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Executive Summary 

 
Physical education should be a core subject within the National Curriculum because 
it is the only subject whose primary focus is on the body and, in this respect, it 
uniquely addresses the physical development aim of the curriculum and it also 
makes a significant contribution to the spiritual, moral, social and cultural 
development of children.  In addition, it develops an interest in and patterns of 
physical activity which are essential for healthy development and lay the foundations 
for active lifestyles.  This is increasingly important given growing concerns about 
children’s health (e.g. over 75% of children do not meet physical activity for health 
guidelines; 20% of children experience mental health problems; and 1 in 5 
secondary age children are obese).  Furthermore, there are current concerns about 
physical education in schools with inadequate attention paid to the subject in primary 
initial teacher training meaning that qualified teachers often lack the confidence and 
competence to teach physical education well.  In addition, the well intentioned 
Physical Education and Sport Premium has unfortunately led to the unintended 
consequence of physical education in some primary schools being virtually handed 
over to sports coaches and instructors who generally lack the pedagogical skills to 
meet the needs of all children and who deliver a narrow physical education 
experience.  There are also concerns about physical education in secondary schools 
where curriculum time is being reduced.  Making physical education a core subject in 
the National Curriculum would stimulate significant health and educational 
attainment benefits, lead to improved physical, mental and personal well-being of 
children, develop essential life skills and contribute to whole school improvements.  It 
would also ensure that physical competence is valued as much as reading, writing 
and arithmetic, and that well qualified specialist teachers are employed to teach 
physical education in primary and secondary schools.  High quality physical 
education in schools can also reduce the health burden of physical inactivity and 
contribute to the economic prosperity of the country.  Elevating physical education to 
core subject status would build on the 2012 legacy in a sustainable way by 
potentially reaching all children in the country and it would demonstrate a genuine 
commitment by Government to addressing significant, systemic health issues 
amongst children. 
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This paper presents the case for physical education becoming a core subject within 
the National Curriculum in England alongside English, mathematics and science.  
Core subjects are generally considered to lay the foundation for learning in other 
subjects and, as a result, are generally advantaged in terms of their status, 
preparation for teaching, and their time and resource allocation in schools.  As a 
consequence, key foundation subjects such as physical education tend to be 
marginalised and ‘squeezed’ in terms of time and resource.  This has led to a 
narrowing of the curriculum, concerns about which have been expressed by Ofsted 
(2017), and to an undermining of the intended ‘broad and balanced’ curriculum 
(Boyle & Bragg, 2006) which was created to ‘promote the spiritual, moral, cultural, 
mental and physical development of pupils and of society’ and to ‘prepare pupils for 
the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of later life’ (Department for 
Education, 2013). 

In relation to the above stated aims of the curriculum, there is a strong case to be 
made for physical education becoming a core subject in the National Curriculum.  
Firstly, it is the only school subject whose primary focus is on the body and the 
development of physical competence to ensure that children can move efficiently, 
effectively and safely.  In this respect, it uniquely addresses the ‘physical 
development’ dimension of the curriculum.  In addition, it makes a significant 
contribution to ‘spiritual, moral, cultural and mental development’ (Bailey et al., 2009; 
Cale et al., 2016; International Council of Sport Science and Physical Education 
(ICSSPE), 2010).  For example, high quality physical education has been shown to: 
contribute to children’s confidence, self-esteem and self-worth; enhance social 
development by helping children to co-operate and compete and to develop a sense 
of fairness, justice and respect; reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression; benefit 
cognitive function and academic achievement; and encourage school attendance 
and engagement (Harris & Cale, 2018; ICSSPE, 2010).  A high quality physical 
education curriculum can, therefore, enhance children’s spiritual, moral, social and 
cultural development and make a significant contribution to the promotion of 
fundamental British values (e.g. democracy, respect and tolerance) and the 
development of essential life skills (e.g. resilience, communication and responsibility), 
all of which add to the quality of life and maximise employability. 
 
