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Abstract
Background: The objective of this study was to investigate the effect of a 4-year specialist-taught Physical
Education (PE) program on physical activity (PA) among primary school children.
Methods: A 4-year cluster randomised controlled trial was conducted in children (initially aged 8 years) from 29 primary
schools (13 Intervention, 16 Control). Intervention students (N = 457) received 2 × 45 min PE lessons per week from
specialist-trained PE teachers (68 lessons per year, 272 lessons over 4 years). Control group students (N = 396) received
usual practice PE from generalist classroom teachers. PA during PE lessons was examined using the System
for Observing Fitness Instruction Time (SOFIT). Pedometers (steps/day) were worn for 7 days each year, and
accelerometers were worn concurrently in the final two years to assess moderate to vigorous (MVPA) and
sedentary activity. Linear and generalized mixed models were used to determine differences in Intervention
and Control student PA and the proportion of students meeting PA guidelines.
Results: The intervention increased SOFIT-observed student MVPA during PE lessons by 6.5 mins (16.7 v 10.2,
p < 0.001). Within intervention schools, participants increased their whole-day step counts (boys = 449 [CI,140
to 756]; girls = 424 [CI,222 to 626]) and minutes of MVPA (boys = 8.0 [CI,6.8 to 9.2]; girls = 3.5 [CI,1.7 to 5.4]) on
PE days. However, compared to the Control group the Intervention did not: increase habitual steps/day or
MVPA when averaged over 7 days; elicit greater improvements in these measures over time; or increase the
odds of meeting step/day or MVPA recommendations. At age 11 years Intervention group boys were 20 mins
less sedentary per day (380 [CI,369 to 391] vs 360 [CI,350 to 369]) and this effect was sustained at age
12 years.
Conclusions: Well-designed specialist-taught PE can improve student PA during PE lessons. However for PE
to be a significant contributor to improving habitual PA in pre-adolescent children, daily classes are likely to
be required, and even this would need to be supplemented with a wider multicomponent strategy. Our
finding of a reduction in sedentary time among Intervention boys warrants further investigation into the
potential role PE could play in influencing sedentary behaviour.
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Background
Physical education (PE) is considered to play an important role in the physical, social and psychological development of children during the primary school years. Of
particular interest in response to reports that a large
proportion of children worldwide are insufficiently active
[1], is the health promoting role that PE might play
through the provision of physical activity (PA).
A problem that has emerged in many primary schools
is that PE is most commonly taught by generalist classroom teachers [2] who have little or no training in PE.
Previous research has shown that these teachers face a
number of barriers to teach PE including lack of confidence and motivation [3] and are unlikely to be sufficiently skilled to increase PA levels during PE lessons
[4]. This may not only be affecting the frequency and
quality of lessons [5], but also the way children experience and respond to physical activity opportunities.
The introduction of PE trained teachers into primary
schools is one strategy that may improve overall PA. Although PA interventions in youth tend to yield only small
benefits [6], improvements in PA during PE lessons are
likely achievable; a systematic review of randomized controlled trials designed to increase PA during PE lessons
found that students in PE intervention conditions spent
24 % more lesson time in moderate to vigorous activity
(MVPA) compared to usual practice conditions [7]. While
this is encouraging, concerns have been raised that intervention effects may be confined to the period in which the
intervention is delivered (e.g. during the PE class) and
overall effects on PA may not be sufficient to elicit health
benefits such as improvements in body composition [6].
One factor, which is thought to increase the likelihood
of providing positive health outcomes, is implementing
long-term interventions [8]. For example, results from a
2-year enhanced PE curriculum found PE specialist and
trained teachers can provide students with more PA during PE lessons than generalist classroom teachers [9].
Similarly, another randomized controlled trial which incorporated an intervention of two additional PE classes
per week showed improvements in PA during school
time over a 1 year period [10]. An important finding in
this particular study was that benefits were not sustained
when the intervention stopped, suggesting a longer-term
or continuous intervention may be necessary to maintain health benefits [11]. These two studies aside, few
long-term controlled trials using objective measures of
PA have been conducted and the impact of PE interventions is yet to be clearly established [12].
The objective of this study was to investigate the effect
of a 4-year specialist taught PE intervention on PA. The
primary outcome measure of interest was student PA,
but, importantly, the intervention was designed as a sustained educative program, part of the school curriculum,
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as distinct from shorter interventions designed specifically to increase PA or fitness. We hypothesized that: 1)
students participating in the specialist-taught PE intervention would be more physically active during PE lessons than students receiving usual practice PE taught by
generalist class-room teachers; 2) participation in the
long-term intervention would increase overall (weekly)
habitual PA and; 3) participation in the intervention
would increase the number of students meeting PA recommendations of 12,000 steps [13] and 60 min of moderate to vigorous activity per day.
For the purposes of this study we refer to the specialisttaught PE program as the “Intervention” condition and
usual practice PE delivered by generalist teachers as the
“Control” condition.

Methods
Study design

This study is part of the multidisciplinary Lifestyle of our
Kids (LOOK) project [14], a school-based cluster randomised controlled trial which commenced in 2005 in the
Australian Capital Territory. The overall study incorporates
measures of PA, fitness, motor control, psychological health,
family influences, bone health, cardiovascular function,
academic achievement and nutrition. The present investigation specifically examines PA measures collected
over the four-year intervention period from age 8
(baseline) to age 12 years. The study was registered
with the Australian New Zealand Clinical Trials Registry (ACTRN12615000066583).

