing
community and friendship beyond the CoP; (iii) questioning and transforming understand-
ings and practices towards inclusiveness; (iv) reconfiguring the mentoring process; and
(v) challenges and difficulties in supporting PSTs to act as practitioners-researchers.

4. Results
4.1. Fostering Professional Learning through Community Engagement

The data show that through open and democratic dialogue, the teacher educator
gradually became more engaged in CoP activities, deconstructing previous understandings
and constructing new perspectives. This process led to a shared repertoire, particularly
regarding how to address student diversity in PE classes.

The ongoing interaction among the CTs within the CoP encouraged them to question
and reflect upon their understandings and practices. This process fostered the cultivation of
a deeper sense of self-awareness and critical thinking, enabling them to not only recognise
but also express their weaknesses and areas for improvement. They leverage their collective
knowledge and experience to enhance their professional development.

The following quotations illustrate the powerful role of peer interactions in reshaping
both practical skills and conceptual understanding, denoting how engagement within the
community fosters development:

(...) the discussions have been very rich. I am determined to transform my
weakness area ‘Football” into a strength. (CoP, Session 10)

The interaction and exchange between us have allowed me to analyse the situa-
tions I experience in a different way (.. .). I can even say that I have changed my
conceptual references. (CoP, Session 15)

Additionally, the increased openness to dialogue and different perspectives was high-
lighted by the CTs as a significant achievement. This dialogue encourages questioning and
transformation of their practices while fostering a culture of continuous improvement and
innovation of community members. This achievement can be observed in the quotations
below that emphasize how engagement in this professional learning community fosters
growth by exposing them to diverse perspectives, enhancing empathy and understanding:

Getting out of my usual working environment and into contact with other real-
ities has allowed me to understand different perspectives and to improve and
empathise with other perspectives. (CoP, FG 2)
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Ah! I really like these things, I really want to reflect (...) I really like to hear
different opinions from other people, and I think I learn a lot from that, from
different ways of being a teacher. When I come here to CoP, I hear things that
I try out and then, if I am successful and I find that it works for me, I adopt it;
otherwise, I would not have had the experience. (CoP, Session 10)

The dialogue on CoP over the last few months has been very productive, inspiring
me to better practices. (CoP, FG 2)

Professional development appears to be a relevant outcome that was perceived by
the CTs to extend beyond the CoP space and its participants, enriching other teachers
through the interactions they established with them. These interactions facilitated the
dissemination of new ideas and approaches, enhancing the professional development of
a broader group of teachers and underlining the value of the CoP not only as a space for
individual development but also as a stimulus for institutional growth and collaboration,
as we can observe in the words of the CTs:

At least in my personal experience, the work that is done here with the PSTs with
classes in years where I am not the only teacher, so it is also interesting that what
I take away from here does not just stay with me, does not it? So, it’s not only
passed on to the PSTs but also on to other colleagues in the school, specifically
the person I usually work with (...). This is a big challenge that the faculty has to
take on, which is to make sure that the education of the PSTs is not just limited
to the cooperating teacher, that it involves the whole PE group, because that is a
great asset, is not it? (CoP, FG 2)

4.2. Nurturing Community and Friendship beyond the CoP

The commitment of the teacher educators to the CoP goes beyond instrumental rea-
sons. It is an affective commitment that has allowed them to build a socially cohesive
community. The culture built within the community fostered a strong sense of belonging
among the CTs, arising from a mutual sense of security that encouraged open sharing
and collective reflection. In this supportive environment, the CTs were able to discuss
not only professional issues but also personal ones. The trust and friendship developed
over the time facilitated deeper relationships, making it easier for individuals to share
their experiences, challenges, and insights. As a result, the community progressed into
a space where both professional and personal growth were fostered, strengthening the
bonds among members and enhancing their overall well-being.

As can be observed in the pursual quotations, the sense of security and support
allowed the CTs to share their insecurities, problems, and concerns and to construct a sense
of security that allowed them to be more comfortable in their personal life at school:

I have developed bonds of friendship that transcend purely professional relation-
ships (.. .) in these moments we discuss very diverse topics (sometimes linked to
our personal lives), helping us to put our work into perspective. (CoP, FG 2)

I feel that I belong to a group that inspires me to better practice and provides
support not only for the professional problems and dilemmas I face in my daily
work at school but also for personal ones. (CoP, FG 2)

