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Abstract 
 
Several studies indicate that many children do not achieve the lowest level of recommended 

daily physical activity of at least moderate intensity. The schools’ responsibility in offering all 

students regular physical activity within the school day has been made clearer by amendment 

in the curriculum for the compulsory and voluntary school in Sweden. Evaluation of the 

application of the amendment in the curriculum has showed that little activity has been 

performed in the schools. A questionnaire survey was performed among 230 students in 

teacher education by the time of their graduation. Few recently graduated teachers knew about 

the amendment of daily physical activity in the curriculum. Also few students had 

experienced education in how to integrate physical activity in theoretical subjects during their 

teacher education. The formulations in the curriculum about daily physical activity are 

considered to be too vague to be cogent for teachers to really apply in practice, and therefore 

the effects on public health could be seen as difficult to reach. Expanding the allocated time 

for physical education could be seen as a more appropriate way to improve children’s 

physical activity and capacity. 

  
Introduction 
 
The schools’ responsibility in offering all students regular physical activity within the school 

day has been made clearer by amendment in the curriculum for the compulsory and voluntary 

school in Sweden. The background to the amendment in the curriculum is that many children 

and adolescents have adopted a sedentary lifestyle. According to the World Health 

Organisation (WHO) less than one-third of young people are sufficiently physically active to 

benefit their present and future health (WHO, 1999). This summary by the World Health 

Organisation may well understate the problem with the increasing amount of sedentary people 

also among very young children. Studies indicate that many children do not achieve the 

lowest level of recommended daily physical activity of at least moderate intensity (Horgan, 

2005). 

  

Since all students spend a great deal of their time in school, the school setting is an important 

arena for promoting physical activity. The curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool 

classes and after-school recreation centres has from February 2003 received an amendment, 

which means that the school shall offer all students daily physical activity within the entire 

school day. Also for the voluntary school, upper secondary school, the curriculum means a 
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responsibility in offering opportunities in engaging in regular physical activity in the ordinary 

school day (Skolverket, 1994). The mission is intended to involve all personnel in school, all 

school subjects and all parts in the school organisation. The curriculum texts do not give any 

instructions how much time the schools should allocate each day for physical activity. 

However, the Government has expressed that at least 30 minutes of physical activity per day 

should be a goal (Budget proposition for 2004, Proposition 2003/04).    

 

Further the texts do not contain any definition of physical activity, but as the term physical 

activity is used in the curriculum it must be assumed that it is the accepted definition that is 

meant.  In research literature physical activity is defined as any bodily movement produced by 

contraction of skeletal muscles that substantially increases energy expenditure (Caspersen et 

al, 1985). Physical activity can be performed in a wide range of intensities, all variations of 

low impact, moderate and vigorous activity. Moderate intensity physical activity is defined as 

activity requiring 3-6 times as much as energy as resting levels. This is equivalent to brisk 

walking or jogging for young people. Vigorous intensity physical activity requires 7 times or 

more energy as rest and is equivalent to fast jogging or running (Caspersen et al, 1985). 

 

An evaluation of the mission of daily physical activity in schools has been commissioned by 

the Government. According to this report performed by The Swedish National Agency for 

School Improvement some but quite modest levels of physical activity has occurred among 

young children in preschool and primary school. Among children in secondary and upper 

secondary school very little or nothing has been done (Myndigheten för Skolutveckling, 

2004).  

 

Young children’s activity levels, as with all other behaviour patterns, are modelled on those of 

their parents (Simons-Morton et al, 1997; Stucky-Ropp & DiLorenzo, 1993). However, 

schools are the societal institutions where the opportunity, mechanisms, and personnel are in 

place to deliver fitness activities, health education and teaching new motor skills to children. 

The school personnel have access to large numbers of children in an environment, and 

therefore have the potential to support healthy behaviour among young people in all 

socioeconomic groups. Young people obtain most of their structured physical activity in two 

behaviour settings: school physical education and local sport clubs. Not all children have any 

prior experience of sport activities in leisure-time and the role of physical education and 
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experiences from it is central (Papaioannou, 1997). The allocated time for physical education 

in the Swedish school is very sparse. Sweden was placed as number 24 among 25 countries in 

Europe concerning the allocated time for physical education (Armstrong & Åstrand, 1997). If 

the allocated time is split up on the students’ school years from 6-18 years of age, it will be 

about one hour a week. Recommendations for physical activity are 30 minutes of moderate-

intensity activity each day for adults (Blair et al, 2004). School-age youth should participate 

every day in 60 minutes or more of moderate to vigorous physical activity (Corbin & 

Pangrazi, 1998; Blair et al, 2004).  