Recruitment and randomisation

Thirty government funded primary schools were invited to
participate in the LOOK study by way of invitation to
school Principals of which 29 accepted. Invited schools had
similar school facilities and suburb level socioeconomic status (as estimated by the Australian Bureau of Statistics). All
grade 2 children from the accepting schools were invited to
participate by way of a parent information pack and consent form, from which 83 % accepted (N = 853). To be eligible to participate, parents were required to indicate that
their child was willing to take part in PA and fitness activities. Approximately 90 % of the children had Caucasian
parents, 8 % were of Asian descent, 1 % were Indigenous
Australian or Polynesian, and no data on ethnicity were
available for the remaining 1 %. Baseline measures were
performed between September and December 2005 prior
to randomisation. Thirteen schools (32 classes) were randomly assigned to the Intervention (13 being the number
of schools the Intervention teachers could practically travel
between and deliver 2 classes per week) and 16 schools
(36 classes) to the Control group.
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Intervention

A summary of the Intervention program is shown in
Additional file 1: Table S1. The Intervention was delivered by specialist PE teachers from the registered charitable organisation Bluearth Foundation (www.bluearth.org).
Bluearth staff members were university trained and qualified PE teachers with further specialised training in the
Bluearth approach. The Intervention consisted of 2 lessons
of PE per week taught by a Bluearth specialist, which
amounted to 90 min of the mandatory 150 min per week
of PE required in the study jurisdiction. The remaining
60 min of required weekly PE was delivered at the discretion of the classroom teacher. The Intervention was delivered over four consecutive years between 2006
(Grade 3) and 2009 (Grade 6) during school time by 5
of the university trained PE teachers. Logbooks completed by the specialist teachers (data not shown), indicated
that on average, 12 scheduled PE lessons per school were
missed per year due to either public holidays or rescheduling by classroom teachers. Participants in the Intervention
group therefore received on average 68 Intervention PE lessons per year, which amounted to 272 lessons over the duration of the four year study. The underlying philosophy of
the Intervention program was to create an all-inclusive, enjoyable, challenging yet non-threatening environment for
PA. The Intervention utilized the guided discovery method
of teaching [15]. The objective of this approach was to
encourage students to discover the answers to a range
of physical movement problems and game strategies themselves, through experimentation and self-discovery. Specialist teacher logbook records indicated that lesson plans
were, on average, made up mostly of game play (28 ± 12
mins), fitness activities (12 ± 10 mins), skill practice (8 ±
8mins) and core movements (5 ± 5 mins).
The Control condition schools continued with their
usual PE program conducted by the generalist classroom
teachers, none of whom were formally trained in PE.
They reported via questionnaire that they adhered to the
required 150 min of mandatory PE according to the curriculum requirements of the jurisdiction.
Comparison of intervention and control school PE classes

A comparison of Intervention and Control PE classes
was made using the system of observing fitness instruction time (SOFIT) [16]. This involved a group of trained
observers recording the duration of PA of randomly selected children, teacher’s behaviour, and lesson context
of PE lessons. Student PA during PE lessons was classified into minutes spent lying down, sitting, standing,
walking and very active. SOFIT activities classified as
walking and very active were combined to give an estimate of MVPA. Lesson context and teacher behaviour
was categorised into time spent in management, general
knowledge, physical fitness knowledge, fitness activity,
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skill practice and game play. In accordance with recommendations from a previous study [17], interval-byinterval intra-observer agreements in excess of 85 %
were achieved on pre-recorded lessons prior to the collection of data in LOOK study schools. Six observers,
five who were not otherwise involved in the study, completed all SOFIT observations over the four-year period.
Observation times were arranged in advance with both
Intervention and Control teachers.
To assess the number of PE lessons conducted per week,
students were asked the following question: How many
times per week do you usually do PE? (0 = never, 1 = once,
2 = twice, 3 = 3 times, 4 = 4 or more times per week). This
question was part of a wider health questionnaire which
referred to the current school year (grade 6, age 12 years).
From these responses the average number of PE lessons
conducted per week in Control and Interventions schools
was calculated.
Physical activity

PA was measured by pedometer to assess total daily physical activity (TPA), accelerometers to measure both daily
moderate and vigorous activity (MVPA) and sedentary
time (SED); and SOFIT as described above to estimate
MVPA during PE lessons. In each year, seven consecutive
days of pedometer (Walk 4 Life, Plainfield, IL, USA) data
were recorded during September to December. Missing
days of data were adjusted for as previously described
[18]. In the final two years of measurement (age 11 and
12 years) accelerometers (Actigraph GT1M, Pensacola,
FL, USA) were worn simultaneously, positioned on a belt
around the waist adjacent to the pedometers. MVPA was
defined as counts >2296 per minute and sedentary SED
activity was defined as counts <100 per minute based on
recommendations [19], using an epoch length of 60 s. The
first day’s data were discarded to minimize any reactivity
and days of accelerometer data were included if there were
10 or more hours of activity, an hour being considered invalid if there were more than 30 zero counts in a row.
Data were analysed using Actilife version 6 (Actigraph,
Pensacola, FL, USA). Accelerometers were not included at
baseline due to budget and practical constraints, but were
included in later years when the cost of the devices and
participant numbers were lower.
Pubertal assessment and socioeconomic status

