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Abbreviations and Definitions 

 

PE: Physical Education.  

The planned, progressive learning that takes place in curriculum time. All children receive 

physical education by law, as it is part of their curriculum.  

 

SS: School sport.  

The learning that takes place outside of school, usually in the form of competitions against 

other schools or extra-curricular clubs. All children should be given the opportunity to take 

part in school sport, although it is not compulsory. 

 

PA: Physical activity.  

This refers to the general bodily movement that uses energy. This could range from 

walking, running, gardening or tidying. 

 

ITT: Initial teacher training. 

Training that potential teachers will go through to ensure teaching standards are met before 

being offered any teaching roles or responsibilities. All teachers must go through ITT. 

 

AfPE: Association for PE. 

The representative subject association for PE in the UK. 

 

CPD: Continuous, professional, development 

Learning activities professionals engage in to develop and enhance their abilities. 
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PESSPA: Physical Education, School Sport and Physical Activity 

Acronym used to combine PE, SS and PA into one collective term. 
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Abstract 

 

Aims: 

This study looks to discover current primary education practitioners’ thoughts and ideas 

regarding the status of PE in the United Kingdom and ultimately, whether it should be a 

core subject alongside English, Maths and Science. This study will use appropriate 

research, theories and policies to aid the research. 

 

Background: 

There is a physical and mental health crisis that has been accelerated by COVID-19. 

Physical activity has been identified as a way to improve both of these health areas and 

primary schools can help children develop positive experiences of physical activity that 

hopefully will stay with them for life, producing healthier adults. Research is showing that 

lifestyle habits formed in childhood can follow through to adulthood, it is crucial that positive 

and healthy habits are formed in early ages. 

 

Methods: 

A qualitative research method was adopted through the use of semi-structured interviews to 

gain an insight into practitioners’ viewpoints, attitudes and experiences of PE. 

 

Results: 

Participants outlined how they do not feel confident in teaching PE and that it should be 

valued more within school. They also expressed how PE has the potential to be more than 

just playing sports. 
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Conclusion: 

Whilst PE is the most prioritised foundation subject and one of the most heavily funded 

subjects, it still requires more attention in order to increase the status and value. PE is still 

being dropped for other subject areas and teachers do not feel confident teaching PE to a 

high standard. This, in the researcher’s opinion, is implicitly telling children that PE is not 

important. Action must be taken to place PE at the forefront of schools.  
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

 

 

1.1: Context of the Study 

 

This research follows proposals from the House of Lords (2021), calling for PE to a core 

subject in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, where both children and adults physical 

and mental health has plummeted. AfPE also created a task force, using research with 

similar intentions to this research as ammunition to fight for more importance placed on PE 

in primary schools. Edward Timpson (2022) also lead a Westminster Hall debate 

suggesting that PE should be a core subject. 

 

This research project was undertaken within a primary school setting, where all participants 

are employed alongside the researcher. The research question was produced as the 

researcher works as a PE teacher within an outstanding primary school; directly seeing the 

benefits PE can bring to children and is passionate about sharing the benefits with others. 

The researcher implemented a four-week PE club in two differing year groups taking place 

on two days of the week each (in addition to current PE lessons), to investigate the effects 

of daily PE, replicating what it may be like if it were to become a core subject. 

 

Whilst the development of the national PE curriculum in the UK has evolved, from focuses 

being shifted from producing stronger men ready for war in the mid nineteen hundreds 

(O'Hanlon, 1982), to a post-war concern for physical fitness (Bailey et al., 2009) and finally, 

our current ‘twenty-first century offer’ of providing opportunities to participate in sports and 

becoming physically confident (Department for Education, 2013); there have been a 
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plethora of studies highlighted that have provoked thoughts for another shift in emphasis in 

PE.  

 

1.2: Rationale 

 

Sinek (2009) states “people don’t buy what you do, they buy why you do it.” (p. 41). If PE 

were to become a core subject, educational professionals would need persuading and it is 

crucial that the ‘why’ is established before potential change is sprung upon them. 

 

Recent studies imply a crisis is approaching, if not here already; a global physical health 

crisis. Some of the latest figures from the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2020) state 

that more than 80% of adults worldwide are insufficiently active. The Health and Social 

Information Centre (2015) also add that nearly a third of children aged two to fifteen are 

regarded as either overweight or obese. Public Health England (2021) highlight how 

insufficient physical activity is associated with 1 in 6 deaths in the UK, costing the UK more 

than £7.1 billion a year (£900,000,000 directly to the NHS). Cancer Research UK (2021) 

adds how obesity causes more cases of some cancers than smoking. To add to this, 

people who are insufficiently active have a 20% to 30% increased risk of death than those 

who are sufficiently active (WHO, 2020). Furthermore, WHO (2020) claim that up to five 

million deaths a year could be prevented if the population was more active. 

  

Whilst the physical health figures are worrying; the relationship between physical activity 

and mental health can also be noticed. Especially post COVID-19, the children of our world 

are suffering. The Royal College of Psychiatrics (2021) state a record number (190,271) of 

children and young people have been referred to mental health services; an increase of 
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134% from the previous year. Of this number, 8,552 children were referred to urgent or 

emergency crisis care; an increase of 80% compared to the previous year. Huzar (2019) 

found that those with low levels of fitness and strength had 98% higher odds of 

experiencing depression and 60% higher odds of experiencing anxiety.  

 

House of Lords (2021) state: “Attitudes towards sport and physical activity develop when 

we are children and often track into adulthood… whether they return to sport and physical 

activity can often depend on the attitudes developed earlier in life… providing a positive, 

inclusive and fun environment for children and young people will equip them with the skills, 

motivation, and confidence to become active adults”. Additionally, Sallis et al. (1996) claim 

that children who do not participate in physical activity are more likely to have health 

complications through adulthood. 

 

Hedley et al (2004) outlines how the percentage of children who are overweight has more 

than doubled since the 1970’s as well as Ebbeling, Pawlak and Ludwig (2002) highlighting 

how there is an extensiveness of worldwide childhood obesity. Donnelly and Lambourne 

(2011) highlight how physical activity in schools has declined since the 1970’s; considering 

this, MacFadyen and Bailey (2001) suggest that schools should encourage children to 

intrinsically enjoy movement and should nurture a passion for physical activity that leads 

into participation for life. Armstrong et al. (1990) outlines how physical activity levels 

naturally decrease as children move into adulthood. Thus, schools must play a fundamental 

role in teaching children to maintain an active lifestyle (USDHHS, 2000). 

 

Green (2002) outlines how the role of PE promoting lifelong physical activity has become 

widely accepted. Kelder et al. (1994) states there is evidence to support the notion that 
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health-related behaviours learned during youth are often maintained into adulthood. Hands 

(1999) suggests that PE provides opportunities for children to develop the skills needed to 

have a physically active lifestyle; as well as this, fundamental movement skills developed in 

PE support the abilities needed for physical activities in later life (Gallahue and Ozmun, 

1998). Evidence suggests that those who establish strong fundamental movement skills in 

childhood are increasingly likely to be active later in life (Okely, Booth and Patterson, 2001). 

 

1.3: Aims of the Research 

 

This research aims to understand practitioners’ viewpoints and attitudes towards primary 

PE and if change is needed. Related literature will be used alongside interviews to establish 

a general answer to the question: should PE be a core subject? The study will look to 

discuss the following areas of research: 

 

• What are the physical and mental health benefits of PE? 

• What are the holistic benefits of PE? 

• What and who defines high quality PE? 

