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Abstract

This report is the result of a four month internship, the main goal of which was to
evaluate a component of the professional preparation program run by McGill University
for physical education and kinesiology students. The component evaluated, Project
Double Challenge (PDC), was an on-campus requirement of McGill’s adapted physical
activity course EDKP 396 in which university students worked with individuals with a
disability. These individuals were adults who came from I'Atelier le Fil D'Ariane, a
tapestry workshop. and children and teenagers who came from REACH and Chambly
Academy. Another goal was to suggest improvements to PDC to make it more relevant
for both McGill and REACH students. Three types of investigation were completed. The
first was a review of literature plus a series of interviews with REACH teachers; the
second was an ongoing investigation that consisted of follow-up interviews with McGill
students; the third was the distribution of questionnaires to REACH teachers and McGill
students. The results show that PDC is a well run program. Since improvement is always
possible, some tools designed to enhance communication between REACH and McGill
were created. A series of 20 recommendations that emerged from the different

investigations, and my personal experience throughout the internship, are presented.
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Chapter 1

This report is the result of a four month internship that took place during the 2004
winter semester from January to the end of April. Throughout the semester, time was
spent between McGill University in Montreal and REACH, a school in Saint-Lambert, for
individuals with disabilities. The main goal of this internship was to evaluate a
component of the professional preparation program run by McGill University for its
physical education and kinesiology students. The component evaluated, Project Double
Challenge (PDC), was an on-campus requirement of McGill’s adapted physical activity
course EDKP 396 in which university students worked with individuals with disabilities.
The project is called Project Double Challenge because it is a challenge for both the
student and the individuals with disabilities.

The first chapter of the report provides general information about the context of
the internship, the purpose of the internship, PDC including its history, and information
about REACH. The second chapter of the report includes an overview of the investigation
on PDC including a short review of literature on professional preparation, followed by the
results of interviews and meetings with the various people involved in PDC. This is
followed by results of the ongoing investigations with the McGill students. Chapter three
describes my contributions to the improvement of PDC. Chapter four presents the results
from the questionnaires distributed to the McGill students and the REACH teachers. The
conclusion of this report presents personal reflections and recommendations for the future

developfnent of PDC.



Since much of the content of this report is about the author’s personal experiences

during the internship, this report is written in the first person.

1.1 Purpose of the Internship

The main goals of this internship were to evaluate and to suggest improvements to
PDC to make it more relevant for both McGill students and REACH participants.

In order to have a clear picture of PDC, a direct participation and investigation of
all aspects of PDC was necessary. Therefore, [ assumed the role of a student by attending
every lecture, [ acted as a teacher assistant to understand the real experience and issues of
McGill students, and [ spent some time at REACH interacting with the students and staff
either during their physical education classes or during special school activities.

[ also acted as a liaison between the different persons involved in PDC including
Dr.Greg Reid the instructor of EDKP 396 at McGill , Mr.Yves Fournier the physical
educator of REACH, and the students from both REACH and McGill. I also engaged in
an introductory, ongoing, and a final evaluation process with informal and formal
interviews and direct observations, along with the development and delivery of

questionnaires to McGill students and REACH teachers.

1.2 Project Double Challenge (PDC)
Project Double Challenge is an on-campus practicum experience for second-year
McGill undergraduate students in kinesiology, or physical education teaching or non

teaching programs. PDC is a mandatory laboratory component of the compulsory course,

Adapted Physical Activity 396 (EDKP 396). For the practicum, all McGill students
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registered in that course work one-on-one with a child or an adult with an intellectual or
pervasive developmental disability. However, when the number of McGill students is
higher than the number of participants, pairs of students work together with the more
challenging participants.

This year there was also one student assigned to help everyone with aquatic
instructions when they were in the pool. This was a good idea since the student was very
knowledgeable and enthusiastic and felt more comfortable in the water than other McGill
students.

All participants came to the McGill Sports Complex on Wednesday mornings
during the winter semester for nine two-hour, sessions. During these sessions the student-
participant pair used a variety of facilities in the Sports Complex including; the
gymnasium, gymnastics room, Field house, swimming pool, dance studio, wrestling
room, fitness studios, and squash courts. In PDC, McGill students were referred to as
"Coaches" and the REACH students and other participants were referred to as "Partners."