Pubertal development was a self-assessment of “Tanner”
stage (pubic hair, and genital development for males,
breast development and date of menarche for females).
In grade 4 this occurred at home with parental guidance,
and in grade 6 the venue was a private room in a hospital setting with guidance from an experienced teacher
or parent if they chose to attend. The socioeconomic
status (SES) of each school suburb was accessed through
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Australian Bureau of Statistics [20]. We used a published
SES index that designated advantage (high values) and
disadvantage (low values) derived from variables such as
income, educational attainment, and employment. The
mean and standard deviation of this index for the suburbs in our study (1085 ± 40 and range 982–1160) was
higher (with a smaller range) than Australia-wide (980 ±
84, 598–1251).

Statistical analysis

All analyses were conducted in R [21]. The lme4 [22]
package was used to perform linear mixed effects analyses to examine group (Control or Intervention) differences in outcome measures (TPA, MVPA, SED). Our
data were structured such that participants were nested
within schools. As this clustered structure may result in
non-independent data, whereby participants attending
the same school may have a tendency to be similar in
outcome variables, random effects terms for School,
Grade and individual participant were examined. A significant likelihood ratio test comparing the null multilevel model with a null school-level model justified the
inclusion of each of these variables as a random intercept term in all models. Because of known sex differences in PA, separate models were fitted for boys and
girls and each model was adjusted for SES at the school
level, and stage of maturation. To examine group differences in the number of students meeting PA recommendations generalized linear mixed effects models were
performed to compare differences in the binary outcome
variable (1, met PA recommendations and 0, did not
meet recommendations). Routine model checking procedures, including visual inspection of residual plots were
used to check for deviations from homoscedasticity or
normality. To investigate differences in student activity,
lesson context and teacher behaviour between Intervention and Control PE lessons, a series of Mann–Whitney
U tests were conducted to account for the nonparametric nature of the data gathered through the
SOFIT method.
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Results
Participant characteristics

Baseline characteristics are shown in Table 1. There were
no significant group differences in height, weight, TPA or
school SES measured at baseline between the Intervention
and Control groups. As shown in Fig. 1, the number of
observations varied with each test and the year of followup. Overall, 15 of the 853 children who gave consent to
participate withdrew, 194 relocated to a school outside the
study area and the remainder missing data was due to absence from school on test day or invalid physical activity
data. Children who missed one or more assessments
remained in the study and were included in the analysis,
with the statistical model allowing for the incorporation of
incomplete longitudinal data. There were no significant
differences in the height, weight, TPA or SES for those
children who remained in the study compared to those
who did not complete the 4-year follow-up.

Description of intervention and control PE classes

Over the four year study, 96 Intervention and 97 Control
group PE lessons were observed using SOFIT. Results from
these observations comparing group differences in physical
activity are shown in Table 2. Results comparing lesson context and teacher behaviour are shown in Additional file 2:
Table S2. Intervention PE classes were longer in duration
than Control classes (47.1 vs 35.6 min, p < 0.05) during
which time Intervention students performed more MVPA
(16.7 v 10.2 mins, p < 0.01). Vigorous physical activity
(VPA) was also higher among the Intervention group (6.4
vs 5.6 mins, p < 0.01). However, when expressed as a proportion, there was no difference in the percentage of lesson
time spent in MVPA in the Control and Intervention
groups (33.6 vs 35.4 %, p = 0.09) and Control students spent
a greater proportion of lesson time in VPA (21.5 vs 14.6 %,
p = 0.04). In accordance with longer lessons, Intervention
students also spent more time sitting (7.9 v 3.3 mins,
p = 0.006) and standing (18.9 v 11.3 mins, p < 0.01).
With regard to lesson context, Intervention lessons
were observed to contain more time spent in fitness

Table 1 Baseline characteristics (mean ± standard deviation) of the boys and girls in the specialist PE intervention group and usual
practice PE control group
Boys
Characteristics

Intervention

Girls
Control

Intervention

Control

n

224

186

208

189

Age (years)

8.1 ± 0.4

8.2 ± 0.3

8.1 ± 0.3

8.1 ± 0.4

Height (cm)

130.5 ± 5.4

129.9 ± 5.6

128.4 ± 5.4

129.1 ± 5.3

Weight (kg)

28.9 ± 5.1

28.9 ± 5.4

28.5 ± 5.8

28.8 ± 5.7

Total Physical Activity, (average steps/day)