Furthermore, high quality physical education develops an interest in and patterns of 
physical activity which are essential for healthy development and which lay the 
foundations for healthy lifestyles (ICSSPE, 2010).  Indeed, curriculum physical 
education is the most effective and inclusive means of providing all children with the 
skills, attitudes, values, knowledge and understanding for lifelong participation in 
physical activity.  The latter is becoming increasingly important, given escalating 
concerns about children’s health.  For example, the recent Health Survey for 
England (2017) reported 16% of 2-15 year old children and one in five aged 11-15 to 
be obese.  Furthermore, obesity is associated with health conditions such as type 2 
diabetes, and the number of young people in the UK with this condition is increasing.  
In addition, recent findings from the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children cross 
national survey reveal worrying trends concerning many teenagers’ health and 
health behaviours (including obesity levels, eating habits and physical activity), with 
UK youngsters lagging behind their European counterparts in many areas (World 
Health Organisation, 2017). 
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Indeed, concerns have been expressed for some time about the low activity levels of 
the vast majority of children with only 20% of girls and 23% of boys in England 
meeting health guidelines for physical activity of at least one hour a day of moderate 
physical activity; also, the proportion of both girls and boys who meet this guideline 
has decreased between 2008 and 2015, with this being more marked amongst the 
oldest age group (Harris & Cale, 2018).  There are also growing concerns about 
children’s mental health, with 20% of children experiencing mental health problems, 
10% being diagnosed with a mental health disorder (World Health Organisation, 
2005) and the UK ranking 20th in life satisfaction scores internationally (Association 
for Young People’s Health, 2017).   
 
Such concerns about children’s health and physical inactivity make this call for 
physical education to become a core subject in the National Curriculum particularly 
timely.  There are also currently a number of issues with physical education in 
schools.  For example, there is clear evidence that primary school teachers are not 
adequately trained to teach physical education and consequently many lack the 
confidence and competence to teach the subject well (Harris et al., 2012; 
Tsangaridou, 2012).  Also, for two consecutive years (2016 and 2017), Ofsted has 
reported that online trainee questionnaires reveal that ‘the confidence and 
knowledge required to teach physical education well’ is a negative aspect of primary 
initial teacher training.  The above situation has arguably arisen because of a 
combination of factors, including: the limited amount of time given to physical 
education in initial teacher education (and additional issues such as few 
opportunities to teach the subject and be developed by subject experts); the over-
emphasis on literacy, numeracy and test performance in many primary schools; and 
squeezed school budgets, all of which tend to limit the status of the subject and to 
push much-needed relevant professional development well down the ‘pecking order’.   
 
Furthermore, the well intended Physical Education and Sport Premium funding which 
was designed to improve the provision of physical education and sport in primary 
schools in England has seemingly had the unfortunate unintended consequence of 
virtually ‘handing over’ the subject to non-qualified teachers (in the form of sports 
coaches and instructors) with often relatively low level qualifications, limited 
knowledge of pupils, and minimal understanding of key pedagogical issues such as 
inclusion, progression and assessment (Griggs, 2010, 2016; Jones & Green, 2015; 
Smith, 2015).  Whilst there is clearly merit in schools developing partnerships with 
high-quality sports providers as they can make a significant contribution to upskilling 
teachers’ technical knowledge and there are examples of good practice in this regard 
(e.g. the Football Association working with the Premier League supporting the quality 
development of the Premier League Primary Stars programme), it is important that a 
key curriculum subject such as physical education is designed and delivered by well 
qualified teachers. 

The shift towards the outsourcing of physical education is associated with the more 
general globalisation, privatisation and marketisation of education and is increasingly 
commonplace in schools.  This is a concern on many fronts.  The quality of learning 
in physical education is seriously compromised by this and there is a somewhat ‘hit 
and miss’, ‘postcode lottery’ approach to the subject.  As a result, there is a danger 
in many schools of pupils’ physical competence not being developed and progressed 
at the rate it should be, talent not being recognised and extended, and some pupils 
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even being ‘turned off’ activity.  Every child is entitled to high-quality physical 
education yet it seems few are receiving this, especially in primary schools, at a time 
when skill development and attitude formation is particularly heightened.  On top of 
this, a recent survey by the Youth Sport Trust (2018) has revealed that physical 
education time has been cut in over a third of 487 schools across the UK due to 
exam pressure, additional curriculum time for other subjects, and staffing cuts.  This 
is contradictory to the situation in many high achieving independent schools where 
academic attainment and high levels of involvement in physical education and sport 
go hand in hand.  The latter demonstrates the value that independent school staff 
and paying parents put on the holistic benefits of a broad and balanced curriculum.  
The link between pupil health and wellbeing and attainment is also evidenced in a 
briefing paper from Public Health England (2014) for headteachers, governors and 
staff which states that pupils with better health and wellbeing are likely to achieve 
better academically and that a positive association exists between academic 
attainment and the physical activity levels of pupils.  The Association for Physical 
Education also has further case study evidence of a positive correlation between 
physical education being placed at the heart of school life and the maintenance of 
high standards of achievement.  Furthermore, the findings of a recent YouGov 
survey demonstrates a growing awareness amongst the British public of the crucial 
role that physical education plays in the health and wellbeing of children, with 42% of 
British adults ranking physical education as very important and more important than 
subjects such as history, geography, design and technology, citizenship and 
religious studies (The Telegraph, 15th February 2018). 

