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Discuss whether Physical Education should be a compulsory part of the school curriculum?

Are our younger generation lacking the essential intervention to lead a healthy and active future?  The aim of this piece of writing is to investigate whether improvements need to be made to the current School curriculum to incorporate more physical exercise into the learner’s timetable.  The benefits and drawbacks have been considered and studies researched to ascertain whether there is a strong case that we as educators are simply not doing enough. The health and well-being benefits have been outlined below and ways to improve these considered.  We look at why some attitudes consider cost as a barrier and how these can be overcome and rationalised.  We further consider how learners can gain a positive attitude towards an active lifestyle and how we can remove existing barriers to participation.

To begin with, some people may argue that PE provides children with an opportunity to be active, which can help to encourage physical activity throughout their whole life. Based on the findings of Lahiti et al., (2018) study, “intervention with daily school PE throughout compulsory school is associated with higher duration of physical activity not only during the intervention but also 4 years after termination of the programme.” Undoubtedly, an increase in physical activity levels bring a wide range of benefits. Physical activity contributes to preventing and managing non communicable diseases such as cardiovascular diseases, cancer and diabetes (WHO 2022). By instilling this habit earlier on in life, can only prevent these issues from arising. Children who are physically active are less likely than inactive children to be obese and higher levels of fitness during childhood are associated with generally lower blood pressure and lipids. Simons-Morton 1994.

[bookmark: _Int_g6r0tOXG]On the contrary, it is possible to argue that not every pupil's experience of PE is a positive one, and due to this, can actually discourage the continuation of physical activity after school years. As revealed by Daphne Brown (2014)”higher levels of negative experiences involving Physical Education classes are associated with lower levels of self-esteem and current exercise participation and a higher number of reported barriers to exercise.” It is vital to acknowledge this disparity in PE, and make plans, if PE were to remain in the curriculum, ways in which it can be more inclusive. Many children take part in P.E. only because it is compulsory and there is no other subject choice instead. Being made to participate -- especially when some children lack the confidence to perform/do not have interest, experience no enjoyment whatsoever which in turn can actually make them less likely to exercise outside School. Some educators have advised that schools should allow students to make their own choices in the P.E. activities they choose to participate in, to avoid making exercise feel like a dreaded activity, rather than healthy and fun. If choices are not implemented, P.E. may end up have the opposite effect than the one the school intended, and again, discourage the continuation of physical activity after their school years (Mary Strain 2018). 
Nevertheless, it is inevitable that the element of physical activity within PE can help support and improve mental health and wellbeing. As Datko (2018) states, ‘The benefits of PE to a child's mental health are both complex and comprehensive. Improved physical health, academics and social interactions all contribute to good mental health. Physical activity sets the stage for a good night's sleep, while obesity, caused in part by inactivity, is linked to sleep apnea. Regular physical activity, in addition to adequate sleep, provide more energy to participate in hobbies and interact with others.’ A study conducted by (Singh 2023) of the University of South Australia’, found ‘physical activity is 1.5 times more effective than counselling or the leading medications in managing depression’. Again, this demonstrates the overarching need for PE within schools. It is a worthwhile argument that if we don’t introduce children to physical activity through physical education in schools, then where will they learn this clearly vital outlet in life? 
On the contrary, one of the main issues with providing physical education in schools is the cost implications. At this time of economic hardship, when some schools are reducing their staffing levels, the cost of providing P.E. classes may cause some schools to question whether maintaining the subject is actually worth it. The cost of purchasing and maintenance of the equipment, plus the spiralling running costs of a huge gym, may be money that could be better spent on keeping experienced teachers employed. In addition, many schools base their budgets on the subjects that are deemed most important to students and parents. Subjects like P.E., whilst having excellent benefits for health and well-being are often dropped from the curriculum to fund other academic subjects when school budgets are stretched (Mary Strain 2018). One way which has been suggested to overcome this issue, is to incorporate physical activity into other subject lessons, for example English and Maths lessons. It is often the case that, due to pupils having to get changed and travel to the sports hall, pitch etc during the PE lesson, the actual time spent participating in physical activity is very limited. Powell et al (2019) “report an average of 35.3 minutes spent in a PE lesson within the ‘working area’ (for example, a school hall, field or swimming pool). This shows that a considerable amount of time each lesson is being lost to non-physical activity.” Whereby, it seems incorporating physical activity within other lessons throughout the school day, could be more effective in ensuring physical exercise level recommendations are being met. By utilising a constructivist approach, this enables learners to engage in lessons that are relevant and memorable.  It allows learners to make use of their own knowledge and understanding based on personal experiences. By applying their own experiences gained from the world around them, they can contribute in a more personal and meaningful way to their own development which has more relevance to them.  A good example of a book that harnesses this approach to learning is Michael Rosen’s ‘We’re going on a bear hunt’ (1989).  An infant School in Hampshire trialled this learning approach. The book was read to them, and the children were given the freedom and were encouraged to move as they wished with actions that matched the words of the book as it was read to them. This demonstrates that children learn when they are connected to what they already know and believe – King/Spring 2021. However, this type of incorporation of P.E into lessons would not be suitable for secondary school children. Therefore, if this were to be the way P.E lessons are delivered, alternative ways to incorporate physical activity into a higher educational programme would need to be created and implemented. 
[bookmark: _Hlk150510561]It should also be considered whether early intervention in making physical activity compulsory in early years will have a positive impact on a learner’s final academic achievements by the end of secondary school. A 4-month group-randomized trial (Ardoy 2014) was conducted in 67 secondary school students from South-East Spain in 2007. The students were split into 3 groups (Control, experimental 1 and experimental 2) - each group received different levels of PE intervention at varied intensities over a 7-day period.  The results showed that increased physical activity can benefit cognitive performance and academic achievement. In this trail, the findings also discovered that average School grades ie. Mathematics increased in the experimental 1 and 2 groups. To back up this trial, a further study reported by Bass et al., (2013) determined whether physical activity is linked to improved academic success in middle school students using The Fitness Gram Test.  This is an aerobic capacity test that gets more difficult as it continues. It measures a student's aerobic capacity as part of the Fitness Gram Test. The largest correlations were seen for aerobic fitness and muscular endurance. Boys in the Healthy Fitness Zone for aerobic fitness or muscular endurance were 2.5–3 times more likely to pass their maths or reading exams. Girls were approximately 2–4 times as likely. It was concluded that aerobic capacity and muscular endurance positively affected academic achievement in middle school students. These finding show that by incorporating Physical Activity whether through PE or another subject improves memory and subsequently could improve exam results and academic performance.

To conclude, there are numerous arguments whether P.E should be a compulsory part of the school curriculum.  It is evident from current studies and statistics outlined above that unless P.E remains in the curriculum albeit with further improvements then our future generation will simply become one that is unfit, obese with a multitude of serious health conditions. This will only put further pressure on our already strained healthcare systems. I agree with John F Kennedy ‘Intelligence and skill can only function at the peak of their capacity when the body is healthy and strong’.  I understand that the capacity in which physical education is delivered may vary to accommodate the current educational system, but I do believe that children should experience an element of physical activity within their school years. 
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