11,793 ± 3975

11,535 ± 3460

9273 ± 3328

9663 ± 3319

% meeting step per day recommendation

46

48

31

30
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Fig. 1 Study flow diagram of schools and participants through the 4 year intervention

activities (7.5 v 0.7 mins, p < 0.001), game play (11.2 v 3.1
mins, p < 0.01) and situations where students received
general knowledge (8.4 v CP 1.0 mins, p < 0.01). In terms
of teacher behaviour, the specialist trained Intervention
teachers, compared to the Control group classroom
teachers, were more actively engaged in PE lessons,
spending more time demonstrating fitness (11.7 v 2.0
mins, p < 0.01, giving general instructions (17.0 v 10.3
mins, p < 0.01) and managing the class (8.8 v 5.9
mins, p < 0.05).
Results from the student questionnaire completed at
age 12 years indicated that students in Intervention
schools took part in more PE lessons on average per

week compared to those in Control schools (M = 2.50 ±
SD = 0.10 vs M = 2.01 ± SD = 1.04, p < 0.001).
Intervention effects on physical activity

Results of the linear mixed regression analyses examining
differences in TPA and MVPA between Control and Intervention groups, adjusted for school SES, stage of maturation and wear time (MVPA and sedentary time only) are
shown in Table 3. No overall differences in average daily
TPA, or change in TPA over time were found between students of either sex in Intervention and Control conditions.
Examination of accelerometer data introduced in the final
two years of the study indicated a trend toward a group

Telford et al. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity (2016) 13:64

Page 6 of 11

Table 2 Comparison of control and Intervention group physical activity during PE lessons, showing median (Mdn) and interquartile
range (IQR) for the proportion of lesson time and number of minutes students in varying activity classifications
SOFIT activity category

Control PE lessons (N = 97)

Intervention PE lessons (N = 96)

Mdn

IQR

Mdn

IQR

p

35.6

9.7

47.1

10.6

0001

Minutes per lesson

3.3

(0.3,9.0)

7.9

(4.4,12.0)

0.006

Percentage of time per lesson

12.3

(2.7,44.1))

19.7

(11.5,29.3)

0.049

Minutes per lesson

11.3

(7.8,16.2)

18.9

(12.7,24.2)

0.002

Percentage of time per lesson

44.4

(32.1,56.7)

43.6

(31.7,52.2)

0.448

Minutes per lesson

4.3

(2.4,6.6)

9.2

(5.7,12.5)

0.004

Percentage of time per lesson

15.5

(8.5,22.2)

20.6

(14.3,25.1)

0.077

Minutes per lesson

5.6

(2.7,6.6)

6.4

(4.7,9.1)

0.006

Percentage of time per lesson

21.5

(10.2,33.9)

14.6

(10.7,20.2)

0.04

Minutes per lesson

10.2

(7.8,12.8)

16.9

(11.6,20.2)

0.004

Percentage of time per lesson

33.6

(27.8,42.2)

35.4

(28.1,43.2)

0.09

Lesson Time
Minutesa
Sitting

Standing

Walking

Very Active

MVPA (Walking plus Very Active)

Lesson time presented as average minutes per lesson and standard deviation (SD). No data was recorded for the SOFIT “lying” category and is not shown. PE
physical education, SOFIT system for observing fitness time, MVPA moderate to vigorous physical activity. NB Percentages of lesson time were calculated using
median values and may not total 100 %
a

difference in average daily MVPA for boys (DF = 1, F = 2.3,
p = 0.130). This trend was characterised by higher MVPA
among Intervention boys at age 11 years (53.3 vs 44.9
mins/day). However, this difference was not sustained at
age 12 years. For girls the reverse was true. There
was a weak trend toward a group difference in MVPA
(DF = 1, F =1.59, p = 0.207) whereby MVPA was lower
among Intervention girls at age 11 years (36.0 vs 41.6
mins/day) which was not sustained at age 12 years.
The majority of boys and girls in this study did not
meet daily recommended levels of PA. Overall 43 % of
boys achieved the recommended level of 12,000 steps
per day and 31 % achieved 60 min of MVPA per day.
The percentage of girls meeting PA recommendations
was lower than boys. Only 26 % of girls achieved 12,000
steps per day and 16 % achieved 60 mins of MVPA per
day. We found no evidence that the provision of two
weekly PE lessons increased the odds of meeting either
steps or MVPA recommendations when PA was averaged over 7 days. Results from the generalized linear
mixed effects models found no difference in the odds of
Intervention and Control boys meeting step (OR = 1.18,
CI 0.87–1.61, p = 0.4) or MVPA (OR = 1.08, CI 0.8–1.44,
p = 0.5) recommendations. Similarly no difference in the
odds between Intervention and Control girls were found
for step (OR = 0.82, CI 0.61–1.08, p = 0.16) or MVPA
(OR = 0.80, CI 0.54–1.2, p = 0.4) recommendations.

Intervention effects on sedentary time

In the final two years of the study significant group differences in average daily time spent sedentary were found for
boys only. As shown in Table 3, at age 11 years Intervention boys spent 20 min on average less in sedentary classified activity and this difference was maintained at age
12 years. Non-significant group and group by time interactions indicated no difference in the amount of time
spent sedentary between Control and Intervention girls,
and no effect of the specialist PE program, respectively.
Physical activity and sedentary time on intervention PE
lesson days