If young people are to achieve their full potential in physical education and to 
develop the motivation and skills to remain physically active, they need to be taught 
by well-qualified, specialist teachers who can deliver consistently high-quality 
lessons that engage, challenge and inspire all pupils.  This would help to address 
Ofsted’s (2013) concerns about there not being enough ‘strenuous activity’ in school 
physical education and many schools not adapting physical education to meet the 
needs of overweight and obese pupils.  It also closely aligns with key messages 
within the Government’s Childhood Obesity (Department of Health and Social Care, 
2017) and Sporting Future (Sport England, 2018) plans.  Well qualified specialists 
could also ensure: close links with holistic approaches to health promotion such as 
healthy schools and public health campaigns like Change4life and This Girl Can; 
smooth transition between primary and secondary schools to ensure good progress, 
sustained interest and motivation, and the retention and nurturing of talent; effective 
school-community links to promote activity within and beyond the school setting and 
local area; and the development of leadership skills which are transferable to key 
settings such as further and higher study as well as employment.  Indeed, with 
respect to the latter, Youth Employment UK published a report in 2017 which 
identified the core skills most valued by employers as communication, teamwork, 
problem solving, self-management and self-belief.  There is no doubt that high 
quality physical education makes a significant contribution to the development of all 
of these skills and thereby enhances young people’s employability. 

Well trained physical education specialists in primary and secondary schools would 
be able to increase activity levels in and beyond lessons through inclusive, 
innovative and engaging pedagogies (as opposed to dreary drill and forced regimes) 
which would ensure that learning to move and moving to learn is appealing, 
purposeful and progressive for all pupils, including those with health conditions such 
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as obesity, diabetes, asthma and anxiety.  Furthermore, realising the important 
psychological and social benefits of physical education requires positive experiences 
which are explicitly planned and taught and these are much more likely to occur in 
the hands of well-qualified professionals.   

Making physical education a core subject in the National Curriculum has the 
potential to stimulate significant health and educational attainment benefits and 
ensure greater connectivity between physical education and other curriculum 
subjects, resulting in whole school improvements and an effective school-wide 
approach to children’s personal development, behaviour and welfare, which is a 
particular focus of attention in Ofsted inspections of schools.   It would undoubtedly 
result in an enhanced status of the subject leading to: physical education being seen 
as important as English, mathematics and science; physical competence being 
valued as much as reading, writing and arithmetic; more time for physical education 
within the curriculum; teachers being required to be competent to teach physical 
education on completion of their initial teacher training; well qualified specialist 
teachers being employed to teach physical education in primary and secondary 
schools to ensure high-quality provision; standards, provision and progress in 
physical education being regularly and rigorously reviewed; and high quality 
professional development being made available to and accessed by all teachers of 
physical education. 

This is not the first time that there has been a call for physical education to become a 
core subject in the curriculum.  A report on Physical Activity in Schools by the Welsh 
Government (2013) a few years ago contained one single recommendation which 
was for physical education to become a core subject in the National Curriculum in 
Wales.   Furthermore, Professor Guy Claxton who is a leading expert on practical 
ways of developing young people's learning and creative capacities also considers 
that physical education should be a core subject.  This is based on the belief that it 
helps to develop important character traits such as perseverance, resilience, 
collaboration, initiative and mental toughness which help young people to flourish in 
education and life. 

Finally, insufficient physical activity is among the ten most important risk factors for 
the health burden in England and physical inactivity costs the NHS more than £450m 
a year (Public Health England, 2016).  This illustrates the significant potential that 
addressing physical inactivity via high quality physical education in schools could 
make to the health and wealth of the country.  There is little doubt that elevating 
physical education to core subject status would build on the 2012 legacy in a 
sustainable way by potentially reaching every child in the country and it would 
demonstrate a genuine commitment by Government to addressing significant, 
systemic health issues amongst children. 
 

In summary, physical education should be considered a core subject in the National 
Curriculum because it: 

 is already the only foundation subject which is statutory at all four key stages 
so regularly reaches every child in every school 
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 is the only subject which explicitly addresses the ‘physical development’ 
dimension of the aims of education and helps to remedy the current 
imbalance in the curriculum 

 provides a range of physical, social and psychological health benefits 
 helps to address serious and growing childhood health conditions such as 

obesity, type 2 diabetes and poor mental health 
 is the foundation for active lifestyles, sport and recreation and provides a key 

stepping stone into community sport and lifelong activity 
 directly contributes to the physical activity for health recommendation of at 

least one hour a day for school-aged children 
 establishes a health habit in childhood to be continued through adulthood 
 helps develops the whole young person and prepares young people for the 

future 
 contributes to the future health and economic prosperity of the nation. 
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