 

The following chapters will look to address current literature, research approaches and 

methodologies, the findings of the interviews and a conclusion, respectively.   
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

 

 

2.1: Introduction 

 

This literature review will explore the theories, policies and studies surrounding the three 

main research questions of the study. First, the physical and mental health benefits of PE 

will be explored and why they should be prioritised, with links to obesity and other ill-health 

that can develop in later life. Then, holistic education is discussed and how this applies to 

PE, focusing on how PE can develop the ‘whole child’, rather than exclusively developing 

them physically. Finally, this review considers what high quality PE is and how it can be 

achieved, with increased emphasis on teacher training.  

 

2.2: Research Question One: What are the physical and mental health benefits of PE? 

 

Harris (2018) outlines how the primary focus of PE is developing physically; an abundance 

of studies have proven the benefits of being physically active. Sallis (1999) explains how 

regular participation in physical activity correlates with longer and improved quality of life, 

as well as reduced risk of diseases. Evidence is also circulating suggesting an affiliation 

with physical activity and diabetes, blood pressure (Malina and Bar-Or, 1991), bone health 

(Bailey and Martin, 1994) and obesity (Gutin, Barbeau and Yin, 2004). To add to this, Bass 

and Myburgh (2000) and MacKelvie et al. (2002) found a link involving childhood physical 

activity and bone strength, impacting the likelihood of osteoporosis in later life. Steinbeck 

(2001) found that physical inactivity is concurrent with obesity development whereas Biddle 

et al. (2004) states that studies investigating this link are uninspiring. To add to this, Tolfrey 
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et al. (2000) claims physical activity has minimal impact on children’s blood pressure, 

however Biddle et al. (2004) challenges this viewpoint, stating it is because most diseases 

appear later in life. Additionally, Kim (2012) found that PE did not have a major impact on 

boys’ physical activity levels. Regardless, physical benefits of physical activity have been 

clearly recognised; reducing obesity, increased length and quality of life, improved bone 

health, to name a few. 

 

As well as the physical benefits physical activity can provide and considering the 

concerning mental health figures in the UK, Sport England (2021) evidence a positive 

relationship between being active and mental wellbeing, as well as Shvedko et al. (2018) 

and Vancampfort et al. (2017) finding that physical activity reduces stress, cognitive decline 

and depressive symptoms. They also outline how physical activity improves social 

cognition, social interaction, quality of life, self-esteem and sleep. Additionally, physical 

activity has been found to be synonymous with positive mood (Biddle, 2000) and reduced 

anxiety (Taylor, 2003). Whilst the benefits can be appreciated, it is important to consider 

how it links to children. Fox (2000) stated that there is a strong link between physical 

activity and self-esteem particularly with children. Gruber (1986) supports this, determining 

that participation in PE supports the improvement of self-esteem of primary aged children. 

As well as this, Talbot (2001) outlines how PE enhances self-confidence and social 

development. Ultimately, PE can contribute to the enhancement of psychological health in 

children (Bailey, 2006). 
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2.3: Research Question Two: What are the holistic benefits on PE? 

 

Before considering what holistic benefits of PE can be, it is important to comprehend what 

holistic education is or looks like. Mahmoudi et al. (2012) suggests that a holistic approach 

to education cultivates the relationship between different aspects of the learner; intellectual, 

physical, spiritual, emotional, social and aesthetic. Whilst Marshman (2011) outlines how 

holistic education focuses on the fullest possible development of the person by addressing 

more than just the intellectual domain. DeCorby et al (2005) determined that teachers 

viewed PE as important to the development of the whole child. Stolz (2015) recognises the 

importance of holistic development, theorising how we engage with the world in an 

emotional and practical way for instance, not exclusively cognitive. Harris (2018) highlights 

how although the primary focus of PE is on the physical body; it also makes a large 

contribution to the spiritual, moral, social and cultural growth of young people (Bailey et al., 

2009). Bailey (2006) found that PE develops children in five domains; physical, lifestyle, 

affective, social and cognitive. Svoboda (1994) explains how PE can be holistic by 

providing opportunities to meet and communicate with others, offering new social roles and 

delivers experiences of emotions that aren’t available in the rest of life. 

 

PE enhances academic performance by increasing the flow of blood to the brain, improving 

mood and improving mental alertness (Hills, 1998). Donnelly and Lambourne (2011) 

highlight the evidence showing the correlation between physical activity, cognitive function 

and academic achievement. Dowling (2021) also believes PE should be a core subject 

alongside English and Maths; outlining the evidence backed arguments that regular 

physical activity improves brain function; in turn supporting children in achieving positive 

academic results. On the contrary, Packham and Street (2018) found that daily PE did not 
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have any positive impact on health or educational outcomes. They determined it had 

detrimental effects, correlating with an increase in discipline and absence rates, as attitudes 

towards PE had already been formed. Whilst research in Switzerland (Yangüez et al., 2021) 

found that there is a positive relationship between a child’s cardio-respiratory health and 

their academic success. In an educational society where academic results determine a 

schools’ reputation (Leckie and Goldstein, 2009), it would seem PE could be further down 

the ‘pecking order’ in comparison to English and Maths for instance, with precious time 

utilised for ‘boosters’ or ‘interventions’ to improve results. Donnelly and Lambourne (2011) 

state that physical activity improved academic performance through self-regulatory methods 

consisting of planning, organising, problem-solving, effective memory, motor control, and 

inhibitory control.  

Furthermore, eleven out of fourteen studies of physical activity during the school day 

demonstrated a positive relationship to academic performance (Rasberry et al., 2011). As 

well as this, Trudeau and Shephard (2008) found that additional time dedicated to PE did 

not inhibit academic performance. On the contrary, von Hippel and Bradbury (2015) found 

that daily PE had little improvements on fitness and made no impact on academic 

achievement. However, regular physical activity can also improve ‘desirable’ behaviours 

when learning in the classroom. Hillman et al. (2009) found that physical activity can 

improve the allocation of attention to a specific cognitive task. Additionally, physical activity 

showed that children increased their ‘on-task’ behaviours by more than 20% during a study 

by Mahar et al. (2006). Grieco et al. (2009) also adds that active students are able to return 

to the same level of on task behaviour after being active. Research from Sibley and Etnier 

(2003) suggested that a positive correlation was found between physical activity and 

academic readiness in children. Conversely, Kristjansson et al. (2008) highlights a negative 

correlation between BMI and academic achievement. Additionally, Gunstad et al. (2008) 
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found no link between BMI and test performance in children and adolescents. Beller and 

Stoll (1995) highlight evidence that involvement in PE actually worsened classroom 

behaviour. To argue this, Bailey (2006) provides evidence of research that reduced 

‘academic’ curriculum time and replaced it with PE, finding academic results did not 

worsen; as well as having better concentration, less truancy and reduced discipline issues. 

Shephard (1997) supports this, finding that students’ learning abilities improved as a result 

of receiving extra PE lessons. 

Whilst the physical and mental health benefits have been clearly outlined, Stryer, Tofler and 

Lapchick (1998) suggest that sports fosters skills such as cooperation, self-discipline, 

competitiveness and leadership. Brown and Payne (2009) outline a need to develop 

meaningful experiences in PE and should involve more than a purely cognitive, technical or 

‘fitness-as-an-outcome' approach; they suggest that meaningful PE will encourage greater 

physical activity throughout an individual’s life. Harris and Cale (2018) state that high quality 

physical education has been shown to: contribute to children’s confidence; self-esteem; 

improve social development; develop a sense of fairness; reduce symptoms of anxiety and 

depression; benefit cognitive function and academic achievement; and encourage school 

attendance and engagement. Considering this social context, Bailey (2006) suggests that 

PE is an appealing context as social interactions frequently emerge naturally. Sullivan 

(2021) discusses in the changes he has made to his own PE curriculum, with an increased 

focus on developing concepts such as communication and resilience, using PE as the 

vehicle to achieve this, in a bid to improve employability and future life success; something 

which Sullivan stresses the importance of, also highlighting how this makes PE meaningful 

for his students. Youth Employment UK (2017) recognised the core competencies most 

valued by employers as communication, teamwork, problem solving, self-management and 

self-belief; suggesting that high quality PE can play a role in improving young people’s 
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employability. Sport England (2021) also found a positive correlation between being active 

and individual development; such as resilience. Whilst there is an appreciation that PE’s 

main focus is physical development, there is certainly a compelling case that PE can 

develop the child holistically.  