As shown in Table 4, within Intervention schools, both
boys and girls performed more TPA and MVPA on days
when PE lessons were conducted in comparison with
other school days. Boys took on average 449 more steps
per day and engaged in 8 mins more MVPA on PE
lesson days. For girls, an additional 424 steps per day
and 3.5 mins MVPA were performed on PE lesson days
compared to other schools days. Boys were 0.28 and
0.38 times more likely to meet step and MVPA per day
recommendations respectively on PE lesson days. Girls
were not more likely to meet either steps or MVPA recommendations than on normal school days. Both boys
and girls were less sedentary on PE lesson days compared with other days of the week; boys spending 25
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Table 3 Summary of linear mixed effects models comparing overall group (Intervention vs Control) and group-by-time differences
in physical activity (adjusted means and 95 % CI)
Age
Age 8

Group Group by
Time
Age 9

Age 10

Age 11

P

Age 12

P

Total Physical Activity
(steps/day)
Boys Control

12134 (11469,12799) 11085 (10408,11762) 11354 (10675,12033) 11540 (10769,12311) 10238 (9370,11106) 0.763

Boys Intervention 12595 (11956,13235) 10456 (9796,11117)
Girls Control

10176 (9530,10824)

Girls Intervention 9733 (9100,10366)

0.131

11336 (10656,12015) 11276 (10578,11974) 10374 (9662,11087)

8844 (8214,9475)

9323 (8705,9941)

10322 (9563,11082)

9071 (8373,9770)

8268 (7640,8896)

9256 (8685,9827)

9959 (9202,10716)

9141 (8424,9859)

0.209

0.400

0.130

0.006

0.207

0.076

Moderate to Vigorous
Activity (mins/day)
Boys Control

NA

NA

NA

44.9 (40.2,49.7)

48.7 (44.1,53.3)

Boys Intervention NA

NA

NA

53.3 (49.1,57.4)

49.9 (45.8,53.8)

Girls Control

NA

NA

NA

41.6 (37.4,45.9)

35.6 (31.8,39.5)

Girls Intervention NA

NA

NA

36.0 (31.8,40.1)

34.0 (30.1,37.9)

NA

NA

NA

380.0 (369,391)

402.8 (391,414)

Boys Intervention NA

NA

NA

359.6 (350,369)

382.8 (373,393)

Girls Control

NA

NA

NA

372.6 (361,384)

403.3 (392,414)

Girls Intervention NA

NA

NA

372.5 (361,384)

401.3 (391,412)

Sedentary time
(mins/day)
Boys Control

<0.001 0.761

0.530

0.772

NA = Not available in early years due to unavailability of accelerometers at this time CI confidence interval

mins and girls 23 mins less time in sedentary classified
activity on Intervention PE lesson days.

Discussion
This four-year randomized controlled trial examined the
impact of a specialist-taught primary school PE intervention on objectively measured PA. We compared this

Intervention, consisting of two 45 min classes per school
week in grades 3 to 6, with current practice PE conducted by classroom teachers. The education-focussed
PE Intervention was effective in increasing PA within
the lessons themselves and Intervention participants
were more active on PE days than on other days in the
week. However this did not extend to eliciting a higher

Table 4 Within Intervention schools analyses, comparing physical activity levels (adjusted mean and 95 % CI) on Intervention PE
lesson days and usual practice school days, boys and girls analysed separately
Intervention PE day

Usual practice day

Estimate

SE

P

Girls
Total physical activity (Steps/day)

9862 (9354,10369)

9437 (8968,9907)

−424

163.4

0.009

% meeting step/day recommendationsa

30

25

0.17

−0.05,0.39

0.139

MVPA (mins/day)

39.8 (35.7,43.8)

36.2 (32.5,39.9)

−3.53

1.40

0.013

% meeting MVPA recommendationsa

15

14

−0.01

−0.42,0.41

0.97

Sedentary time (mins/day)

376 (363,389)

399 (387,411)

23.17

4.50

<0.001

Boys

a

Total physical activity (Steps/day)

12261 (11720,12800)

11812 (11343,12281)

−448

206

0.02

% meeting step/day recommendationsa

55

48

0.28

0.07,0.49

0.007

MVPA (mins/day)

62.2 (57.3,67.1)

54.2 (50.0,58.4)

−8.0

1.9

<0.001

% meeting MVPA recommendationsa

35

31

0.38

0.07,0.69

0.02

Sedentary time (mins/day)

343.3 (331,356)

368.5 (358,379)