4.3. Questioning and Transforming Understandings and Practices towards Inclusiveness

Exposure to different perspectives and understandings within the CoP proved instru-
mental in guiding CTs towards other teaching practices. Engaging with various successful
practices enabled PSTs to critically examine and reflect on their practices, encouraging
them to reconfigure their approaches to teaching. This was particularly evident in their
adoption of new strategies for planning and organising lessons. The main change they
highlighted was a shift in their approach to planning the fitness area, which now focuses
more on individual student goals while still considering the overall group dynamic.
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Today I can say that PSTs and I think differently about physical fitness. Planning
is annualised and it is no longer a one-off exercise. We also try to involve the
pupils in regulating their physical fitness according to individual goals, without
forgetting to promote group work. (CoP, Meeting 14)

(...) then, from the point of view of physical fitness, I completely changed the
way I worked; it was a radical change in my existence. (...) you can see it, you
can follow it, in fact I think I was a bit lost in physical fitness because I did not
identify myself with this thing of just doing tests and getting results, not that, no,
but I also did not know how to plan it and I think these conversations we had
around physical fitness and these exchanges between CTs gave me the confidence
to change. (CoP, FG 2)

Another relevant change was the way CTs began to look at inclusion. Recognising its
effectiveness in practice, they started to adopt different strategies to ensure that all students
could access, participate in, and benefit from the activities. The CTs specifically noted that
they are much more motivated and secure to adopt inclusive strategies, such as forming
heterogeneous groups, where the more skilled students could support those with lower
skill levels and include students with additional needs in the regular activities of the class.

The way I organise the lessons has changed. I have adopted a more integrated
approach, putting students with higher levels of performance to work with
students with lower levels of performance. (SP, Meeting 6)

Ineeded to see that the inclusion of the special needs’ pupil worked. My initial
resistance was broken by the visibility of the student successfully playing with
others. Working with the PSTs deconstructed the way I thought about including
this type of student in class. (SP, Meeting 10)

I'have become more critical about what I am doing especially about the instruments
I am using. I feel the need to adapt them to students of needs. (SP, Meeting 12)

I have more motivation to innovate and to include more inclusive strategies. (CoP,
FG2)

I'lacked some tools that I managed to acquire and that made it easier for me, or
at least I feel more able to do it due to the opportunity of listening colleagues
experience. (SP, Meeting 8)

One CT even says that the project completely changed his view of PE. He realise that
mixing students into groups is not enough for true inclusion, and the use of tools for self
and peer assessment is very important to a meaningful inclusion. All the CTs felt that in
the future, they will continue to question their own practices.

I really do not think that the way I work in PE today has anything to do with
the way I worked in physical fitness or team sports three or four years ago. I do
not think the difference has been that great in terms of principles, for me it has
always been a principle that pupils have to be together. .. What has this project
brought me? It has helped me, it has given me the tools [steps to follow to make
the students more autonomous and sheets for self and peer assessment], to be
able to do this inclusion, it is a bit like what I said before: for inclusion is not
enough mixing and work in groups, is not enough for the children work in group
to be included (.. .). (CoP, FG 2)

I think I have already changed my work (...) [ have felt better able to apply a set
of strategies that we have discussed in meetings, and, in the future, I know I will
continue to learn from these exchanges and questionings. (CoP, FG 2)

4.4. Reconfiguring the Mentoring Process

The CoP faced several challenges in supporting the PSTs in embracing inclusive
teaching practices. One of these obstacles was their own attitudes towards diversity,



Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 1045

10 of 15

coupled with their limited knowledge of inclusive strategies. Moreover, changing the
mentors” usual approach of guiding the PSTs posed a challenge.

The changes in perspectives in PE and its teaching, along with the enhancement of re-
flection and pedagogical resources to address student diversity, influenced CTs” understand-
ings of their supervisor role. The CTs felt that they improved their knowledge and capacity
to support PSTs in addressing strategies that engage students in the teaching-learning
process, namely using assessment for learning, specifically with the implementation of self-
and peer assessment.