 

Considering the positive aspects engaging in physical activity can bring to individual 

development; 56% of primary schools said that they had reduced hours for certain subjects, 

particularly PE, as part of ‘COVID catch up’ (Department for Education, 2022). Boyle and 

Bragg (2006) highlight how this can be a direct conflict when compared to Ofsted’s idea of a 

‘broad and balanced curriculum’. Even though schools have admitted to removing PE to 

focus on other core subjects, Ofsted (2012) say that “PE involves teaching and learning. It 

is part of every child’s entitlement to a good education.”  Youth Sport Trust (2018) also 

revealed that PE time has been cut in over a third of schools across the UK due to exam 

pressure and increasing curriculum time for other subjects; suggesting that those in senior 

leadership positions either do not see the value of PE or value academic results over 

holistic development. 

 

2.4: Research Question Three: What and who defines high quality PE? 

 

When considering whether PE should be a core subject, it is also important to review what 

makes high quality teaching and learning within PE and how it is assessed and monitored. 

“Quality PE… should help them acquire the psychomotor skills, cognitive understanding, 

and social and emotional skills they need to lead a physically active life.” AfPE (2008). The 

Department for Education and Skills (2005) define high quality PE as: “enabling all young 

people, whatever their circumstances or ability, to take part in and enjoy PE and sport; 
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promoting young people's health, safety and well-being; and enabling all young people to 

improve and achieve”. Revisiting the ideas of Harris (2018) regarding the primary focus of 

PE being physical; it can be fair to assume that high quality PE lessons must spend the 

majority of time being active. Stratton, Fairclough and Ridgers (2008) found that on 

average, just 37% of PE lesson time was spent being active due to time used for teacher 

input and moving to a hall or outdoor space for example. Donnelly and Lambourne (2011) 

explain how PE time has been reduced because of this, however they suggest physical 

activity can take place without the need of specialist facilities or clothing. 

 

On a separate note, Dyson (2014) believes that since the introduction of ‘The Primary PE 

and Sport Premium’ in 2013 the UK has resulted in a large amount of spending on sports 

coaching organisations working in primary schools; therefore measuring the quality of PE 

provisions by how many activities children are offered, rather than assessing children 

holistically. Dyson (2014) hints at how the subject of PE is devalued because of this; to 

teach any other subject within schools in the UK you must have ‘Qualified Teacher Status’. 

Quennerstedt (2019) outlines how education always involves teaching; and how being a 

teacher is a position of power. Whilst we can recognise that teaching is a position of both 

influence and authority, underpinned by ‘Qualified Teacher Status’, it is worth considering 

this certain level of standard is not required when delivering PE. On the contrary, Fleet 

(2021) outlines how PE is receiving an increased focus from the Government; as no other 

subject obtains such vast amounts of funding with the aim to support teacher competence 

and pupil outcomes. Rainer and Jarvis (2019) highlight how schools have received this 

significant amount of funding yet significant numbers of children are leaving primary school 

without fundamental movement skill proficiency; questioning the impact of this funding. 

Smith (2020) adds that schools are seemingly using the vast amounts of funding to 
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increase physical activity, rather than improve PE provision. As well as this, Smith (2020) 

believes that headteachers often do not have the time or knowledge to correctly manage 

the funding, therefore spending the funding on sports coaches; who Smith believes 

generally have good skills and knowledge of sports, but do not possess the critical 

pedagogical knowledge and understanding that would be associated with high quality 

teaching and learning.  

 

Fleet (2021) also explains how in some instances, the funding negatively impacts the 

subject status by employing sports coaches who lack suitable qualifications and tend to 

focus on sporting objectives over educational benefits. Additionally, Griggs (2010; 2016), 

Jones and Green (2017) and Smith (2015) highlight how non-qualified teachers lack 

knowledge of pupils as well as areas such as inclusion, progression and 

assessment. Concerns have also been expressed that schools have become over-reliant 

on sports coaches delivering PE, in turn resulting in school staff becoming progressively 

deskilled from the subject. On that note, Garratt and Kumar (2019) also reported a trend 

towards competitive sports being offered; sacrificing a broader educational experience in 

primary PE. In addition to this, Durden-Myers et al (2018) questioned why there is a growth 

of ‘coaches’ in curricular PE in primary schools, paid for by the ‘Primary PE and School 

Sport Premium Fund’ if we are to accept the value of PE. Whilst the employment of 

coaches is promoted as a productive strategy to maximise the quality of PE (Flintoff, 2003), 

Macdonald, (2002, p. 215) adds “school-community links may not always see educational 

agendas remaining intact”. 

 

Some inhibitors for PE include the lack of expertise, training and resources (Faucette and 

Patterson, 1989). The House of Lords (2021) expresses the call for more emphasis on PE 
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delivery in teacher training. Durden-Myers and Keegan (2019) highlights how primary 

teachers are getting as little as six hours of PE training. Rhymer (2021) echoes this; 

outlining how trainees received one hour of PE specific training; this in turn having a 

negative effect on attitudes towards PE. Faucette and Hilidge (1989) evidence this, finding 

that classroom teachers believe PE does not provide any benefits to students. The Youth 

Sport Trust (2021) called for a professional development programme to help teachers 

“better develop physical literacy and educate through physical activity and sport.” Sucuoglu 

and Atamturk (2020) found a positive correlation between the professional qualifications of 

teachers and learners’ attitudes towards PE lessons. This supports the case that teachers 

need access to high quality training and CPD in order to deliver high quality PE; in turn 

improving children and young people’s attitudes towards and experiences of PE. Harris et 

al. (2012) found 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. For any subject to be taught to the highest quality, it must be fully inclusive for 

all children. “If physical education is to be embraced by all and regarded as a site for 

inclusive, lifelong and life wide learning, then the meaning and values attached to 

movement by students are worthy of attention” (O’Connor, 2019, p.2). To add to this, 

Brophy (1983) outlines how PE is product orientated and thus encourages children to focus 

on performance rather than development. The use of extrinsic prizes rewarding 

performance in PE can undermine the intrinsic motivation to learn (Ames, 1992). As a 

consequence, students who are not as skilled as others in the group lose interest (Ames, 

1992). PE is not solely concerned with physical development, as previously discussed. High 

quality PE can allow students to accumulate personal and social skills which acts as social 

capital to allow young people to function in a range of social situations in later life (Bailey, 

2005). Griggs and Fleet (2021) highlight that high quality PE should instigate and support 
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all learners to develop into a lifelong participant of activity. Bailey (2006) emphasises how 

the quality of PE was a determining factor in the receiving of the benefits it can bring. 

Morgan and Hansen (2008) describe how many PE lessons placed importance on the 

objective being movement; explaining how these PE lessons resembled fitness sessions 

and put children off physical activity.  

 

Considering teachers attitudes towards PE and how these can transmit to their students, 

Morgan and Hansen (2008) symbolise how little teachers view PE, deeming it a ‘break’ 

from the formal curriculum; not recognising the academic benefits it can bring. Lau et al. 