PDC uses a client-centered approach, and the program is individualized to meet
the needs, interests and abilities of each participant. As requireménts of PDC, the coaches
performed a physical activity assessment, set four terminal performance objectives
(TPO's) and taught and evaluated the progress of their partners. The primary purpose of
PDC is to provide McGill students with the opportunity to interact with individuals with
disabilities; dispel misconceptions about them and; hopefully, to develop positive
attitudes toward working with them. This purpose is consistent with the main goal of a

practicum experience as outlined by Sherrill and Buswell (1998), which is to facilitate the



development of positive, accepting, inclusive beliets and attitudes. PDC also enables the

coaches to apply the skills learned in class.

1.3 History of Project Double Challenge

PDC began in 1978 with twelve adults from the Montreal Association for the
Mentally Retarded. The original name was Project McGill. and the program consisted of
a physical fitness program followed by skill development and swimming, ending with a
final group game or dance and refreshments. In 1979, the project was renamed Project
Double Challenge and some children from Peter Hall School in Montreal, as well as the
adults, were involved. A total of 45 individuals participated. The numbers diminished to
40 by 1980 and then to 30 in 1981. The adult participants of 1981 came from L’Atelier Le
Fil D'Ariane, and this group is still active in the project.

In 1978, a position paper published by the Adapted Programme Special Interest
Group expressed the need for a compulsory Adapted Physical Activity course.(CAHPER,
1978) McGill University was one of the first universities to implement their
recommendation. This meant that more students enrolled in the course and, therefore, the
need for more participants with disabilities for PDC. For the past few years, the number
of McGill students enrolled in the Adapted Physical Activity course has ranged from 55
to 85. The course is offered once a year during the winter semester. The first participation
of students from REACH was in 1986 and, more recently in 2001, they were joined by
students from Chambly Academy.

Since 1978, PDC has consistently progressed through the ongoing work of EDKP

396 instructor, Dr.Greg Reid.



1.4 REACH

The acronym REACH stands for Realistic Educational Alternatives for Children
with Handicaps. The REACH school is located in Saint-Lambert and is a public
Anglophone special school and part of the Riverside School Board. The clientele
attending REACH are students with intellectual disabilities, learning disabilities or
pervasive developmental disorders. Most older students began their schooling in regular
schools which were later judged to be inadequate for them, while some students (ages
four to six vears) started directly at REACH in what is known as the “early stimulation
group.”

The school population of 52 students is divided into six different classes. Each
class has a special education teacher and one or two support personnel. Students are
assigned a class according to their age and level of functioning. Two teachers, Yves
Fournier and June Bastoss, teach physical education. The class known as the early
stimulation group, and two classes with lower level of functioning, ages 7 to 21,
participate in 30 minute physical education classes four times a week. The three other
classes have physical education for two periods of 90 minutes each. Since REACH does
not have a gymnasium, these groups use a city gymnasium which is a 10-minute walk
from the school.

The McGill University’s Project Double Challenge is included in the highlights
section of the REACH's educational project (See Appendix A). Mr.Fournier is an outdoor
enthusiast and he takes students outdoors to pursue outdoor activities such as cross
country skiing and snowshoeing. Some students at REACH also participate in the Défi

Sportif, a sporting event for individuals with disabilities. PDC allows REACH's students



to interact with new people, try different activities, discover a new facility and get the

personal attention and instruction they often need.



Chapter 2 Evaluation of Project Double Challenge

The evaluation process occurred in three main phases; an introductory
investigation. an ongoing investigation and a final investigation. The introductory
investigation took place before the start of PDC in January. This first investigation was
based on a literature review and meetings with different persons knowledgeable about
PDC. The ongoing investigation consisted of four follow-up interviews with six McGill
students, my personal observations as a teaching assistant in the program and my
experience at REACH. The final phase of investigation took place following the last day

of PDC, and used questionnaires given to REACH teachers and McGill students.

2.1 Introductory Investigation on Project Double Challenge
Different sources of information were investigated during the introductory
evaluation of PDC. [ started the process with a literature review and by talking to
individuals with past experience of PDC such as Dr.Reid and teachers from REACH, who
were of great help. Therefore, semi-formal interviews were used as a first means of
investigating PDC. Individual interviews were conducted at the beginning of the semester
with Dr.Reid, each teacher of REACH, and the physical education teachers from

Chambly Academic.

2.1.1 Professional Preparation Literature Review
According to the literature, professional preparation should involve an adapted
physical education course and a field based experience (practicum) with the future

clientele (Churton, 1986; Connolly, 1994; Hodge, Tannehill & Kludge, 2003).



