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Physical Education in Schools 
By Lauren Djakovac

For children, regular physical activity increases the likelihood 
of an active adult lifestyle. However, participation in sport 
has stalled over the last decade amongst Australian 
students. 

According to the Federal Government’s report ‘Australian Sport: 
The Pathway To Success’, there has been a decline in the quality 

country’s primary and secondary schools. Additionally, it found 

14 did not participate in any organised sport outside of school 

Why Is It Important In Schools?

PE is fundamental in schools for many reasons. Mr Murray 
Drummond, Associate Professor in Sport Health and Physical 
Education at Flinders University, says PE allows children to 

for lifelong physical activity. It also provides students with a social 
element particularly through the understanding of the roles and 
functions on teams, teamwork and camaraderie.

Current Situation

Currently, there are no compulsory times set for PE in South 
Australian schools – only recommendations. 

The National Physical Activity Guidelines for Australians 

olds. In comparison, the DECS recommended time for 
the ‘Reception – Year 10 Health and Physical 
Education’ learning area is 100 minutes per  
week – and it’s only a recommendation.

With PE not being compulsory all the way to Year 

not sufficient. 

Professor Drummond states, “PE and physical 
activity should be heavily promoted early in a 
child’s life and particularly in the formative 
primary years, to establish patterns of behaviour 
and enjoyment for physical activity and 
health”.

Current key issues

Academics believe there are a number of 
key issues surrounding PE in schools. Ms 

Felicity Lewis, Senior Lecturer in Health at Flinders University says 
these include: 

Ms Lewis believes South Australia does not have enough teachers 

our schools. Although secondary schools generally have a specialist 
teacher, “we need to have all primary school teachers with knowledge, 
skills, confidence and enthusiasm to teach PE”, she says. 

Professor Drummond believes there is a lack of PE in primary 
schools and agrees there is a lack of specialists who teach PE 
in primary schools. However, he is also concerned that current 
PE teachers are often enlisted to teach a number of health-related 

teaching of social health, which often has drug 

there is a taken-for-granted assumption that PE 
teachers must be able to ‘do’ health. This can place 

PE teachers in an invidious position”, he says.

Obesity

Over the last decade, alarms have sounded concerning 

 

Some school uniform makers now need to meet demand for 
plus-size uniforms for primary school students. 

Ms Lewis states childhood obesity can be attributed to several 
factors such as:

“PE and physical activity 
should be heavily promoted 
early in a child’s life...”
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as opposed to long term 
sustainable programs do not focus 
on children who are not interested or 
skilled at traditional forms of PE.

In response to recommendations made 

the Federal Government has recently 
released the report ‘Australian Sport: 
Pathway To Success’ – which 
outlines their commitment to 

million in new funding. Although the 
Government’s agenda includes a ‘Sport 
and Education Strategy’, which will 
increase the role and effectiveness of sport 
in schools and boost the number of our children participating in 
sport, the recommendations regarding ‘putting sport and physical 
activity back into education’ are all not fully supported.  

Changes Needed

To improve the situation of PE in schools for the long term, 
Professor Drummond says, “PE needs to be perceived as an 
integral learning area that is far more than sport and more than 
being able to ‘get children fit’. For too long, PE has been perceived 

both within schools and beyond as merely an opportunity for 
children just to do sport.”

Research shows that adolescents who received negative 
feedback on their performance in a fitness test had 
lowered physical self-esteem and were less motivated 
to participate in physical activity. Therefore, to encourage 
more students to participate in PE, Ms Lewis suggests 

to remove the focus on competitive sport and create 
general physical activity as the focus – this then making 

PE more inclusive of students who are not ‘elite’ performers 
in sport. 

Professor Drummond affirms, “it is the early formative 
years that play a pivotal role in the development of an 
appreciation for PE involvement.”

He states, “the promotion of physical activity 
through enjoyable participatory engagement 
should be a priority of schools” and schools 
should attempt to engage children in 

contemporary sports and physical activities, 
catering for a wide variety of students’ 

abilities and interests. 

supportive of physical activity.

Professor Drummond says, “at present, PE plays a compromised 
role in the prevention of childhood obesity given the lack of time 
that is provided within schools - However, it has the potential to 
be play a significant role in terms of developing positive attitudes 
and behaviours around health, physical activity and sporting 
engagement”.

National Curriculum 

The new National Curriculum is currently in the first stage of 
development. Professor Drummond says “the lack of attention 
that PE has attained with respect to the national curriculum is 
also concerning. The health of children and adults with the current 
obesity discourse has placed PE and Health on the agenda and 
yet PE is not provided with the attention it deserves.” Ms Lewis 
concurs that the subject is being given low priority in the 
establishment of the new curriculum.

Government Action

Governments have endeavoured to implement programs to 
increase sports in schools and boost the number of children 
participating in PE – but these have been plagued with 
limitations. 

The State Government’s original $4m, school-wide ‘Be 
Active – Let’s Go’ program funded sports equipment, 
uniforms, transport, school-wide programs and guest 

biking and karate to encourage students to make 
activity, part of their daily routine. But four years 
ago, the program was scrapped in favour of the 
$100,000 ‘Premier’s Be Active Challenge’ which 

be active for one-hour a day for four weeks – with 
successful participants receiving a medal, and 
schools sharing $100,000 of funding. Education 
stakeholders warn short term volunteer challenges 

“...schools should attempt 
to engage children in 
contemporary sports and 
physical activities...”