(2004) claims that PE should not interfere with ‘real’ schooling. Kirk (1989) claims PE is 

promoted to benefit other academic areas; stating the subject of PE should be viewed of 

equal importance. He adds how by justifying PE on the basis of physical benefits, there 

may be an implicit viewpoint that PE has no educational benefit and only gets children 

active. Bailey and Dismore (2004) outline how many educators use PE and Sport 

synonymously, not making the significant differences clear. Contemporary PE continues to 

be arranged in short units of work, consisting of team games which Fairclough et al. (2002) 

state are not necessarily life-long activities. Griffin (1985) found that PE teachers almost 

always used a command style of teaching; potentially neglecting the social benefits that are 

associated with high quality PE as the focus would be on fitness development or skill 

performance. 
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Chapter 3 - Research Methodology 

 

 

3.1: Introduction 

 

This section will rationalise the reasoning for the paradigm used for this research project, as 

well as the methodical approach taken throughout; in turn explaining the practitioners’ 

viewpoints surrounding the research title. Key methodical approaches will be analysed and 

once more, the practitioner will outline the reasoning for their methodology. A thorough 

analysis of the data collection method that has been selected will outline key strengths and 

restrictions of the method. Ethical considerations, validity, reliability will also be justified and 

debated. 

 

3.2: Research Paradigms 

 

Humphrey (2013) suggested that researchers disregard their research paradigm; explaining 

how this neglects theoretical reasoning, focusing on how data is collected in relation to the 

topic. Thus, the philosophical ‘paradigm’ surrounding this research will be considered to 

confront this issue.  

 

This study was conducted with a ‘constructivist’ (or ‘interpretivist’), research paradigm. The 

constructivist paradigm concerns understanding the world from personalised experiences of 

individuals (Sparkes and Smith, 2014). This was important to the practitioner as one of the 

main research areas was surrounding developing positive attitudes towards sport and how 

early experiences can help shape this. Thomas (2003, p.6) outlines that qualitative 
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research methods are usually used by constructivists, because the constructive paradigm 

“portrays a world in which reality is socially constructed”. Thus, the constructivist paradigm 

often uses methods such as ‘interviews’ to gain an understanding of the individual’s 

thoughts and opinions. Porter (1996) describes successful research as being founded on 

four different levels of understanding: ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods. 

All four will be discussed by the practitioner.  

 

3.3: Ontology 

 

O’Hara et al. (2011) state that ontology is the study of being. They believe that there are 

three traditions when practising ontology. The first, is the objective approach, involving the 

search for the truth. The next approach is the ‘idealist’ approach, arguing that ideas, 

thoughts and social interactions are real and have meaning. Finally, there is an approach 

which is completely subjective and claims that knowledge is generated from the mind with 

no external contributors. O’Hara et al (2011) believe the subjective approach is difficult to 

adhere in research as it suggests that any claim that is made is simply reflecting someone’s 

state of mind at the time.  

 

For this research, the practitioner has used an ‘idealist’ ontological approach, placing 

emphasis on ideas, thoughts and social interactions of others. This research outlines the 

different viewpoints, or realities, of primary PE. 
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3.4: Epistemology 

 

Crotty (2003) states that epistemology involves how we can know things and what counts 

as knowledge. Similarly to ontology, there is more than one epistemological approach. 

O’Hara et al. (2011) states that a positivist approach offers trustworthy and scientific 

explanations. However, Crotty (2003) explains the main problem with positivism is that 

there is more than one approach within it. As well as this, positivism suggests that every 

researcher will see something the same way.  

 

The next approach to epistemology is interpretivism. O’Hara et al. (2011) explains how 

interpretivists look for human views; recognising that everyone is different and each 

individual sees the world in different ways. Schwandt (2001) claims that human action is 

meaningful whilst natural science is not; suggesting that human views are more valuable 

than scientific results. However, Schwandt (2001) outlines the potential drawbacks of this 

approach, explaining how social context is key to understand actions. 

 

The practitioner used an interpretivist approach to epistemology; using interviews to gain 

different viewpoints and experiences surrounding a subject.  

 

3.5: Methodology 

 

A range of methodological approaches can be adopted by researchers and have been 

considered for this research by the practitioner, for instance: experimental research, 

grounded theory, action research, narrative research and case studies. Although there are 
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certain characteristics typically associated with an approach, boundaries between these 

approaches can become blurred and many approaches can in turn be employed.  

 

One approach is ethnographic methodology; focusing on describing a culture (O’Hara et al., 

2011) and is achieved through observations and interviews. Whilst the practitioner did not 

conduct observations themselves, interviews were conducted to find opinions based on 

informal observations from staff in the setting. Another key feature of ethnographic research 

is the researcher immersing oneself in the culture they are researching; the practitioner 

already works in the setting in which the research has taken place; thus, meaning they were 

fully aware of cultures and norms before the research took place. O’Hara et al. (2011) 

outlines some drawbacks of an ethnographic methodology; it is time consuming and the 

authenticity can be questioned.  

 

The research also used elements of phenomenological research. Groenwald (2004) 

outlines phenology as the study of experience, whilst understanding perspectives of 

individuals. However, O’Hara et al. (2011) highlight it can be difficult for a researcher and 

participants to put aside all preconceptions and prejudices when adopting this research 

mythology style; aiming to view results from a completely neutral standpoint. 

Phenomenological approaches can produce large amounts of data through transcripts etc., 

whilst also not resulting in findings that are definitive from a statistical perspective; results 

require the researcher to interpret them. Rapport and trust are crucial to this methodology; 

allowing the participant to share their experiences openly and honestly with the researcher. 

As mentioned previously, the researcher has worked alongside the participants and has 

built this rapport and trust; in turn providing more honest and therefore reliable results. 
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For the purpose of this research, the practitioner used a combination of the aforementioned 

approaches; seeking to understand particular experiences and opinions, rather than 

statistical data. 

 

3.6: Methods and Approach 

 

Considering the epistemological, ontological and methodological research standpoint this 

research has taken; the researcher opted for a qualitative data collection approach. Holliday 

(2007) defines qualitative research methods as looking at social behaviours that provide the 

researcher with data about the views and opinions of the participants. This in turn can result 

in the researcher making new findings or developing on previous concepts and ideas 

surrounding PE as a core subject in primary schools. Therefore, the use of qualitative 

research was deemed more beneficial data than a quantitative approach, which aims to 

source a definitive result using measurements, numbers and statistics (Robert-Holmes, 

2011).  

 

Using questionnaires to gain qualitative data was considered as a method for this research, 

with the benefit of it being quick. However, the use of questionnaires requires little 

interaction with participants and often does not encourage elaborated responses; therefore 

the researcher may not gain sufficient data to build a deeper understanding of the 

participants’ opinions (Clough and Nutbrown, 2007). As this was a small-scale study, the 

researcher opted for one strand of qualitative research: semi-structured interviews. Had this 

have been a large-scale piece of research, the researcher would use other methods such 

as observations and document analysis. Qualitative interviews provide researchers with an 

opportunity to go ‘in-depth’ with participants emotions and experiences; in turn helping the 
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researcher develop their understanding of others’ perspectives of a social concept (Rubin 

and Rubin, 2012). 

 

Robert-Holmes (2011) outlines three main types of interviews. Semi-structured interviews 

were seen as the most appropriate method as this provided the researcher with an 

opportunity to encourage participants to develop their answers. The use of open-ended 

questions were used, as it allowed the researcher to gain a more detailed response from 

the participants than if questions were closed (Naughton, Rolfe and Siraj-Blatchford, 2010). 

