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Perspectives on Health and Physical Activity (SHSS6071)
‘What are the Main Aims of Physical Education?’
Introduction 
There are a range of aims that can be given for physical education, all of which are important and can be argued for as one of the main aims. The 2008 national curriculum for physical education in Wales highlights some general aims such as inclusion and the four areas of experience help provide some further aims e.g. to engage in frequent and regular physical activity beneficial to their health, fitness and well-being. But there are no set aims for physical education as a school subject; most other school subjects have a main aim(s) so why is physical education different? This investigation will look mainly at 5 key aims to be taken in to consideration to answer the proposed question. These 5 aims were chosen on the basis that they are perhaps exclusive to physical education and therefore will provide a strong argument for physical educations place on the school curriculum. 
The aims of physical education has been a long lasting debate which is yet to have a solid answer. Physical education is often regarded as a practical subject with a focus on doing rather than being knowledge orientated (Redelius et al, 2015). Similarly to the UK, research in Sweden shows ‘a striking lack of clarity over the purpose of the subject, particularly in terms of its educational purpose’ causing for diverse and blurred educational objectives (Redelius et al, 2015). Penney and Chandler (2000) said ‘while physical educationalists may be in agreement about what the subject “is not”, the matter of what the core aims of the subject are remains far less clear.’ Although there has been progress made since 2000, this is still applicable. Kirk (2006) supports this, saying that ‘physical educators as a professional group are confused and disoriented about the contribution of their subject to the educational goals of school.’ 
The first aim to be discussed is motor skill development. ‘Fundamental movement skills lay the foundations for children to participate in a variety of physical activities and sports’ (Chen et al,2017) and motor skill competency can be described as ‘the ability to perform various fundamental movement skills in a consistent and proficient manner’ (Rudd et al, 2015). Therefore, could motor skill development be a starting point for physical education to build on? Motor skill development is particularly important in the early years of children as it will provide them with a solid basis on which to build and become skilful in a range of sports and physical activities. Rudd et al (2015) support this, stating the ‘importance of developing children’s motor skill competency during elementary school years.’ 
Sports games and drills are very prominent in physical education and have been for a long time. Physical education could be compared to coaching in this way e.g. do they teach in similar ways and should they teach in similar ways. Anonymous (2012) wrote an article in the ‘Journal of Physical Education, Recreation and Dance’ with the opinion that physical education teacher training should include coaching education. They argue that ‘in many ways, good coaching mirrors good teaching,’ this will be discussed further along with emphasis on the balance between sports and other physical activities. 
Social and moral development is another important aspect and physical education lends itself to this with the national curriculum identifying the importance of developing positive attitudes. ‘There is nothing intrinsically character building about kicking or catching a ball’ said Shield and Bredemeier in 1995, although written over 20 years ago this still applies today. Shields and Bredemeier believe that teachers must ‘create opportunities for meaningful interactions to take place.’ 
Lu and Buchanan (2014) look in depth at developing students’ emotional well-being in physical education. They state that ‘emotion serves important functions such as focusing our attention, organizing recall and memory, motivation or demotivation’ as well as other aspects. They also state that ‘negative emotions impair learning, while positive emotions promote learning and overall school performance (Bergin and Bergin, 2012). ‘Emotional well-being is a key part of an individual’s overall health’ (Hilborn et al, 2004) therefore giving a strong case as an aim for physical education. 
‘It is widely believed that participation in sport and physical active recreation during youth can be a significant factor in lifelong engagement’ (Green, 2014) therefore this will be the fifth aim considered. Physical education is often portrayed as a potentially crucial vehicle for enhancing young people’s engagement with physical activity (Green, 2014). Kirk (2005) argues that early learning experiences are crucial to continuing participation in physical activity but at the time only particular sections of the population (England and Wales) were in a position to access quality experiences in primary schools and sports clubs. He suggests that primary schools, by themselves, are ‘unable to deliver quality early experiences, while the contribution of PE specialists in secondary schools may come too late.’ 
Discussion 
Motor skill development 
As stated above ‘fundamental movement skills lay the foundations for children to participate in a variety of physical activities and sports’ (Chen et al, 2017). Therefore without competence in a range of fundamental motor skills physical education will become increasingly difficult. For this reason developing fundamental motor skills is key to a positive experience in physical education and should therefore be a big contender as one of the main aims. Rudd et al (2015) discuss the importance of motor skill development in the early years as this is when they will develop and improve most. Looking at this, perhaps this aim could be the main aim for physical education in primary schools or at least the foundation phase and act as a building block to prepare for more specific skill development in secondary education. 