 

An intervention study was performed to assess the effects of expanded physical education 

lessons in primary school. One primary school expanded the physical education lessons from 

one-two lessons a week until four lessons, while another school followed the stipulated 

curricular time. The results showed that with this intervention the physical capacity improved 

among children. Which school the children attended was shown to be decisive (p=0.003) for 

the positive changes in physical capacity, while the baseline BMI ratio was not (p=0.997), i.e. 

children with overweight as well as children with normal weight seemed to benefit from the 

increased physical education lessons. The increase in BMI was slowed down, but was not 

totally prevented. The intervened dose of physical activity in this study (4×40 minutes) was 

probably not enough to compensate for both increased energy intake and/or lack of natural 

physical activity. On the other hand children’s physical capacity was improved in the 

intervention school, which could be seen as very positive (Sollerhed, 2006). 

 

Physical activity and physical fitness have been linked with health and longevity since ancient 

times. Modern epidemiological research documents the health hazards of sedentary 

behaviour. For example, inactive and unfit individuals are much more likely to develop 

cardiovascular diseases, diabetes type II, some cancers, osteporosis and obesity (Blair et al, 

1992; Raitakari et al, 1997). The scientific consensus is that physical inactivity bears much of 

the responsibility for the pandemic of obesity, with following obesity-related illness 

(Kuboonchoo, 2001; Prentice & Jebb, 1995). Physical inactivity could be seen as a major 

public health problem that will continue to increase. It is assumed that activity and fitness 

levels in childhood tend to track into adulthood, when sedentary habits have their impact 

(Blair, 1992; Malina, 1996; Telama et al, 1997; Baranowski et al, 1992). Many studies 

indicate that children and adults have become less physically active in recent decades 
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(Boreham et al, 2001; James, 1995). Young physically inactive people are at risk of remaining 

inactive as adults, who unconsciously may be at risk of influencing and socialising their 

children to become inactive. Intergenerational amplifications of obesity may be underway, so 

the public health implications of obesity are immense (James, 1996). At the same time as 

physical activity has decreased the frequency of physical education lessons in school has been 

shown to be less than desirable (Armstrong & Åstrand, 1997; Booth et al, 1997; McKenzie et 

al, 1995; Simons-Morton et al, 1994).  

 

The aim of this study was to assess whether the newly graduated teachers from a university in 

southern Sweden were aware of the amendment about daily physical activity in the 

curriculum, if they had undergone any education in how to integrate physical education in the 

theoretical school subjects, what attitudes they had towards integration of physical activity in 

different school subjects, and what the levels of self-reported physical activity were among 

the graduated teachers. 

 

Methods 

A questionnaire survey was performed in December 2005 among students in teacher 

education just before the graduation. The study group consisted of 230 students, 30 men and 

200 women, in different teacher programmes. It was voluntary for the students to answer the 

questionnaire and they answered the questionnaire anonymously. The completion of the 

questionnaire was done at the same time as an evaluation of the whole teacher education was 

carried out.  Data analyses were carried out by using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences) Version 12.0. The significance of differences in qualitative variables was tested by 

the chi- square test. The level of significance was set at p<0.05.  

 

Results 

Students answered the question to what extent they were aware of the amendment about daily 

physical activity in the curriculum. The amount of students who answered that they fully 

knew about the content in the amendment in the curriculum comprised 25% (n=230), 50% 

answered that they had some idea about it, and 25% did not know about it at all.  
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Among those who answered that they knew about the amendment in the curriculum in some 

way (n=172), 37% stated that they had informed themselves, 29% that they had got the 

information through the education in different subjects at university, 13% through the 

common teacher education (in Swedish: Allmänna Utbildningsområdet), 12% through their 

practical training periods in schools, and 9% through substitute work or other ways. 

 

Students were asked to place the educational subjects in order of precedence by how much 

they interpreted the education had contained how to integrate physical activity. 77 students, 

(35%; n=222) answered that they had not experienced any integration of physical activity in 

any subject at all during the teacher education, 104 (47%) answered physical education, and 

the rest of the students was spread out on twelve subjects with a few individuals in each of 

them.   

 

The question about what attitude towards integration of physical activity in other school 

subjects the students had was answered by 226 students. From these 226 students 69% 

answered that they were very positive to the integration, 20% were fairly positive, 7% were 

neither positive nor negative, and 2% were negative. 

 

Leisure-time physical activity among the students was assessed by the question: “How often 

are you physically active in your leisure-time (at least 30 minutes) so you get out of breath 

and sweaty?” 40% (n=226) answered that they were physically active regularly three times or 

more per week, 21% twice a week, 18% once a week, and 19% sometimes or never. 

 

The amount of students who were in favour of integration of physical activity was higher 

among those who had reported physical activity at least once a week (92%; n=225) than 

among those who had reported physical activity sometimes or never (82%; p=0.048). 