Pickard (2013) states that quality interviewing is dependent on the rapport between 

interviewer and interviewee; placing responsibility on the interviewer to ensure the 

interviewee is comfortable and relaxed. Typically, ‘ice-breaking’ questions would be used to 

ensure the interviewee is comfortable, however the researcher chose participants who work 

in the same setting as them; where the participants already have a relationship with the 

researcher.  

 

Due to time-constraints, four class teachers across two year groups were chosen for 

interviews. Having a larger sample would have increased the credibility of this study; 

although, four participants ensured the research was manageable for the researcher and 

allowed an opportunity for data to be analysed in more detail (Naughton, Rolfe and Siraj-

Blatchford, 2010). Within an interview, Rubin and Rubin (2012) highlight the importance of 

‘probing’ in a semi-structured interview to develop the participants answer further, this was 

used by the practitioner through verbal and non-verbal communications. Clough and 

Nutbrown (2007) discuss the importance of carrying out a pilot interview in order to develop 

effective interviewing skills (Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 2010). The researcher arranged two 

pilot interviews with non-participants to gain feedback. 
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Audio recordings of the interviews were taken to allow the researcher to focus on effective 

interviewing, then being able to transcribe interviews after completion. However, Pickard 

(2013) states that interviewees may feel uncomfortable when they know they are being 

recorded. This was seen as the most appropriate option as it would not be manageable to 

be an effective interviewer and transcribe during the interview. Interviewees may also feel 

anxious if notes are being taken whilst they speak. 

 

3.7: Ethical Considerations 

 

3.7a: An Introduction to Ethics 

 

Ethics are “a set of moral principles that aim to prevent researchers from harming those 

they research” (Dickson-Swift, in Liamputtong, 2007, p.21), as well as protecting the 

researcher. It is hoped that this piece of research can inform future policy because of the 

potential benefit it can bring to children and young people; making this research project 

worthwhile. Whilst the intentions of the research may be positive, this cannot overwhelm 

ethical responsibilities to protect any individuals or groups involved in the research 

(Walliman, 2004). There was no potential harm to participants in this research. 

 

Ethical approval was gained in line with The University of Sunderland Research Ethics 

Policy (2022) prior to the research project beginning; the study adhered to the University’s 

policies; for example by providing participants with a participant information sheet and a 

participant consent form. All participants were treated impartially, sensitively and with 

respect.  
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This research was completed in an ‘outstanding’ primary school; the process of looking to 

implement daily PE with select groups proved to be more difficult than first anticipated, due 

to the lasting impact of COVID-19 on schools, staffing and an already busy timetable. This 

resulted in a compromise and a morning PE club being offered to two year groups. With it 

being a club, attendance was optional. Robson (2002) discusses how research can be 

adapted to benefit a setting. 

 

3.7b: Informed Consent 

 

Informed consent is “the condition in which participants understand and agree to their 

participation without duress” (BERA, 2004, p.6). Initial consent was gained from the 

‘gatekeepers’, in this piece of research, by delivering a presentation (appendix one) and 

sending a letter (appendix two) to the headteacher and board of governors of the setting, 

also highlighting how timetables would change for that week (appendix three). Once 

information was sent, there was a period of reflection. Hart and Bond (1995) outline the 

importance of allowing potential participants to read information for themselves at their own 

pace. Both contained information about the researcher, the main purpose of the research, 

clarification of the level of involvement required, confidentiality assurances and a summary 

of the benefits to the setting. Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p.144) highlight the expectation for 

a researcher to present participants with “full and open information”. When considering the 

direct participants, they were presented with a participant information sheet (appendix four), 

participant consent form (appendix five), as well as the interview questions (appendix six) 

that were used. The right to withdraw from the study was outlined in these participant forms, 

as well as clarifying that participation is voluntary. The researcher chose to interview staff 
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as the children and young people of the setting are identified as a vulnerable group and 

more ethical considerations would need to be made, which was deemed unmanageable for 

the researcher. As the research is related to children’s attitudes towards PE, the thoughts of 

children were expressed through interviews with teachers; which Robert-Holmes (2011) 

refers to as children’s voice ‘by proxy’. 

 

3.7c: Confidentiality and Anonymity 

 

Confidentiality was ensured by the researcher using a variety of methods. Firstly, no names 

of settings, staff or groups involved are evidenced in this study; providing no way of 

establishing the identity of anyone who took part in the study. The researcher assigned 

participants, the setting and groups with titles such as ‘participant A’, ‘setting A’ or ‘group 1’ 

(Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1992) to maintain anonymity. Participants may be 

comfortable with names being used initially; however they may change their stance in the 

future; strengthening the case to protect all identities from the offset. Non-gender specific 

pronouns were used to further protect participants. Data was only used by the researcher 

and shared with the research supervisor (Cohen et al., 2007). If the research is used for 

publication, participants will be asked for further consent. 

 

Any data collected was stored on a password protected and encrypted folder that only the 

researcher is able to access and will be deleted after this research paper is submitted. If a 

participant would like to withdraw from the study, the researcher will destroy all data 

obtained from them and their data will not be used in the study, ensuring GDPR laws are 

followed. Fine and Sandstorm (1988) support this, stating that right to withdrawal should not 

be questioned and all data associated with that participant must be destroyed. 
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3.7d: Validity and Reliability  

 

By simply following ethical guidelines, this ensured that this research will have integrity and 

credibility (Bryman, 2008). Additionally, in qualitative research, the validity of the results 

depends on the credibility of the data (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011). To improve the 

validity of this research, the researcher would have liked to have directly interviewed 

children and young people but was unable to due to time constraints regarding receiving 

ethical approval. As well as this, quantitative data would add another data source to 

improve the credibility of results, however this would not be manageable for one researcher 

during a small-scale research project. Adding additional data collection methods would 

have resulted in triangulation, thus increasing the reliability of the data.  

 

3.7e: Positionality  

 

The researcher is a practitioner working in a primary school setting alongside the research 

participants. 

 

3.7f: Data Analysis 

 

As previously mentioned, data was gathered using semi-structured interviews to gain an 

insight into understanding experiences. Carter (2018, p.12) defines data analysis as being 

“summarising and interpreting findings”. Meanwhile, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) view data 

analysis as where the researcher finds an underlying meaning related to the research 

questions. To summarise, data analysis is the process the researcher will take where the 

raw data is interpreted and meaning is discovered. Blaxter et al. (2010) suggests data 
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collection a ‘messy’ process, outlining how the answer to research questions is to be found 

in the data. Denscombe (2017) highlights how there are five stages to qualitative data 

research: preparation, exploration, analysis, presentation and validation. 

 

Much like methodological approaches, qualitative data analysis typically follows 

characteristics of certain approaches. For the purpose of this research, the researcher used 

a combination of phenomenological data analysis, with a thematic lens.  

 

As discussed previously, phenomenology concerns itself around participants subjective 

views of experiences; Shaw (2001) outlines how the role of the researcher is to interpret 

this data whilst maintaining the original meaning. With the researcher being an advocate of 

PE, having had positive experiences of it, Moustakas (1994) emphasises the importance of 

the researcher being able to ‘bracket’ or put to one side their own views to ensure 

participants views are centralised. Ethnographic data analysis focuses on lifestyles of 

participants, however further analysis in this area would require more sources, such as 

interviews or questionnaires (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). 