The practicum should be well structured and supervised by an instructor with an
adapted physical education background (Churton, 1986: Hodge. Tannehill & Kludge,
2003). A mix of physical and social activities should be part of the practicum (Connolly,
1994). Connolly stated that a practicum must "be a realistic but not altogether
discouraging preview of what lies ahead" (p.323). Similarly, Hodge et al. (2003)
recommended that the practicum should be success-oriented. A self-reflection process, in
the form of journal writing, where a student questions their personal conduct should be
part of the practicum (Connolly. 1994; Hodge et al, 2003).

Many formats of practicum for adapted physical education are reported in the
literature, with researchers trying to find which type of hands-on experience has the most
positive effect on the attitude of students towards working with individuals with
disabilities. One of the major questions raised in the literature is the optimum location of
the practicum. Which is the better experience, the on-campus or the off-campus
practicum? There is two main distinctions between the on-campus and off-campus
practicum. The first distinction is the location. For the on-campus practicum the
participant with disabilities would meet with the university student at the university. For
the off-campus practicum the university student would be the one who travels to meet
with the student with disabilities at a location outside of the university, their school for
example. The second distinction concern the structure of the program. The on-campus
practicum would be organized and supervised by the university instructor. The off-
campus practicum requires that the university student integrate a program already in

place, without the direct supervision of the university instructor.



Research has demonstrated that both the off-campus and the on-campus practicum
positively affect the attitude of future physical educators. Some research demonstrates
that, the on-campus location is more favorable to a positive attitude change than the off-
campus practicum (Hodge & Jansma, 1999). In a more recent study. Hodge, Davis.
Woodland and Sherrill (2002) concluded that there is no significant difference in attitude
change between an on-campus and an off-campus practicum.

The on-campus practicum has advantages for the instructor; more control over the
selection of participants, the activities taught, the use of equipment and facilities, more
control over student's progress, and a smaller ratio of participants to students. Another
important point is that students are directly in charge of an individual or a small group
rather than just observing. Therefore, the students are fully involved and it is easier to
evaluate them. One argument against an on-campus practicum is the fact that it does not
reflect the "real-world" setting (Hodge & Jansma, 1999) since the participant with
disabilities is not in an inclusive setting.

Research also analyzes factors that could possibly influence the attitudes and the
perceived competence of students. Among these factors, are teacher and future teacher
related variables such as gender, age, perceived competence and past experience.
Teachers and future teachers have a positive attitude if they perceived themselves as
being competent, (Rizzo & Vispoel, 1991; Block & Rizzo, 1995; Rizzo & Kirkendall,
1995; Hodge et al, 2002), if they have more academic preparation (Block & Rizzo, 1995;
Rizzo & Kirkendall, 1995; Conatser, Block & Lepore, 2000) and if they have experience

with individuals with disabilities (Kowalski & Rizzo 1996; Folsom-Meek et al, 1999).



Hands-on experience enables the students to perceive themselves as being more
competent (Connolly. 1994; Hodge et al, 2002; Hodge et al. 2003).

In most studies, the teachers' gender does not appear to be a significant variable
for predicting favorable attitudes toward teaching individuals with disabilities (Rowe &
Stutts, 1987; Hodge & Jansma, 1999). However, one study by Folsom-Meek. Nearing and
Groteluschen (1999) find that females had a more positive attitude than males. Another
study by Hodge (1998) suggests that females with previous experience with individuals
with disabilities had the most positive attitudes. Hodge and Jansma (1999) demonstrated
that students who had previous experience with individuals with disabilities had more
positive attitudes toward teaching students with disabilities than those with no prior
experience.

A study by Rizzo and Vispoel (1991) suggested that younger teachers have more
favorable attitudes toward teaching individuals with disabilities. Other research indicated
that undergraduate students in their final year have a better attitude than first year
students, probably because they have more experience and academic background (Rizzo
& Kirkendall, 1995).

Other variables studied concern the individuals with disabilities, such as the
severity of their disabilities and their age. Physical education teachers have a more
favorable attitude to students presenting mild disabilities (Block & Rizzo, 1995; Rizzo &
Kirkendall, 1995; Kowalski & Rizzo, 1996) and with younger students (Kowalski &

Rizzo, 1996).