 

Discussion 

One quarter of the students in teacher education knew about the amendment about daily 

physical activity, while half the students only had some idea about it and one quarter of the 
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students did not know anything at all about it. By the time of this questionnaire survey, this 

amendment had existed for almost three years. It can be seen as very difficult to implement 

the mission of integrated physical activity when few of newly educated teachers know about 

it. Most students answered that they had experienced integration of physical activity in 

physical education, which could be seen as positive, but also misleading as physical activity is 

central in this subject and not an integration. The daily physical activity mentioned in the 

amendment intended to involve all personnel in school, all school subjects and all parts in the 

school organisation, and was not intended mainly for physical education. About forty students 

out of 230 stated that they had experienced any integration of physical activity during their 

teacher education, if physical education was taken away.  

 

A correlation between the students’ self-reported leisure-time physical activity and the 

attitude towards integration of physical activity in school work could be seen. The importance 

of the teacher’s own motivation for physical activity could be decisive for the amount of 

physical activity the children will have in school. In the evaluation of the application of daily 

physical activity it was found that the most important factors associated with successful 

results in physical activity in schools were participating teachers and involved parents, i.e. 

engaged adults (Myndigheten för Skolutveckling, 2004). If the future teachers are going to be 

participating teachers who are engaged in children’s physical activity they must have 

knowledge about how to integrate physical activity in the theoretical school subjects. 

According to the answers from the students the education in this matter had been very sparse 

during the years in teacher education - if any at all. This can cause a common sense that it is 

not an important matter and could be left for personal motivation. If this amendment in the 

curriculum is meant to be an intervention for raising the level of physical activity among 

young people, it has to be emphasized more accentuated in both teacher education and in 

schools in general. The way to teach must be totally different if it should be physically active 

in the way the definition for physical activity stands for.  

 

It could be seen as very important for society to educate sound teachers for work in the school 

with huge challenges in the form of physically inactive children. Studies indicate that many 

children do not achieve the lowest level of recommended daily physical activity of at least 

moderate intensity (Horgan, 2005). The scientific consensus is that physical inactivity bears 

much of the responsibility for the pandemic of obesity, with following obesity-related illness 
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(Kuboonchoo, 2001; Prentice & Jebb, 1995). In the evaluation of the application of daily 

physical activity in school commissioned by The Swedish National Agency for School 

Improvement very little physical activity had occurred children and adolescents since the 

amendment was introduced in the curriculum (Myndigheten för Skolutveckling, 2004). It 

must be questioned if a vague formulation in the curriculum is the right way to improve the 

level of physical activity among young people. The aim is good, the involvement in all 

subjects in school is positive in many ways, for example for the different ways of learning. 

However, the formulations in the curriculum are too vague to be cogent for teachers to really 

apply, and therefore the effects on public health could be seen as difficult to reach.  

 

In a study performed during the years 2000-2003 the results showed that the physical capacity 

was improved among children when the amount of physical education lessons were expanded. 

Children with normal weight as well as children with overweight were shown to benefit from 

the intervention with expanded lessons. The results showed that with this modest intervention 

(an increase to four physical education lessons a week), the physical capacity improved 

among children. The increase in BMI was slowed down, but was not totally prevented. The 

intervened dose of physical activity was probably not enough to compensate for both 

increased energy intake and/or lack of natural physical activity. The average decline in daily 

energy expenditure from the end of Second World War to 1995 has been estimated as 3360 kJ 

(800 kcal), the equivalent of walking about 16 km less (James, 1995). The recommendation 

for school-age youth state that children should participate daily in 60 minutes or more of 

moderate to vigorous physical activity (Strong et al, 2005). If the responsibility for children’s 

daily physical activity should be devoted totally to school to handle, it would be necessary to 

increase the amount of physical education lessons to a higher level. However, this would 

come into conflict with the academic subjects. There is already an existing congestion and the 

time allocated for physical education has been cut down, much in favour of the academic 

school subjects (Armstrong & Åstrand, 1997). A major barrier to increase the number of 

lessons for physical education is the concern on the parts of administrators that spending more 

time in physical education takes away time from scholastic work. It has been shown that this 

concern was not justified. Even when more time was allocated for physical education it did 

not result in a decline in academic performance (Shephard et al, 1994). Expanding the 

allocated time for physical education could be seen as a more appropriate way to improve 
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children’s physical capacity than the vague amendment about physical activity in the 

curriculum.   

 

Conclusion 

Few recently graduated teachers knew about the amendment of daily physical activity in the 

curriculum. Also few students had experienced education in how to integrate physical activity 

in theoretical subjects during their teacher education. The formulations in the curriculum 

about daily physical activity are considered to be too vague to be cogent for teachers to really 

apply in practice, and therefore the effects on public health could be seen as difficult to reach. 

Expanding the allocated time for physical education could be seen as a more appropriate way 

to improve children’s physical activity and capacity. 
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