 

Corbin and Strauss (2008) claim an effective researcher is said to be one who can identify 

patterns which are relevant to the research questions. Thus, a thematic approach was used 

to analyse the data produced. Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006) present that thematic 

analysis leads to categorisation of themes. A method that the researcher has used to 

categorise findings from the data is by ‘colour coding’ words, phrases or paragraphs that 

refer to the literature review. The researcher found colour coding beneficial when 

constructing findings, as this coding technique allowed the researcher to compare the data 

quickly as well as in more detail (Lewins and Silver, 2007).  
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Interviews were completed, recorded and later transcribed. This proved to benefit the 

researcher as it allowed them to listen back to the interview at any time, as well as avoiding 

live transcription mistakes. Denscombe (2017) maintains this, highlighting how qualitative 

data is irreplaceable and it is good practice to make a copy of any recordings. Once data 

was transcribed, the researcher then coded and categorised the data (Cohen et al., 2007). 

Once data was coded and categorised into themes, the researcher interpreted the data, 

generating the findings into a summary. Modern technology makes data analysis an easier 

and quicker process. The researcher did consider using a transcribing or coding software to 

achieve this; whilst they are beneficial when there are large amounts of data to process 

(Robson, 2002), it would take an increased amount of time for the researcher to become 

confident in the use of said software. The researcher also wanted to ensure they were fully 

aware of data and was prepared to spend time re-reading transcripts to better understand 

the data. 

 

An audit trail will also be kept during this research, for example annotated transcripts and 

any other notes made, to explain the process from data collection to conclusion. 

 

If this were a larger scale study, the researcher would aim to locate themes that were raised 

during interviews in observations and document studies, to triangulate the data; in turn 

making it more reliable and trustworthy. Further research would be required to necessary to 

gain more confidence in the findings. 
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Chapter 4 - Findings and Discussion 

 

 

4.1: Introduction 

 

Upon completion of data analysis, four predominant themes materialised during interview 

discussions: teacher training and the emphasis of PE; noticing changes in children as a 

result of PE; how previous experiences of PE translates to feelings towards the subject 

now; and the overall value and status of PE in comparison to the rest of the curriculum. 

 

The themes outlined above and their respective findings will be scrutinised throughout this 

chapter in comparison with key literature that was raised in chapter two to ultimately 

establish primary practitioners attitudes towards PE. 

 

The participants are all class-based teachers in an outstanding primary school, who are 

involved in the delivery of PE to their respective year groups; the four participants span 

across Key Stage One and Key Stage Two. 

 

4.2: Teacher training and the emphasis on PE 

 

The first theme that emerged from discussions were the levels of teacher training and the 

amount of importance given to PE whilst teachers were undertaking their ITT. Harris et al 

(2012) found that primary teachers are not trained to teach PE and thus are not confident in 

it. When Participant A was asked about their confidence teaching PE, it reaffirmed these 

suggestions: 
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“I would say not extremely confident based off my training… however it did get its due 

course (discussing the amount of training)” 

Whilst Participant A supports the notions of Harris et al. (2012), they highlight how PE was 

no different to other foundation subjects. Participant C and D support this: 

“We probably had as much training as the other foundation subjects.” – Participant C 

“PE was given a similar amount of time as the rest of the foundation subjects.” – Participant 

D 

Meanwhile, Faucette and Patterson (1989) suggested that one inhibitor of PE is the lack of 

expertise and training. Participants added:  

“I didn’t have lectures… I found it can be quite generic” – Participant B 

“I don’t have a bank of resources for PE like I do for other subjects.” – Participant D 

Revisiting the ideas of Harris et al. (2012) regarding teachers not being adequately trained 

to teach PE, Participant D suggests their training did not prepare them for the reality of 

teaching PE: 

“We had some really strong training sessions but for me I still felt like it wasn’t my strongest 

subject to teach… the training sessions we had in different schools were quite isolated.” 

Participant D adds further points, aligning with the ideas of Rhymer (2021), suggesting 

trainees received very little PE training and in turn potentially having a negative perception 

of PE, which will be further looked at in chapter 4.4 and 4.5. 

“There is definitely more emphasis… on the core subjects.” 

 

4.3: Noticing the impact of PE 

 

As part of this research, the practitioner implemented a morning PE club to provide 

opportunities for practitioners to see the potential impacts of having PE every day, as if it 
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were a core subject. The challenges of implementing this will be addressed in chapter five. 

During the interview process, discussions and themes around the select children that 

participated in the activities emerged. 

 

Hillman et al. (2009) found that physical activity was able to improve attention to a specific 

task. When Participant A was asked about the children who they taught, some of which 

were involved in the morning PE club: 

“I would say (I’ve seen) a little bit more attention with them… my teaching assistant has 

reported they’ve been quite impressed with their work… the children have been much more 

mature... a lot more calm on the carpet.” 

Participant A touches on children appearing more mature, linking to Sibley and Etnier’s 

(2003) discovery of a correlation between physical activity and school readiness. As 

mentioned in chapter two, Grieco et al. (2009) proposes that active students can return to 

the same level of on task behaviour after being physically active. Participant D states: 

“I would say there was one pupil on there who seems to come in and settle a little better 

than usual but it wouldn’t say it was consistent.” 

The PE club was for two days of the week; this may be one of the reasons why this 

teachers’ observations were not consistent. In a stark comparison, Beller and Stoll (1995), 

evidence a relationship in involvement in PE and poorer classroom behaviour. Participant C 

noticed this: 

“They have come in more energetic but that hasn’t translated well with their behaviour in 

the classroom.” 

Whilst also adding when asked if a prolonged period for the PE club would have been more 

beneficial to notice the impact: 
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“I think it would have been a good opportunity because I often find after PE they are 

unsettled because they are really excited so I think it would have been a good opportunity 

to normalise it… so that they can settle quicker after it.” 

Overall, all participants were not overwhelmed with positive results after children attended 

the PE club, however negatives were also not outlined. The general consensus was 

summarised by Participant B: 

“Nothing really stands out.” 

Leckie and Goldstein (2009) summarised how in the educational society, academic results 

determine a school’s reputation. Participant A was asked about the benefits and if PE 

should be something to include in a typical school day, like English and Maths: 

“I think that would be quite a demanding amount of time to take away from a day” 

This idea that PE is taking away from education is something to be explored in chapter 4.5. 

Hallahan (2022) outlines concerns that the primary curriculum is already oversaturated; and 

finding time for more hours of compulsory PE would be a struggle.  

 

With regards to the impact noticed from the morning PE club, Participant A adds: 

“Also that helps with their mental health… developing skills such as communication, 

teamwork, resilience to losing” 

Participant A refers closely here to the mental health benefits outlined by Biddle (2000), 

Taylor (2003) and Fox (2000); as well as the ideas surrounding physical activity improving 

skills such as cooperation, self-discipline, competitiveness and leadership (Stryer, Tofler 

and Lapchick, 1998). 
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4.4: Previous experiences of PE translating to feelings towards PE now 

 

The next topic of discussion that arose from the interviews was regarding the participants’ 

previous experiences of PE and if, at all, it has any relation to the viewpoints of PE as an 

adult today. 

 

Considering the idea of PE developing cooperation with others, Svoboda (1994) suggests 

PE is holistic; providing opportunities to meet and communicate with others. Bailey (2006) 

echoes this, explaining that in PE, social interactions frequently emerge naturally. This was 

evidenced when Participant B was asked about their experiences of PE when they were 

younger: 

“I loved PE as a child… it was my social life… my friendship groups.” 

Participant D also expresses their enjoyment of PE following them through to adulthood: 

“I enjoyed it and again because of the success of it, it stayed with me throughout.” 