2.1.2 Reason for Practicum

A practicum experience can fulfill many goals. During the experience, students
can apply the theory learned in class and improve their teaching skills. By playing an
active role in their learning process, they can also increase their motivation (Sherrill.
1988). Direct contact practicum experiences with a person with disabilities has also been
demonstrated to be a good way to positively influence the attitude of future physical
education teachers towards teaching such individuals (Rowe & Stutts, 1987; Hodge &
Jasma, 1999) if the interactions are frequent, pleasant and meaningful (Hodge, Tannehill
& Kludge, 2003). One practicum by Hodge, Davis, Woodard and Sherrill (2002) did not
conclude that there was a significant improvement in the attitude of students after a
practicum. This could be due to the fact that the practicum instructor had a different
philosophy which did not focus on attitude change but more on the disabilities, laws,
activities modifications, assessments, and program development. Another explanation
could be that the test used in this study (Physical Educator's Attitude Toward Teaching
Individuals with Disabilities III (PEATID-III)) was not appropriate because it is a test
made to evaluate the attitude of teachers in an inclusive setting which was not the
practicum setting. The reason why some students kept their negative attitude could be

fear, the lack of experience, and uncertainty (Rowe & Stutts, 1987).

2.1.3 Project Double Challenge
According to the literature the professional preparation for future physical
educators offered by McGill University is on the right track. The adapted physical activity

course includes a practicum (PDC) with self-reflection (See Appendix B). One of the



drawbacks of PDC is that it is not conducted in an inclusive setting such as the actual
school system. However, the one-on-one experience increases the comfort level of the
coaches and is a great first experience. The fact that PDC is not done in an inclusive
setting does not diminish the challenge of it because some of the students from REACH
are probably more challenging than a child who could function in a regular school. The
one-on-one situation is a good progressive learning experience which should lead to the
ability to teach more than one student at the time as you gain experience.

By definition, adapted physical activity involves adaptation; therefore there is no
direct solution to a problem "if then... answer" solution. Throughout PDC the coaches
have to use problem solving to adapt activities and teaching progressions to the needs and
abilities of their partners.

The reflections are a good medium to think critically about best practice, to
identify moral, social, and ethical issues, to address problems and to reflect on attitudinal
and behavioral aspects of working with people with disabilities (Hodge et al, 2003). In
their problem solving process, the coaches sharpen their critical thinking skills and
increase their self confidence in decision making. The coaches are independent learners;

they learn to think for themselves.

2.1.4 Dr.Gregory Reid's interview

Dr.Reid is the EDKP 396 instructor and he is working on the improvement of
PDC since 1978. From the interview with Dr.Reid two main concerns regarding EDKP
396 and more particularly PDC were generated. The first issue was about the

effectiveness of communication between the people involved in PDC at McGill
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University and at REACH. The second issue was the doubt that the practicum experience
is starting too soon into the semester, which gives a very short period of time to prepare
the McGill students. This last issue can be debated for a long time. However, the best
ways to find out what would be the best protessional preparation would be to try different
approaches and then compare them. For instance. the course could be spread over two
semesters with one hour of lecture per week each semester and PDC during the second
semester. In that case the credits of the course would have to be divided between each
semester: one and a half and one and a half credits or one and two credits. According to
Dr.Reid this approach is theoretically possible but the University does not like that type
of model. Investigation of measures involved in the improvement of communication will

be discussed later in this report.

2.1.5 Mr.Yves Fournier's Interview

Mr.Fournier is the physical education teacher at REACH. He believes that
REACH’s students are very fortunate to have the opportunities to participate in PDC. The
students benefit greatly from the one-on-one instruction, the personalized program, the
social interaction, and the different facilities used such as the pool. It also gives them
more choices of activities and opportunities to experience new sports. Mr.Fournier
observed that the students’ level of attention, motivation and participation is higher at
McGill than during his physical education classes.

From the meeting with Mr.Fournier special recommendations were addressed. His
major concern about PDC was about the safety of his students; he would like to see the

safety in the gymnastic room increased. He would also like to be informed of the terminal



performance objectives(TPO's) chosen by coaches for all REACH students. to verity if
they are appropriate. He believes that a component of the lesson should include
knowledge based activities for the more functionning students. and that the students
participating in Le Défi Sportit a sport event for individuals with disabilities in Montreal
should have some specific training to prepare them to compete in their events. He also
believes that the lesson should not only include basic physical skills but also some
concept of cooperation, opposition and expression.