I have developed greater individual criticality and improved ability to adapt
teaching strategies to the diversity of students. I feel more prepared and moti-
vated to implement student-centred teaching strategies. (CoP, Session 10)

(...)Imanaged to get the PST to understand that this was not the most appropriate
way to structure the handball teaching unit... now I feel more confident in
guiding. .. I have learnt a lot about team handball. . . the game should be the basis
of the whole process. I used to think that, but I did not have the confidence to
guide the planning on this basis. (CoP, Session 9)

I think I have already changed my work with the PSTs (. ..) I felt better able to
apply a number of strategies that we discussed in the meetings, and I know that I
will continue to learn from these exchanges in the future. (CoP, Session 7)

Now we are beginning to see a shift in guidance towards more student-centred
practices (...). The concern to engage students in processes of self- and peer-
assessment is already a reality in most of the guidance in the different placement
centres. (SP, Meeting 12)

4.5. Challenges and Approaches to Support PSTs towards Becoming Practitioners—Researchers

The main difficulties expressed by the CT to engage PSTs in research were their lack of
content knowledge that compromised their capacity to observe and decide what to change
and adapt to attend to students’ needs, specifically in the curricular areas of physical fitness
and invasion games:

They did not have enough knowledge to meet the demands of the games and
students’ skills needs, so is difficulty for them to question their practice. (CoP, FG 1)

(...) In the meeting after the class, a PST said: I found observing and detecting
issues during game play very difficult at first. (CoP, FG2)

(...) I realized that the game was not working well, but I did not know what to
do [lack of content knowledge]. (PST, FG 1)

Another difficulty that I had in team games was in adapting game rules and
action boundaries to accommodate gender and physical characteristics, which
impact play interaction. (PS, FG 2)

In the fitness area, I found difficult to maintain students” motivation for practice
because I need to work continuously and involve students in regulating their
fitness work to meet individual goals and I did not know how to do it. Ineed a
lot of support. (PST, FG 2)

Another challenge, and at the same time a strategy used by the CTs, was the de-
construction of the PSTs” previous perspectives, namely the use of constraints in game
instruction, through reflection and analysis of successful experiences, which the CTs had
access to in the CoP meetings:

At the time, I did not think much about using the constraints in the game and
maybe I chose to play shorter games. And now I have this realization that using
the constraints is useful for the game and to combat the problems we had, and I
think that’s very much the case. (SP, Meeting 15)
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Encouraging reflection through questioning was a tool that the CTs was learnt within
the CoP and which they began to use to encourage the PSTs to analyse their practices, as
can be observed in the following example:

CT question: Do you think your positioning in terms of the observation process
was the right one? Was it the most appropriate for what you wanted to observe?

PST answer: In the evaluation, yes, but perhaps I could have positioned myself
more in the middle of the field. (SP, Meeting, 11)

5. Discussion

The CTs throughout the year reinforced engagement in CoP dynamics. This engage-
ment was visible in the sharing of thoughts, practices, and doubts, along with negotiating
meanings and understandings. At the end of the school year, it was visible that the TEs
shared a repertoire, namely concerning strategies to deal with students” diversity, such as
working with heterogeneous groups and attending to individual students’ abilities and
necessities. As stated by Wenger [29], the effectiveness of a CoP depends on engaging in
mutual involvement, undertaking jointly, and sharing a repertoire; these were perceptible
among the TEs of this CoP. On a previous study of a CoP with CTs, Batista [4] reports the
relation between the deep involvement among the participants in formal and informal
activities and the community’s success. This engagement and environment created by
the CTs were visible in the name of the WhatsApp group they created, entitled “Science
with Conscience”, which was meant to be used regularly to exchange ideas, problems, and
successful strategies in PE classes.

The shared facilitation process stimulated within the CoP underlines Parker et al.’s [31]
point of view that the facilitation process needs to create a safe learning environment to
ensure that teachers are not simply replicating the ideas of others. In this community,
the CTs felt free to share their ideas and listen to the ideas of others. They recognise that
this environment allowed them to reconfigure their perspectives about the inclusion of
students with additional educational needs and also how the fitness area and invasion
games could be planned to motivate and accommodate all students regardless of their
characteristics (e.g., competence levels, gender, personal goals, social behaviour). The CT’s
commitment was both instrumental and moral, and as defended by Lee et al. [32], both
types of commitment are necessary to build a cohesive and regulated community.

Another important factor of the effectiveness of a CoP is the sense of belonging, as
a result of the cultivation of a sense of security and privilege in its members [27,30]. The
sense of belonging in this project was extended beyond the CoP, as the TE began to consider
the CoP members as friends and shared not only professional but also personal issues
between them. We believe that the previously established foundation of the CoP and
the involvement of the CTs in the dynamics of the CoP were factors that contributed
to the deep engagement of the members [4,24]. The nurturing of collaborative work
appears to be linked to the stability of the members throughout the different phases of
community development.