Meanwhile, Participant A outlines how they are aware of the benefits PE can bring, but do 

not have the motivation or time to participate regularly. However, they do express how they 

enjoy the social aspect of participation, mainly in team games: 

“Yeah, it’s social, I know I need to get more fit, I’m aware of that – but I don’t have the 

motivation to go for a run at home but when it is in a social setting where it’s a bit more 

competitive, I know I will attend every week.” 

In a stark contrast, Participant C expresses how they would never participate in team 

games, due to previous experiences; potentially limiting their options to be active as well as 

their attitudes or willingness to teach them (Luke and Sinclair, 1991; Rhymer, 2021). This 

also reaffirms The House of Lords (2021) suggestion that attitudes towards physical activity 

follow into adulthood. 
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“I did not like PE… the anxiety I would get would just be horrendous… feeling like I’m letting 

the team down because I’m not very good… that fosters on to feeling that I’m not good… 

and all these negative thoughts… I would never do like team sports now… I hate the 

thought of being rubbish and letting people down… (PE should be) less competition and 

more fun” – Participant C 

Thus, reaffirming Rhymer’s (2021) suggestion regarding teachers having a negative attitude 

towards PE. Considering the idea proposed by Participant C that PE should be less 

competitive, Participant A shared their experience of competitive PE as a child: 

“celebrating the best and you know, the best being put forward and the best were picked for 

things… it was very much the case if you weren’t the very best of something then you didn’t 

get opportunities.” 

This links closely to the work of Brophy (1983), who suggested that PE is ‘product 

orientated’ and encourages children to concentrate on performance rather than their 

personal development. With regards to focusing on performance, Participant B outlined how 

their enjoyment was a product of their achievements within the subject; reaffirming that PE 

is product orientated. 

“So I think my enjoyment is based on how successful I felt in it.” 

O’Connor (2019) claims for PE to promote lifelong enjoyment and learning, it needs to be 

inclusive. Participant A agrees with this, stating: 

“Nowadays PE is taught where it is more inclusive for all children” 

Participant D adds: 

“I think that it (inclusive PE) would also be good for children who don’t engage with PE, you 

know for those who don’t really enjoy PE as much as others do.” 
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4.5: The status of PE 

 

All of the aforementioned themes tie together to support the final theme that emerged; the 

overall status of the subject of PE in primary education. 

 

Fleet (2021) outlines how PE already has increased status due to the funding it receives 

from the Government; Participant A compares PE with Science, a core subject: 

“Science is a core subject and I don’t think we do as much science as we do English, Maths 

and phonics… we probably spend more (money) on PE than we do on Science.” 

Participant B also adds to this discussion, highlighting how more time is spent in schools on 

PE than all other foundation subjects as well as Science: 

“The time subjects were given I suppose it’s English, Maths and then PE… despite the fact 

that Science is a core subject… PE already gets more so at the minute” 

Considering this, Morgan and Hansen (2008) found that teachers still viewed PE as a break 

from the academic curriculum, symbolising how little school staff view the subject. This can 

be seen through the ideas of Participant D: 

“We (children and staff) need to have the understanding that it (PE) is still a lesson and this 

is not just for fun, yes it’s fun but there’s also learning and knowledge behind that” 

Participants B, C and D all summarised how they believed the children thought PE was 

similar to playtime. This resembles the idea of Lau et al (2004), claiming that PE should not 

interfere with ‘real schooling’. This generates an idea that PE is not a valued or respected 

part of the curriculum. Participant A provides an interesting perspective: 

“PE should be a core subject and it shouldn’t be something that is dropped quickly… I’m 

guilty of it, I will potentially drop PE… When I did first teach PE, I would plan it five minutes 

before… staff should be made aware of the importance of PE and the benefits… it shouldn’t 
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be a subject that is swept under the rug… PE lends itself quite nicely to pulling children out 

for quick interventions” 

Here we observe a variety of conflicting standpoints towards PE. Whilst in one sentence 

Participant A believes PE should be valued, they contradict themselves by admitting they 

plan the lesson minutes before beginning, as well as viewing it as a prime opportunity to 

remove children for intervention to support English and Maths for instance or completely 

dropping the lesson, linking perfectly with Lau et al’s (2004) ideas of PE being in the way of 

real schooling. 

 

Similarly, Kirk (1989) claims that PE is only promoted because of the benefits it can bring to 

other academic areas, rather than having equal importance. This suggests that PE has no 

educational benefits and is only used to get children active, linking back to the proposal 

from Lau et al. (2004). Participant A adds when discussing the most important areas of 

school: 

“Maths, English and phonics however I do believe it (PE) needs to have be a priority in 

school” 

This also links back to the idea of PE being viewed as similar to play. When considering the 

importance of PE in schools and the educational value it can deliver, Stryer, Tofler and 

Lapchick (1998) claim that sports can nurture skills such as cooperation, self-discipline and 

competitiveness. Participant C believes PE should include more teaching of said skills. All 

participants agreed when discussing if PE can teach skills such as leadership and 

resilience.  

“Yes you can certainly guide them and model it… they’re like life skills that you want them 

(the children) to develop in school but also beyond” – Participant D 
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Dyson (2014) outlines how the quality of learning in PE is assessed by how many activities 

are offered, rather than assessing children holistically. Whilst the importance of skills such 

as resilience can be appreciated, participants expressed concerns about how they can be 

assessed. Discussions took place around if PE was a core subject, it may require more 

assessment to evidence progress and manage data.  

“I don’t think there’s a need for it to be assessed … how can you assess if it’s improved 

someone’s wellbeing… benefits that would be hard to assess…” – Participant B 

“Very difficult subject to assess… there’s not a test you could say ‘do that’ and there’s your 

answer… PE isn’t about who can run the quickest or jump the highest, it’s part of it but if 

they lost would they have the resilience and how do you measure resilience?” – Participant 

A 

 

Participant B mentions developing a love of being active, rather than just delivering ‘sports’ 

in PE. This links closely to Griggs and Fleet (2021) highlighting how high-quality PE should 

support all learners becoming lifelong participants of activity. Fairclough et al. (2002) adds 

how PE consists mainly of team sports which aren’t always lifelong activities. Multiple 

participants recognised the importance of providing ‘alternative’ activities. 

“Where you can bike in and that’s a normal means of transport” – Participant B 

“I’d love to do Zumba in classes like how fun would that be?” – Participant C 

Considering this, Swaithes (2015) highlights the importance of remembering that learning 

goes beyond sporting performance so that PE can be made meaningful for all students. Not 

every child enjoys football, dance, or gymnastics. Garrat and Kumar (2019) noticed a trend 

of competitive sports being offered, sacrificing a broader experience of PE. This links 

closely to the ideas of Participant C: 
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“It shouldn’t be focused on just competition… also need to focus on the other things like 

well-being…” 

This highlights a lack of training as to what PE actually is; it appears most general 

practitioners view PE and Sport synonymously. Fleet (2021) signifies how many 

practitioners are unable to distinguish the difference between PE, School Sport, and 

Physical Activity (PESSPA). 

 

Ames (1992) highlights how the use of extrinsic prizes rewarding performance undermines 

the motivation to learn.  

“Love of being active and not just sport… it’s more about it being intrinsically beneficial” – 

Participant B 

Participant B also highlights a culture change is needed, suggesting a culture similar to 

private schools; where Participant B claims there is a whole school approach to dedicating 

time to playing and valuing the love sport in order to reap the benefits. 

 

Finally, Participant A mentions the mental health benefits physical activity can bring. Sport 

England (2021) highlight a positive correlation between physical activity and mental well-

being. 

