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An Advocacy Paper for Physical Education and School Sport 
 

Below is a brief summary of the research evidence which highlights the importance of and 
benefits of physical activity, physical education and sport in schools.  We feel this provides a 
compelling argument for the need for all schools to afford quality time to and provide quality 
physical activity, physical education and sporting experiences to all pupils.   
 
The importance of leading a physically active lifestyle is well recognised and physical activity in 
children and young people has been found to have clear physical and psychological benefits 
(see for example, reviews of these benefits by Janssen and LeBlanc, 2010; National Institute of 
Clinical Excellence, 2007; Stensel et al., 2008).   
 
Despite this, there are ongoing concerns over the physical activity levels of many youngsters.  
For example, the most recent World Health Organisation’s Health-Behaviour in School-aged 
Children (HBSC) Survey reported less than half of young people to be meeting current physical 
activity recommendations (of one hour of or more of at least moderate activity each day) (Currie 
et al, 2008).  Closer to home, the Health Survey for England (2012) revealed that only 21% of 
boys and 16% of girls aged 5-15 years meet the physical activity for health recommendation.  
There is also growing evidence that, for many young people, the school environment is the 
predominant source of their physical activity.  For example, only 28% of pupils are members of 
out-of-school clubs and only 16% of girls compete in a non-school context (Future Foundation, 
2015).  This suggests that, for many pupils (especially girls), school physical education is their 
only or main source of regular physical activity. 
 
If young people are to be able to enjoy and benefit from a physically active lifestyle, then 
physical education needs to provide them with the knowledge, skills, competence and 
confidence to be able to do so. 
 
Studies and reviews on the effectiveness of school-based physical activity and physical 
education programmes over the years have revealed that physical education can provide a 
number of positive outcomes for young people, such as increased physical activity and fitness 
levels and improved knowledge of and attitudes towards physical activity (see for example, 
reviews by Cale and Harris, 2005; 2006; De Meester et al., 2009; Demetriou & Honer, 2011; 
Dobbins et al., 2009; 2013; Kahn et al., 2002; Kriemler, 2011; Stone et al., 1998; van Sluijs et 
al., 2007). 
 
One famous Canadian study conducted in the 1970s, has also provided evidence that physical 
education can have long-term effects.  Over 20 years later, students involved in a physical 
education intervention showed better motor fitness, reported better health and more positive 
attitudes towards physical activity, plus more of the women reported to be regularly and 
strenuously physically active (Shephard and Trudeau, 2008).  
 
An academic review of the educational benefits of physical education and school sport (PESS) 
by Bailey et al., (2009) reported evidence to suggest that PESS has the potential to make 
contributions to young people’s development in four broad domains: the physical, social, 
affective and cognitive.  
 
Specifically they reported that: 
 

• There is suggestive evidence of a distinctive role for PESS in the acquisition and 
development of children’s movement skills and physical competence;  

 
• There is sufficient evidence to support claims of positive benefits for young people in the 

social domain; 
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• In the affective domain, engagement in physical activity has been positively associated 
with numerous dimensions of psychological and emotional development;  

 
• There is some persuasive evidence to suggest that physical activity can improve 

children’s concentration and arousal, which might indirectly benefit academic 
performance.  

 
Other reviews have also been published on the benefits of physical activity on young people’s 
academic or cognitive performance, though the conclusions drawn from these have been 
equivocal (see for example,  Fedewa & Ahn, 2011; Hillman et al., 2008; Keeley and Fox, 2009; 
Taras, 2005; Tomporowski et al., 2008).  The two most recent of these reported the following: 
 

• Positive but weak associations between physical activity (and physical fitness) and 
academic achievement and between fitness and elements of cognitive function (Keeley 
and Fox, 2009). 
 

• That there is insufficient evidence to conclude that additional physical education time 
increases academic achievement, however there is no evidence that it is detrimental 
(Keeley and Fox, 2009). 
 

• Physical activity to have a significant and positive impact on cognitive outcomes and 
academic achievement, with aerobic exercise having the greatest effect (Fedewa & Ahn, 
2011). 
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