‘Childhood mastery of fundamental movement skills contributes to adolescents’ learning and mastering specialized skills needed for successful participation in sports and physical activity (Barnett et al, 2009). To help pupils build competency in motor skills and movement patterns ‘physical education teachers should provide a quality physical education program, as a powerful vehicle for equipping children with this’ (Chen et al, 2017). ‘Quality physical education provides students with a variety of developmentally appropriate and fun physical and fitness activities and uses effective instructional strategies to maximise students’ learning time and participation’ (Chen et al, 2017). All of this evidence implies that if quality physical education is provided from a young age children should develop competency in a range of fundamental motor skills and be more able to transfer these skills to sports specific skills. 
Looking at the above information, I would suggest that motor skill development be a (if not the) main aim for physical education in primary schools, especially the foundation phase. This aim is less probable for secondary physical education as evidence shows that a majority of these skills are developed at a young age. Perhaps this aim for primary physical education leading to another aim in secondary physical education will show a progressive route which will also help solidify physical education’s place on the curriculum. 
Sports skills development 
The balance between sports games and drills with other physical activities in physical education is significantly leaning towards the sports in a large majority of schools. Learning sport specific skills will be a natural progression from the motor skill development discussed above, but is it as important as the time given to it would suggest? Anonymous (2012) believes that all physical education teachers should be taught coach education as part of their training, again this is placing a heavy focus on sports games and skill drills. Although there is no named author, this journal article has been deemed appropriate as the journal is reputable. The overuse of sports games and drills in physical education could hinder inclusion as the more skilful pupils will most likely get a much more positive experience. This could be helped by incorporating other physical activities e.g. health related activities such as yoga, running and circuit training or by using pedagogical models that promote inclusion. 
An example of a pedagogical model that could be used as a means for more inclusive sport is the sport education model. Cho et al (2012) studied students’ motor skill development through a sport education volleyball season; they found that sport education ‘can be successfully introduced to and implemented by in-service teachers with benefit to student motor skill development.’ Although the motor skill development won’t be as significant as in the early years, it shows a clear progression route and further improves skills already learnt. The main differences between teaching sports using the traditional drills and then games method as opposed to using the sport education model are that the model creates a meaningful and holistic experience for all pupils and that success is not exclusive to scoring and winning. Siedentop (1994) notes that the primary objective for sport education is to ‘educate students to be players in the fullest sense, and to help them develop as competent, literate and enthusiastic sportspeople.’ 
It is clear that sports games and drills are overused and that more balance is needed in the physical education curriculum in most schools. The introduction of more health related physical activities will give pupils more choice and encourage them to try new activities that can benefit them. I propose that sports does indeed deserve its place as part of the curriculum but teaching methods should be reconsidered to provide a more inclusive and holistic experience. Pedagogical models such as the sport education model could be very effective in providing this holistic experience for all pupils whilst still developing their sports skills. 
Development of social and moral skills 
‘Education policies and curriculum documents in many European countries promote the social and moral development of young people as a cross-curricular goal’ (Jacobs et al, 2013). Scholars have argues that physical education teachers ‘play a crucial role in the social and moral development of children’; there is however little scientific evidence to prove this positive contribution (Jacobs et al, 2013). Some research by Bailey et al (2009), Hedstrom and Gould (2004) and Vidoni and Ward (2009) found a positive relationship between physical education and social and moral development but with a lack of research in this area, would it be appropriate to place this as a central aim for physical education? 
As stated above, ‘there is nothing intrinsically character building about kicking or catching a ball’ (Shields and Bredemeier, 1995) and teachers must create opportunities for these meaningful, character building interactions to take place. Shields and Bredemeier (1995) also highlight that the teacher must lead by example and show consistency in their decision making as well as to show each child equal respect. Although written in 1995, this statement is still relevant and always will be relevant and key in developing social and moral skills. Physical education allows for live decision making, something that other school subjects do not offer so much; this is one of the reasons that physical education lends itself to this aim. 
With the lack of evidence showing the positive relationship between physical education and social and moral development, why should this be considered an aim? Social and moral development is considered a cross-curricular goal but physical education is seen by many scholars as the main place where this can take place. The importance of social and moral development for young people is clear and non-arguable and should in fact be considered a central aim for physical education as this is the most appropriate place. There is an obvious need for more research in this area to provide more evidence to support this as an aim for physical education. 