“We can see children enjoy PE” – Participant A 

Whilst Shvedko et al. (2018) and Vancampfort et al. (2017) found physical activity to reduce 

stress and depressive symptoms, Participant C adds: 

“It would be good for kids everyday, but you’ve also got to think of the mental health of 

those children who hear you’re going to do PE every day and thinking ‘that’s horrendous’” 

This supports the ideas mentioned by Collins (2014), highlighting how PE can contribute to 

social exclusion and thus, decreasing the value of the subject.  
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Chapter 5 - Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

 

5.1: Introduction 

 

This chapter will highlight the findings that have been concluded as a result of the 

discussions with practitioners, in relation to the three key research questions outlined in 

chapter two. When gathered, the findings have provided the researcher with an awareness 

of practitioners’ perspectives on primary physical education. The limitations of this research 

project will also be discussed, as well as recommendations for further research and 

change. 

 

5.2: Conclusions 

 

With regards to the first research question in chapter two, key literature outlined the benefits 

that physical activity provides and how it can address the current physical and mental 

health crisis. Practitioners agreed when recognising the physical value that PE brings to 

both children, young people and staff; potentially creating a positive health trajectory from 

the earliest of ages. It was found that participants overall did not feel confident with the 

delivery of PE, which in turn caused PE to be sacrificed for other subject areas and 

ultimately, decreasing the amount of physical activity children receive. The mental health 

benefits of physical activity were also highlighted and again, all practitioners were able to 

understand the importance of prioritising mental health through increasing activity in 

schools. Whilst the benefits of physical and mental health were understood, participants still 
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viewed other academic areas more important; in some instances, subconsciously 

decreasing the importance and value of PE by using the PE time for interventions. 

 

Research question two focused on the holistic development of children, using PE as the 

vehicle to achieve this. A lack of behaviour management training for PE delivery caused 

teachers to admit using a style of teaching, such as ‘command’, that did not promote the 

holistic development of children through the restriction of social interactions for instance. 

However, practitioners summarised that they recognise how PE can help the child develop 

socially, affectively and physically for instance. Practitioners also outlined how their own 

experiences of PE supplemented their social lives and capabilities. Participants also 

commented on the maturity and on task behaviours improving as a result of the morning PE 

club; reaffirming the claims that PE can improve this domain. 

 

The third research question posed the task of defining what high quality PE is. Overall, 

participants said that although they had received training at the same level as other 

foundation subjects, they did not feel confident planning, delivering or assessing PE 

lessons; suggesting that they would not be able to identify high quality PE. Participants also 

recognised how PE is already more of a focus in primary education than a large amount of 

the curriculum, which raises question marks as to why teachers do not feel confident or why 

it is not seen as a valuable part of the curriculum. Both the literature and participants 

outlined how high-quality PE needs to be inclusive for all children and young people that 

take part; suggesting a move away from traditional team sports and more of a focus of 

physical literacy; developing the fundamental skills needed to access any physical activity. 

Participants also added how high-quality PE is able to develop the child socially and should 

be holistic, not just based on performance and success. 
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5.3: Limitations and Challenges 

 

This research project faced many limitations that prevented the study from gaining 

additional data and viewpoints to add new perspectives and therefore increase the validity 

of the findings. Firstly, in alignment with the University ethical guidelines, interviews with 

children could not be carried out, thus limiting data to teaching staff perspectives. Ideally, 

the practitioner would have interviewed children to gain their thoughts and opinions of PE to 

compare it with the viewpoints of practitioners to increase validity. All participants were from 

the same setting so naturally, general thoughts of PE may have been similar as they may 

subconsciously share the vision of PE as ‘the school’ rather than their own personal ideas; 

interviewing practitioners from a variety of settings would have been beneficial to the 

research. The small sample size of participants may reduce the validity of findings as they 

work together daily. As well as this, one of the main challenges was aiming to implement 

daily PE into a variety of year groups timetable, whilst also not disturbing routines for the 

children and young people involved. Governors and management were keen to introduce a 

week per year group of daily PE, however some were sceptical and did not want to sacrifice 

time in other subject areas. The setting is an outstanding primary school and initially 

starting was a challenge, due to the busy nature of school without external needs; 

suggesting that PE is not a priority. The practitioner often had to compromise to make the 

research appealing for the setting.  

 

5.4: Recommendations 

 

As this was a small-scale research project, further studies would be required to establish 

more detailed and bespoke recommendations to address the issues raised in this paper. 
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From studying the literature, understanding the view of participants and being a practitioner, 

the researcher suggests the following recommendations. 

 

The overarching recommendation would need to be implemented at a national level by the 

Government to ensure all professionals are delivering an equal curriculum. Ultimately, the 

researcher suggests PE should be given the core status and should receive further 

attention and funding to revamp the curriculum. The current curriculum is too broad and 

whilst it allows practitioners opportunities to tailor the curriculum to their school, too often 

we are seeing coaches coming into school and delivering ‘football’, ‘dodgeball’ and ‘that’ is 

some children’s experience of PE. Meanwhile, other children experience bike riding, 

paddleboarding and trampolining. 

 

The Government would increase the funding for the ‘Primary PE Premium’ to allow them to 

provide a broad, balanced and most importantly ‘equal for all’ PE curriculum. As part of this 

curriculum overhaul, the practitioner is suggesting that ‘PE’ is rebranded as ‘PESSPA’. 

Whilst PE gets more time than some foundation subjects, the core title would be given and 

primary aged children should have three separate lessons of ‘PESSPA’ per week. Their 

‘PE’ lesson will focus on activities emphasising strategies to being resilient, communicating 

effectively and dealing with adversity, using physical activity as a vehicle to achieve this; 

developing life skills that students can apply in all areas of life. The second lesson, ‘School 

Sport’, allows students the opportunity to take part in a variety of sports, not just traditional 

team games that are offered today. The third and final lesson of the students’ week will be 

about being physically active. Their teacher will deliver a ‘Physical Activity’ based session; 

for instance, going for a walk, practising yoga or going for a bike ride. The emphasis on this 

lesson is valuing the benefits of being active and finding an activity that children enjoy. 
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Whilst three ‘lessons’ is a vast amount of time to use during a week, most schools currently 

offer two hours of PE currently. This two-hour slot could be broken into three sessions, 

creating shorter bursts of PESSPA for children to enjoy. 

 

As part of this, the ITT teachers would receive would be evaluated and overhauled. Training 

would be on a similar level and amount to English and Maths for instance, ITT providers 

would ensure that staff understood the differences between PE, School Sport and Physical 

Activity. Prospective teachers would be educated on the holistic benefits of PESSPA to 

ensure they understood its place in child development. Teaching assistants would also 

receive extra training on how to support high quality teaching and learning in PE, just as 

they do for English and Maths. As well as this, training would be delivered on holistic 

assessment. 

 

Through prospective increased funding, accountability and evidencing would need to be 

increased. Teaching staff would be trusted with their professional judgement to assess 

children holistically, but evidence would need to be provided, possibly through the use of 

videos or photos. Just as the way handwriting is assessed, teachers will observe children 

and have multiple learning conversations to understand the level they are at. 

 

All recommendations, in the researcher’s opinion, would increase the value and status of 

PE in primary aged children and in turn, ensure more children associate positive memories 

and experiences with physical activity and develop healthy lifestyle habits that follow them 

through to adulthood and provide them with all of the benefits physical activity can.  
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Appendix One: Presentation delivered to the board of 

governors of the setting. 
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Appendix Two: Letter sent to the board of governors of the 

setting. 
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Appendix Three: Timetable breakdown and example timetable 

changes proposed to governors. 
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Appendix Four: Participant Information Sheet 
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Appendix Five: Participant Consent Form 
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Appendix Six: Interview Questions 
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