Finally, since the school does not have easy access to a swimming pool, he would
like to see all students have the same opportunities for swimming instruction. When asked
about the McGill summary report from the coaches, Mr.Fournier mentioned that he did
not read them because they are too lengthy and not always relevant.

Mr.Fournier recommendations were all taken into consideration. The gymnastics
room was organized with the safety equipment needed every Wednesday morning before
the beginning of the session by one of the teacher assistants. However, throughout the
session the coaches often moved the apparatus, creating an unsafe zone and potential
danger. This problem will be addressed in the final recommendations at the end of this
report. At week five in PDC, I gave Mr.Fournier the corrected TPO's that I had gathered
from the other teacher assistants. Since Dr.Reid wanted the McGill students to judge for
themselves if their TPO's were suitable for their partner, Mr.Fournier’s input was not
required. After discussion Mr.Fournier mentioned that he also wanted to get the TPO's to
follow his students progress during the Wednesday sessions but he only received the
TPO's halfway into the semester. However, it would have been difficult to give them

sooner because the McGill students have to assess their partner, construct the TPO's and



pass it to their teaching assistant. The teacher assistants then have to meet with the
students and make recommendations, if necessary, and finally the students have to correct
them.

Mr.Fournier's recommendation to add a knowledge based component into the
lesson was discussed in class by Dr.Reid. Some descriptive examples were given to the
students to explain that specific suggestion. Dr.Reid also mentioned that whenever
possible all participants should have some swimming instruction. The coaches were
notified in the student's information sheet if their partner would be participating in Le
Défi Sportif and if so in what events. The student information sheet also included

individualized program suggestions such as; team concept, swimming, basic skills.

2.1.6 REACH Homeroom Teacher's Meetings

The individual meeting with the six homeroom teachers had two distinct purposes.
The first was to introduce myself and explain the nature of my practicum. Then I
questioned them about their impression of PDC. I concluded the meetings by informing
them that I was available anytime if they had any concerns or new ideas for PDC. The
teachers were very enthusiastic about my practicum. They were also very positive about
PDC. Here are some of their statements: "Good program because most of them need one-
on-one work", "Great, put people together”, "The teams bond immediately, friendly",
"Kids love it, it is beneficial for both sides", "Kids learn new skills e.g. racquetball”, "Kid
receive individual attention".

When I questioned them on the summary reports sent by McGill students at the

end of PDC, I realized that only one teacher read the report. The others told me that they
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did not read it or only read it partially. [ w . also informed that some of the past summary
reports were sometimes inappropriate because the information was not always accurate.
Therefore, it was not possible to send ther to the parents or caregivers.

During the meetings, the teachers made recommendations in regard to the ways
McGill students should interact with REACH students e.g. "don’t let the kids get away
with stuff”, "always use the same verbal ¢ nmands". "be careful, some students are
reluctant to change". Two teachers mentioned that coaches should give more swimming
instruction and less free time in the pool. Finally, the head teacher Ms.Shacter believed
that McGill should pay for halt of the transportation cost from Saint-Lambert to McGill
Sports Complex which represents $242.00 per week.

These meetings with REACH's teachers indicated that the PDC was much
appreciated by both the REACH students 1d their teachers. The summary report appears
to be an ineffective mode of communication in its present form. The need to create a
more concise report that would communicate only the relevant information to the teacher
and to the parents or caregivers seemed obvious. Finally, after a discussion with Dr.Reid
about sharing the cost of the transportation, we concluded that it was only a
misunderstanding from both parties. McGill always paid for half of the transportation cost
but a few years ago REACH stopped sending the bills so Dr.Reid thought that they had

decided to pay the full amount. This was surprising and very good news for Ms.Shacter.

2.1.7 Chambly Academy Physical Education Teacher's Interview
Chambly Academy is an Anglophone junior high and high school, and part of the

Riverside school Board. The students with intellectual and physical disabilities are

16



included in mainstream physical education classes with the other students. [ briefly meet
with one of the three physical educators of Chambly Academy: they were unaware of the
participation of some of their students in PDC.

After discussion, one of them told me that he finds it difficult to include the
students with disabilities in activities. The two main reasons were the large group size and
the limited gym space. He also told me that it was easier to include them when individual
activities such as dance were organized. [ asked him what they would be working on
during the next few months and was told that it would be volleyball and track and field. I
then made the suggestion to the McGill coaches who had partners attending Chambly
Academy to work on these skills so as to make the Chambly student's participation in

their physical education class easier.