Health and well-being 
‘The benefits of physical activity for the mental health and well-being of children and youths are well established’ (Smedegaard et al, 2016). ‘Regular physical activity can help build social skills and self-esteem, the latter commonly viewed as a key indicator of positive well-being’ (Smedegaard et al, 2016). A number of school-based interventions have taken place e.g. Landry and Driscoll (2012), Babic et al (2014) and Kohl and Cook (2013) and the overall conclusion of these studies was that ‘increased physical activity during school hours is associated with better physical, psychological and social health and well-being’ (Smedegaard et al, 2016). With strong evidence to show that increased physical activity has a positive effect on health and well-being and the fact that for some children, physical education may be their main form of physical activity; this aim has a strong claim. 
In educational settings, pupils emotion regulation will affect their academic achievement, mental health and social competence (Lu and Buchanan, 2014). Negative emotions will impair learning and overall school performance whereas positive emotions will have the opposite affect (Bergin and Bergin, 2012). With emotional well-being having such an effect on academic achievement, not only in physical education, it has a definitive place as an aim for physical education. Strobel and Borsato (2012) put forward that emotional care is shown and developed to create a caring classroom environment where teachers should be sensitive and considerate and ask pupils to respect each other. This can be linked to the aim of social and moral development as this will contribute to the health and well-being of all pupils. 
Health and well-being should definitely be considered a main aim for physical education, especially considering the recent deeper understanding in to mental health issues. This aim has a very strong case to argue as a central aim for physical education and its link to the aim of social and moral development adds to both of their arguments. These two aims working alongside each other would provide holistic and meaningful physical education experiences with great physical and mental health and well-being benefits. 
Lifelong participation in physical activity 
Anonymous (2014) wrote an article debating whether it is more beneficial to focus on fundamental movement skill development and health related fitness or physical activities which provide moderate to vigorous physical activity and which will increase the likelihood of lifelong physical activity. This anonymous article is again from the ‘Journal of physical education, recreation and dance’ and has therefore been considered appropriate for use. They concluded that a curriculum focused on moderate to vigorous physical activity would be more beneficial at primary age as they require activities that will boost their heart rate and that they will learn and enjoy these activities and be more likely to carry them on. These finding were related to primary age pupils only and therefore this may not be the case for secondary physical education and I would suggest that this is not the case. I would propose that when children reach secondary school or certainly the later stages, there is a shift from this and more health related fitness or physical activity is more appropriate for pupils that have not already developed a strong skill set in a sport(s). 
Kirk (2005) also looks at the impact of early year experiences on lifelong participation in physical activities. Kirk states that ‘prior to age 10, young children tend to equate effort with ability. In other words, they believe that they can accomplish most physical tasks if they try hard, and tend to overestimate what they can do.’ After the age of 10 this thought process will change and young people will become more aware of what they and other children are doing, therefore making these early experiences especially important to gain confidence before more accurate perception begins. Looking at these two articles, early childhood experiences seem to be key in starting the journey to lifelong participation in physical activity. 
Looking at all of the research from this discussion, I would propose that participation in lifelong physical activity will be an outcome of a positive experience in physical education and does not necessarily need to be a central aim. All of the above sections done appropriately and effectively should contribute to a positive experience that will carry on throughout life. 
Conclusion 
To conclude, I would suggest motor skill development as the main aim for primary physical education to act as a base for all future sports and physical activity and motor skill development will carry on throughout secondary education but not be as prominent as an aim. I have concluded that sports skill development does deserve its place in the curriculum but there should be a better balance between this and health related fitness, especially in secondary physical education and that using pedagogical models such as sport education will help make sports more meaningful. To spite the lack of evidence showing a positive relationship between physical education and social and moral development, I would present this as an aim for physical education working alongside health and well-being. Health and well-being should definitely be a main aim for physical education; this along with the development of social and moral skills will provide a holistic and meaningful physical education experience with major physical and mental health benefits. And finally, lifelong participation in physical activity should be an outcome of a positive physical education experience therefore I would not so much consider it an aim, rather an outcome from the aims. 
Summary 
To answer the proposed question ‘What are the Main Aims of Physical Education?’, for primary physical education, motor skill development will be a main aim and for secondary physical education health and well-being will be a main aim. Social and moral development will work along with health and well-being and will not be considered a main aim alone due to the lack of research. 
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