25.1

4.9

<0.001

Statistics shown for physical activity recommendations are Odds Ratio, confidence intervals (CI) and probability-value (p); SE standard error, MVPA moderate to
vigorous activity
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level of habitual PA (either MVPA or TPA averaged over
7 days); nor was it instrumental in increasing the number of children meeting recommended levels of PA. Of
additional interest was that in the final two years of the
investigation, there was some evidence of an intervention effect to decrease sedentary time in the boys.
PA outcomes of the Intervention were examined at
three epochs: 1) during PE lessons, 2) days when Intervention PE was taught and 3) average daily PA. Firstly,
with respect to PE lesson observations, the Intervention
provided students with an additional 6.5 min of MVPA
per lesson compared to Control school lessons. Lesson
length seemed to be a particularly important factor in
the delivery of the Intervention. SOFIT observations indicated that Intervention lessons were, on average, 11.5 min
longer than Control lessons which allowed more time for
students to perform MVPA. In light of the finding that
Control and Intervention teachers dedicated a similar proportion of lesson time to MVPA, the conclusion could be
drawn that generalist classroom teachers could improve
student PA levels simply by conducting longer lessons.
While this is possible, engaging students for longer periods
of time may itself present a challenge to teachers untrained
in PE, and may demand greater teaching competency and
confidence. Indeed, previous research has shown that
classroom teachers tend to conduct shorter lessons than
trained PE teachers [9].
Several other differences in Control and Intervention
teaching style were also observed in the present study.
Intervention teachers were more actively engaged in lessons
and allocated more time to game and fitness activities each of these lesson elements were likely contributors to
higher MVPA. Our findings are consistent with a 2-year
randomized controlled trial in 4th grade children [9] in
which students in specialist-led PE conditions were observed using the SOFIT method to perform 14mins MVPA
per PE lesson compared to 10 min in usual practice PE lessons. Similar to our findings, the specialist PE teachers conducted longer PE lessons than control group classroom
teachers. When we consider these findings and those from
the present investigation, the case that teachers with training in PE can deliver more physically active lessons compared to generalist classroom teachers is strengthened.
Secondly, with regard to PA on days PE was taught,
we found that within Intervention schools, objectively
measured student TPA and MVPA were higher on days
when Intervention lessons were conducted. An increase
of 8.0 mins MVPA for boys and 3.5 mins MVPA for girls
on Intervention lesson days suggests that the PE Intervention had a small influence on PA behaviour. This
finding is of smaller magnitude to those of a recent
study of 9 year-old children in which accelerometer
measured MVPA was 16mins higher on school days
when PE was conducted [23] but nevertheless indicates
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that PE sessions can play a role in contributing to whole
day activity levels.
Thirdly, despite evidence to suggest that the Intervention
increased student PA during PE classes, there was no Intervention effect on daily TPA averaged over the entire week.
Previous research has shown that increased PA attributed
to PE intervention may not be sufficient to influence daily
habitual activity. For example, a 1-year PE intervention in
which students received two extra PE lessons compared to
the control arm, increased accelerometer-measured TPA
during school time, yet no differences in daily TPA when
averaged over the 7 day period [10]. It is likely that in both
this study and in ours, influences common to both Intervention and Control conditions, such as extracurricular
sports participation were stronger drivers of habitual PA
than the PE Intervention. Certainly in relation to the
current cohort, sports club participation was high and a
strong predictor of PA, as previously reported [24].
From the accelerometer data, it was apparent that habitual MVPA averaged over the week was higher among
Intervention boys at age 11, but not 12 years. In the absence of baseline accelerometer data we cannot determine
why this Intervention effect was observed, or whether these
group differences in MVPA existed prior to age 11 years.
Nevertheless, this finding is interesting because the reverse
tended to occur in the girls at age 11 years, leading us to
speculate that elements of the Intervention which increased MVPA for Intervention boys were ineffective in
the girls. In any case, our findings, taken in conjunction
with well-established findings that boys are more physically
active than girls overall [1, 18], and during PE lessons [25],
add weight to the premise that gender differences be carefully considered when designing PA interventions.
The incidence of insufficient PA in the current cohort
is concerning. Overall only 43 % of boys and 26 % of
girls met recommended levels of 12,000 steps per day
[13] and only 31 % of boys and 16 % of girls achieved
greater than 60 mins of MVPA per day. Contrary to expectations, provision of two teacher trained Intervention
PE classes did not improve the odds of either boys or girls
achieving step per day or daily MVPA recommendations.
Instead, the small positive effects of the Intervention on
PA appeared to be confined to days in which lessons were
conducted. Even in the Intervention schools where boys
and girls were more likely to meet daily step recommendations compared to other Intervention school days, it remains that only 55 % of boys and 30 % of girls met step
per day guidelines on PE days. The proportion of children
meeting MVPA guidelines on PE days was even lower,
with only 35 % of boys and 15 % of girls meeting the recommended level of 60mins per day. This is a particularly
concerning finding for girls, and, if PE is expected to play
a strong role in helping children meet minimal PA requirements, our data highlight the need for PE lessons to
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be supplemented with additional opportunities for PA on
a daily basis. Parents and teachers, at least in the current
study jurisdiction, should not expect PE lessons, even if
they were taught on a daily basis by trained PE teachers,
to provide sufficient amounts of daily PA.
An interesting finding in this study was the effect of
the Intervention to decrease sedentariness in the boys in
the final two years of the study. Sedentary time was not
only lower on PE lesson days in Intervention schools but
also when averaged over the week (Intervention boys
spent 20 mins less time sedentary on a daily basis compared to Control boys) suggesting the influence on sedentary time extended beyond PE lesson days. This was