2.2 Ongoing Investigation on PDC
The progressive investigation consisted of the observations and the insight gained
during my experience as a teacher assistant at McGill, my involvement at REACH and

the follow-up interviews of six McGill students.

2.2.1 Experience as Teacher Assistant

At McGill I was one of three teacher assistants for EDKP 396 courses. The first
task was to read a few student reports from the previous year to become more familiar
with PDC. The reading of these reports gave me a general understanding of the
challenges faced by students during their project. Another task was to assist Dr.Reid in

the pairing of coaches and partners. During this process several things had to be taken
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into consideration: the language spoken, the gender, the age of the partner. the experience
of the coaches, the program of the coaches, and coaches and partner preferences. This
pairing task was very complex work, but it was worthwhile to take the time to create pairs
that seemed most appropriate.

The Kinesiology students had priority to work with an adult if they wanted,
because the Kinesiology program is more a fitness program and also a non-teaching
program. It is important to mention that most ot the adults were French speaking only, so
the unilingual Anglophones did not have the same opportunities. The issue of the
relevancy of PDC for the Kinesiology students was raised many times by some of the
coaches during the semester because the structure of PDC used a teaching approach.
Moreover, next year the Kinesiology program will have a science prerequisite and will
become more oriented toward the science of movement than fitness. As a result the
relevancy of PDC for the new Kinesiology students will have to be re-evaluated.

The main responsibilities of the teacher assistants were to follow a group of
McGill students throughout their practicum experience. I met with them on two formal
occasions; the first meeting was to rectify TPO's set for their partner and the second
meeting was to discuss and adjust their task sequences if necessary. Throughout the
semester, | supported them during the Wednesday session and helped them as needed. [
was also available to any McGill student who had questions or concerns about REACH
students. My last duty as a teacher assistant was to evaluate the final report of the
seventeen students for whom [ was responsible.

During evaluation of their final report, I realized that some students followed very

closely the report from last year and did not use this year's guidelines enough. Therefore,

18



their report included the same mistakes as last year's students. [ also found that they were
not critical about last year's report even after the shortcoming of these reports had been
pointed out. After talking with Dr.Reid and the other teaching assistants about this a
decision was taken that the students would only keep the report on the participant from
the previous year for the two first weeks of the semester. The cover pages of the reports
will indicate that photocopies are prohibited.

The student's reflections included in their final reports gave me insight into their
personal experiences, challenges and successes. This information provided me with new
ideas on how to improve PDC. It also reinforced the relevancy of the modification that I
proposed during the semester as well as the ones | thought about recommending for the

future. These recommendations are discussed at the end of this report.

2.2.2 Experience at REACH

In order to gain as much as possible from the time spent in REACH, [ participated
in different activities like bi-weekly ice skating at the local skating rink, French classes
and a three day winter camp in Val-David. Prior to the camp, I helped students with the
preparation of the cooking of the food.

The time spent at REACH interacting with the students gave me opportunities to
know them a little and to create a relationship with them. Therefore, it helped me to assist
the coaches who had partners from REACH. My presence at REACH also gave me a real
experience where [ learned something about the adapted education milieu. I learned
specific ways to interact with REACH students and also many behavioral techniques that

[ shared with McGill students during our weekly meetings.
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2.2.3 Follow-up Interviews of Six McGill Students

The purpose of the interviews was to gain a general understanding of the McGill
student’s personal experiences throughout PDC. The interviews were one of the tools
used to “take the pulse” of PDC through the eyes of coaches. Six volunteer coaches were
interviewed. The group consisted ot three students enrolled in the physical education
program and three enrolled in the kinesiology program. Halfway through PDC practicum
one coaches made a change of program from kinesiology to physical education, a change
that she made because of her positive experience with PDC. All coaches were in the
second year of their program. Their partners all attend REACH school, range in age from
5 to 14 and have different levels of functioning. Only one partner was verbal, two of them
had limited verbal skills and two were non-verbal.

The interviews took place at four different times: prior to the first meeting with
their partner; just after the first meeting; halfway through the experience; and after the last
Wednesday meeting. The interview questions were constructed throughout the semester
with the participants’ answers from past interviews, with different cues from partners and
teachers, personal observations during the Wednesday experience as well as with coaches'
questions during the Monday and Friday lectures. A phenomenological approach was
utilized during this interviewing process. The goals of the interview were to gain a feel

for their lived experience, to gain coaches' input and to identify issues in order to improve

PDC.