In terms of professional development, besides the specific issues related to planning
and teaching fitness education and team games, the CTs recognised that their participation
in the CoP has enabled them to take a more critical approach to their PE teaching and
reported substantial changes in their perspectives on mentoring PSTs. They highlighted
the importance of questioning practices, particularly problems of inclusion, which became
a central concern when guiding the PSTs’ teaching practices. The alignment between cur-
riculum, pedagogy, and assessment advocated by Penney et al. [7] was one of the outcomes.
The PSTs began to use self- and peer assessment to improve students” participation in
their learning. Moura et al. [12] also emphasise the importance of involving students in
assessment practices as a way of improving their confidence and motivation to learn.

The visibility of successful strategies for the inclusion of students, specifically those
with additional educational needs, motivated the CTs to incorporate these strategies into
their practices. This awareness helped them to recognize situations of exclusion and
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encourages reflection and the search for solutions. These findings are in line with the
perspectives of Borko et al. [44] and Cochran-Smith and Lytle [42], who emphasise that
systematic research on professional domains by practitioners-researchers generates useful
knowledge that can be mobilised into practice. The effective mobilisation of this knowledge
is often enhanced as it results from collaborative processes [45]. Brooks [48] also highlights
the importance of dialogue between CTs and TEs from both schools and universities as
it promotes changes in CTs’ conceptions and practices by demonstrating effectiveness in
PE. MacPhail and Lawson [6] defended the need for experiential evidence of inclusive
practices through training, school support, and university collaboration to achieve teaching
transformations towards more inclusive practices. In this particular project, CTs expressed
openness to listening to others’ ideas and felt confident and motivated to continuously
question their practices to better accommodate student diversity.

The biggest challenge the CTs faced was the poor content knowledge of some PSTs.
This knowledge gap hindered the PSTs’ abilities to identify problems and find solutions.
However, the practicum group and the support of the CoP were very important in pro-
moting reflection and encouraging the search for complementary resources, such as in the
literature. These efforts enabled them to find solutions to the challenges of creating more
inclusive teaching environments, ensuring that all students could access, participate in,
and benefit from their lessons.

It was clear that the professional development of the CTs went beyond improving their
own teaching and extended to other PE teachers in the school. The CTs began to mentor
the PSTs by encouraging them to problematise their practice in order to improve not only
their teaching but also their way of being teachers.

6. Conclusions

The CoP was revealed to be an effective space for the professional development of
schoolteachers (in this project the CTs), transforming their teaching and the way they
mentor PSTs. The CTs felt privileged to be part of the CoP, developing a sense of belonging
that extended beyond the CoP. They have begun to see CoP members as friends with whom
they can discuss both professional and personal issues.

Creating a safe space where CTs can freely exchange their perspectives and practices
fostered their commitment to the CoP and helped to develop a common repertoire of
strategies for addressing student diversity in PE.

CTs have begun to appreciate the value of questioning practices, especially concerning
problems of inclusion, and they encourage and support PSTs to do the same using the
strategies learned in the CoP.

The main challenge they faced in supporting PSTs as practitioners-researchers was
the PSTs” lack of content knowledge.

Establishing communities that are supported by practice-based research appears to
be a promising strategy for enhancing teachers’ professional development across the con-
tinuum of initial and in-service education. For this, PETE programmes should encourage
collaboration between university teachers and CTs in schools, where both are viewed as
experts, facilitators, and critical friends, and should expand this collaboration to include
other schoolteachers. To ensure the success of CoPs as learning communities for both
PSTs and teachers in practice, these spaces must be decentralised and democratic. This
configuration will help members enhance their impact and renew their desire to learn
within an environment characterised by a culture of trust, respect, and mutual support.
Moreover, PETE programmes need to address students’ diversities as a key topic across
all subjects and adopt student-centred methodologies to develop their capacity to ques-
tion and reflect on the impact of their teaching. This will prepare future teachers to be
practitioners—researchers.

This study’s limitations included a lack of control over contextual variables in each
school that could have positively or negatively influenced the teaching process.
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For future studies, we recommend pursuing this kind of collaboration with schools
and expanding the CoP to include other PE schoolteachers to support them in adopting
inclusive practices. Adopting longitudinal designs with close collaboration between teach-
ers (from school and university) and preservice teachers in their school placement could
consolidate ways of thinking, planning, and teaching based on the necessity of adapting to
students’ diversities.

Furthermore, involving the entire school in taking responsibility for the educational
process of future teachers, not just the CTs, and changing teaching perspectives on inclusion
are two factors that future research needs to embrace.
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