somewhat unexpected for two reasons: 1) the program
did not set out to specifically target sedentary behaviour
which is thought to be difficult to change due to strong
habitual influences [26]; and 2) SOFIT classified sedentary activities (sitting and standing) were higher in Intervention PE lessons. This however was likely a reflection
not only of longer PE lessons, but also of the educational
nature of the Intervention where students were guided
to reflect on their movements and perform stretching
and balance exercises that require minimal movement.
There has been growing interest in interventions that
specifically target sedentary behaviour separately from
those increasing PA, which has been motivated by reports stating that sedentary behaviour is associated with
obesity [27] and metabolic risk in children [28]. Previous
intervention strategies of this nature in young people
have tended to focus on the involvement of family, behavioural interventions and electronic TV monitoring
devices [26], so it is interesting that reductions in habitual sedentary time were associated with participation in
a PE intervention in our study. While our data do not
allow determination of which specific aspects of the
intervention may have influenced sedentary behaviour,
they imply that PE may be a useful vehicle by which to
target reductions in sedentariness as well as increasing
PA. Although our findings should be interpreted with
caution due to lack of baseline accelerometer data, further investigations of this effect along with identification
of mechanisms may be warranted.
In order to add context to our findings on PA it is important to emphasize that the specialist conducted PE
program was designed as an educative program, part of
the school curriculum, to be distinguished from interventions designed specifically to increase PA or fitness.
While increasing PA was one objective, in contrast with
physical training, the specialist taught PE was based on a
broad set of educational principles, focussing on enjoyment, inclusivity, and the development of motor skills
and social skills to encourage an ongoing physically active lifestyle. Bearing this in mind, this broad-based and
sustainable program of PE has previously been shown to
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elicit improvements in academic achievement [29], reductions in insulin resistance [30] and attenuation of
blood lipids [31], demonstrating that investigation of the
benefits of PE should extend well beyond effects on habitual PA.
The present study has a number of strengths. The 4 year
longitudinal, cluster randomised controlled design; the use
of a statistical model to account for potentially confounding
variables; and the incorporation of both week-long objective and in-class directly observed measures of PA. Another
strong aspect was that we were able to maintain strong relationships with the schools, which enabled continued support of the research. In addition to these strengths, there
were several limitations. The amount of PA in the Intervention classes may have been underestimated. The intervention involved activities that may not have been accurately
detected by pedometers or accelerometers; activities borrowed from yoga, involving balance and isometric muscular
contraction. These types of activities were often performed
while sitting or stationary and may have been classified as
sedentary type activity during PE lessons using SOFIT.
Muscular work of this nature might be likened to resistance
work, which has been shown to elicit its own metabolic
health benefits [32]. Our study may have been improved,
and stronger inferences drawn on intervention effects on
the intensity of PA had we been able to use accelerometers
from the beginning of the study. However, given the random selection of schools with similar SES characteristics,
large number of participants and the absence of group differences in pedometer derived PA, we have no reason to
suspect group differences in MVPA and sedentary activity
existed at baseline. Each of the measures of PA used in this
study has limitations. Pedometers only record ambulatory
activity and are not able to determine intensity and duration of activity. We used an accelerometer epoch length of
60s and it has been suggested that larger epoch lengths
may under-report MVPA [33]. SOFIT observation times
were pre-arranged to accommodate school timetables.
Consequently, both control and intervention teachers had
the opportunity to prepare classes in advance which could
have influenced lesson delivery and content.
Another limitation was the difficulty of assessing the
frequency of PE classes in the Control schools. Unlike
Intervention schools, PE lessons were not routinely
scheduled in the Control schools, being predominantly
conducted on an ad hoc basis. In their annual questionnaires, Control school teachers frequently reported conducting 150 min per week of PE, the local government
mandated level. We believe this to be inaccurate as this
was not consistent with students’ written response to a
question (as part of written questionnaire designed for
the LOOK study but untested for validity and reliability)
asking how many times they had PE during the last
week). In the final year of the study, Control students
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reported taking part in two PE lessons per week on average, which would amount to 70 mins per week (based on
SOFIT lesson length). As a result of this ambiguity, we
were unable to compare objectively measured whole-day
PA of the two groups on days of the week PE was conducted, although this limitation had no impact on the
comparison of differences in daily PA when averaged over
the 7 day monitor wear period. In order to throw some
light on the amount of PE received in Control schools,
our group has since carried out a study (Keegan RJ et al.,
unpublished observations) on the quality and quantity of
PE in schools in this jurisdiction. This study utilised a
“naturalistic” approach where teachers were unaware
when PE observations would take place, thereby removing
the possibility of unusual preparation or incidence of PE
classes. This approach revealed that classroom teachers
actually taught in the order of only 30 min of PE and sport
per week, in contrast with the 150 min mandated by the
curriculum. In effect the Control group in the present
study was likely closer to a non-PE group than anticipated.
It also suggests that classroom teachers of the Intervention students were unlikely to have provided more PE
than that the two classes per week delivered by the visiting
specialist teachers. It is therefore even more surprising
that no intervention effects on PA were observed, supporting the premise that well-conducted school PE of two
45 min classes per week, appears to exert only a small influence on the overall PA of primary school children.