2.2.3.1 Phenomenological approach.

"Phenomenology refers to the description of one or more individuals'
consciousness and experience of a phenomenon... the purpose of phenomenological
research is to obtain a view into your research participants' life-worlds and to understand
their personal meanings (what it means to them) constructed from their life experience."

(Johnson & Christensen, 2000, p.315). This approach was used in a non-research context.

2.2.3.2 Interview questions.

Prior to the first meeting
1. Are you looking forward to your first meeting with your student? (partner)

2. What did you do to get ready for it?
3. Are you nervous about it?
4. What do you think this project will bring to you?

During the first classes some coaches seemed very nervous about their first encounter
with their partner and that is why I wanted to know how the interview participants felt
about it. I also wanted to know how they prepared themselves and what they believed
they would gain from their participation in PDC.

After the first meeting with the partner
1. Was the first meeting as you expected?

2. Did you find that your preparation was useful and sufficient?
3. What worked well during your first session?
4. Did you feel comfortable with your student?

5. What are you going to modify or repeat next week?
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This second interview was to gain their first impression about the meeting with their
partner. I wanted to know if their first session was more or less what they expected. I also
wanted to engage them in a self-evaluation process of this first encounter. I wanted to
know if they were ready, well prepared and comfortable with their partner. Finally, based
on these answers, | wanted to know what they would modify or repeat for the next week.
The question about the comfort level came to my mind when I observed that some
coaches did not look comfortable with their partner's appearance or behavior. I also
observed that some coaches were not even talking to their partner or were speaking very

loudly.

Halfway through the experience
1. What could EDKP 396 do to prepare you more effectively?

2. How are you feeling about this experience so far? Are you comfortable? Can you see
where this project is going?

3. What have you learned so far? Are there specific techniques you learned while you
were working with your partner?

4. Describe your best or worst moment? What was rewarding?

I was wondering what they thought about the Monday and Wednesday lectures and if
they had any suggestions to improve these. The other questions were more to get a feel
for their experience at this point and make a comparison with the beginning of their PDC
experience. | was also trying to find out what was most challenging for them and trying to

make them think about something that could help them.
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After the last Wednesday
1 Intro: On the first interview [ asked you what you thought this project would bring you
and you answered:...(here I repeat to each participant the answer that they gave me
during the first interview, then [ asked the question).

Question: I would like to know if this is what you really gained from this experience?
2 Did you learn anything personal about yourself?
3 Overall, did you enjoy this experience?

The last interview had two purposes; the first was to see if they gained what they
thought they would. The second was to gain an overview of their learning experience and
see if this was a positive experience for them.

2.2.3.3 Interview answers: common themes.

Prior to the first meeting with their partner (First interviews were two days before
the first meeting with partner)
Participant's preparation: Four participants mentioned that they read last year's report
about their student, one of them also read the class notes and another one mentioned that
he "carefully studied all the things that we went over in class". Besides the reading
preparation, a group bought stickers as rewards for their partner and decided to come
early for the first meeting. Another stated that he "done some thinking about it". From
these short answers it is possible to see that their preparation for the first meeting with
their partner was not very extensive. Perhaps some reading suggestions concerning their
partner's disabilities could be a useful addition to their preparation. To save time and
money, books and articles about all disabilities present in the group participating in PDC

could be placed on reserve at the education library.
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Participant's nervousness: The coaches interviewed seemed nervous for two main
reasons. The first was the fact that this was a new experience for some of them and also
because they perceived the experience as being challenging. Here are some examples of
comments in various catagories.

New experience: "First experience teaching", "first experience with student with
disabilities", "I haven't done anything like this before", "don't know the kid", "little
nervous, going there blind."

Challenging: "Nervous because from reading the report it seems that she is not going to
be wanting a part", "very anxious because I think that [ might want to work with these
types of children", "don't know how well I'd be with the kid", "one on one it's gonna
require a lot of patience, a lot of energy"

Participant's future gains: They all believed that they would gain something positive
from PDC; personal development and professional knowledge. In the last interview the
same question was asked to see if they really gained everything they believed they would.
Here are some comments from the participants regarding this question.

Personal development: "Make me a better person", “give me an appreciation and respect
for people regardless of where they might differ on the outside, on their exterior

" "

appearance", "personal kind of not satisfaction but just like a good feeling"

Professional knowledge: "Help me on my future stages and as well as my career",
"different perspectives of teaching kids", "how to teach how to present the materials","
hands on project”, "learning at first hand", "have some training to present the materials",
"to help that specific population."

Miscellaneous: "Amazing project”, "amazing experience."
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Comments on REACH students short video: "Video was pretty cool"”. "looking at the
video today was also a nice tune."

After the first meeting
Participants' expectations: After their first meeting with their partner four participants
realized that it was going to be harder than they had imagined. "More than what I

" "

expected, it was very challenging"”, "I didn't think her attention span was gonna be that
short, "we felt hopeless", "expected to be a lot better", "hopefully be able to establish a
friendly relationship with him, that was my own expectation (did not happen)."”

On the other hand one participant had a better experience than expected: “Never say how
he grabbed me as soon as we got into the pool, has he trusted me, that good feeling
there”. The last participant's expectations was as perceived: "As I expected I was really
nervous"

Evaluation of preparation: The participant's answers on preparation showed that they
all had lesson plans but for different reasons they did not follow them. Some lesson plans
were inappropriate for their partners' abilities or behaviors. It could also be due to the fact
that during the first meeting the coaches did not really know how to act with their
partners. It seemed that they wanted to get to know them slowly. They tried to
communicate and to find out what their partner liked but mostly I believe they were only
making sure that the first session would run smoothly. Therefore, some partners were
taking the lead during the session. That's why I believe some of the participants

mentioned that: "We didn't do anything that we had planned", "just did informal

(assessment)", "he gave me very few chances to assess him", "we pretty much didn't do

b

" n

anything in my lesson plan", "it changed all when we where there, because, depending on
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what he will do or depending on what was available". "we were really scared to be stern
(scared of her reaction)."

Challenges of the first meeting: Communication appeared to be the biggest challenge. In
REACH approximately thirty five percent of the students are non-verbal and fourteen
percent have limited verbal skills. From the group selected to participate in these
interviews, there were four non- verbal partners out of five. So this group was not
representative of the population participating in PDC and this must be taken into
consideration when looking at the interview answers. The participant's comments are as
follows: "Communication is kind a hard", "not responsive", "not very expressive", "more
like Project Quadruple Challenge, this is so hard", "It was more challenging, I found that
her attention span is very short", "you really have to be specific in what you want the kid
to do"

Level of comfort with the partner: Even if each participant had different levels of
experience with children in general and with persons with disabilities, it was surprising to
see that they all felt pretty comfortable with their partner. Here are some of their
statements: "I'm a very very huggy kind of person, so I was happy that he felt comfortable
to hug me", "feel comfortable", "she cute”, "good first relationship." One participant had
mixed feelings about it: "Comfortable with some aspects of him but some aspects were
not comfortable because he tends to be belligerent and contrary." Finally, one female
participant experienced a situation in the changing room when she became uncomfortable

because she did not know what to do as she did not know if she should change in a

changing room full of children.



non

Other comments: "The teachers were always around (to help)". "have to be excited
about everything we do", "Her shadow K. was so supportive"
Modifications for next week: The answers of the participants to this question did not go
the way [ had expected. They told me very specific things that they were going to do.
“Focus on keeping her attention with me", "next time I think [ want to vary it up a bit, do
more sports. get him in the pool", "To build on the plan that we saw the TPO's that he did
last year and anything with him being in the pool." I was looking for a self-evaluation of
their interaction with their partner. I was not looking for information on their schedule or
activities planned for next week. Sort of like: "The first session I did that but it did not
work so this week I'm going to try... "

Halfway through the experience
Course content: It seem evident that the students are very satisfied with the lectures:
"Course is pretty much on the cutting edge of understanding what we are trying to
understand”, "nothing can be better", "Dr.Reid is such a good teacher and any
question...he can address it right away... he gives us a specific example, personal
experience so it becomes real for us."”, "Interesting class”, “no better way that the class
can be taught". Opinions were mixed on the possibility of transfering the theory learned
in class during the Wednesday experience: "I find a lot of things you learn in class you
can apply it", "hard to take what we learned in class and to apply it." These different
opinions could probably be explained by the fact that the participants had partners with
very different levels of functioning. One participant suggested that the course could:

"Maybe more hands on activities, maybe learn about different disabilities and know how

to approach them". She also mentioned that she did not find that there was a lot of info in
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the textbook about ditferent disabilities. Two participants thought that the best experience
was on the Wednesdays: "['ve learned more with her than in the lectures.” One mentioned
that it is because you get instant 