Conclusion
This study showed that a specialist taught PE program,
designed to achieve broad-based educational and health
objectives, can provide higher levels of PA during PE lessons than the usual practice PE conducted by generalist
class-room teachers; and this can make a small contribution to whole day PA. However, there was no evidence
to suggest that this translated to an increase in daily habitual PA or an increase in the number of students
meeting PA recommendations. A trend towards an intervention effect on sedentary behaviour in boys warrants
further investigation into the role that PE can play in reducing sedentary behaviour. Our data suggest that for
PE to be a significant contributor to improving PA in
pre-adolescent children, daily classes are likely to be required, and that even this would need to be supplemented with a wider multicomponent PA strategy.
Additional files
Additional file 1: Table S1. Characteristics of the Intervention.
(DOCX 30 kb)
Additional file 2: Table S2. Median values and Interquartile range for
the proportion of lesson time and minutes per lesson spent on differing
lesson content. (DOCX 31 kb)

Page 10 of 11

Abbreviations
MVPA, moderate to vigorous physical activity; PA, physical activity; PE, physical
education; SES, socio-economic status; SOFIT, system for observing fitness
instruction time; TPA, total physical activity; VPA, vigorous physical activity
Acknowledgements
We would like to thank the participants, their parents and the schools for their
ongoing support for this research, and the Bluearth staff for their commitment
to providing physical education to students in this study. The present work
benefited from the input of statistician Professor Ross Cunningham, from the
Fenner school of Environment and Society at the Australian National University,
who provided valuable statistical advice and support.
Funding
This study received funding from the Commonwealth Education Trust. The
funding body did not contribute to the design of the study, data collection,
analysis, or interpretation of data.
Availability of data and materials
The datasets supporting the conclusions of this article are available upon
request to the corresponding author.
Authors’ contributions
RMT participated in the design and coordination of the study, collected data,
performed the statistical analysis and drafted the manuscript. RDT, TC, RD
and LO assisted with interpretation and drafting of the manuscript. All
authors read and approved the final manuscript.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Consent for publication
Not applicable.
Ethics approval and consent to participate
The study was approved by the ACT Department of Education and Training
(2013/00082-5), the Australian Institute of Sport Ethics Committee (2006/06/
06) and the ACT Health Committee for Ethics in Human Research (ETH.9/
05.697), and written informed consent to participate was obtained from
parents.
Author details
1
Centre for Research and Action in Public Health, Health Research Institute,
University of Canberra, Bruce, ACT 2617, Australia. 2Department of
Psychology, Australian National University, Canberra, ACT 0200, Australia.
3
Medical School, College of Medicine, Biology and Environment, Australian
National University, Canberra, ACT 0200, Australia. 4Research Institute for
Sport and Exercise, University of Canberra, Bruce, ACT 2617, Australia.
Received: 1 February 2016 Accepted: 1 June 2016

References
1. Cooper AR, Goodman A, Page AS, Sherar LB, Esliger DW, van Sluijs EM, et al.
Objectively measured physical activity and sedentary time in youth: the
International children’s accelerometry database (ICAD). Int J Behav Nutr
Phys Act. 2015;12:113.
2. Hardman K. Physical education in schools: a global perspective.
Kineziologija. 2008;40:5–28.
3. Morgan P, Bourke S. Non-specialist teachers’ confidence to teach PE: the
nature and influence of personal school experiences in PE. Phys Educ Sport
Pedagog. 2008;13:1–29.
4. Blair R, Capel S. Primary physical education, coaches and continuing
professional development. Sport Educ Soc. 2011;16:485–505.
5. Morgan PJ, Hansen V. Classroom teachers’ perceptions of the impact of
barriers to teaching physical education on the quality of physical education
programs. Res Q Exerc Sport. 2008;79:506–16.
6. Metcalf B, Henley W, Wilkin T. Effectiveness of intervention on physical
activity of children: systematic review and meta-analysis of controlled trials
with objectively measured outcomes (EarlyBird 54). BMJ. 2012;345:e5888.

Telford et al. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity (2016) 13:64

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

Lonsdale C, Rosenkranz RR, Peralta LR, Bennie A, Fahey P, Lubans DR.
A systematic review and meta-analysis of interventions designed to
increase moderate-to-vigorous physical activity in school physical
education lessons. Prev Med (Baltim). 2013;56:152–61.
Lai SK, Costigan SA, Morgan PJ, Lubans DR, Stodden DF, Salmon J, Barnett
LM. Do school-based interventions focusing on physical activity, fitness, or
fundamental movement skill competency produce a sustained impact in
these outcomes in children and adolescents? A systematic review of follow-up
studies. Sport Med. 2014;44:67–79.
Sallis JF, McKenzie TL, Alcaraz JE, Kolody B, Faucette N, Hovell MF. The effects
of a 2-year physical education program (SPARK) on physical activity and fitness
in elementary school students. Am J Public Health. 1997;87:1328–34.
Kriemler S, Zahner L, Schindler C, Meyer U, Hartmann T, Hebestreit H,
Brunner-La Rocca HP, van Mechelen W, Puder JJ. Effect of school based
physical activity programme (KISS) on fitness and adiposity in primary
schoolchildren: cluster randomised controlled trial. BMJ. 2010;340:c785.
Meyer U, Schindler C, Zahner L, Ernst D, Hebestreit H, van Mechelen W,
Rocca H-PB-L, Probst-Hensch N, Puder JJ, Kriemler S. Long-term effect of a
school-based physical activity program (KISS) on fitness and adiposity in
children: a cluster-randomized controlled trial. PLoS One. 2014;9:e87929.
Dobbins M, DeCorby K, Robeson P, Husson H, Tirilis D, De Corby K.
Cochrane review: School-based physical activity programs for promoting
physical activity and fitness in children and adolescents aged 6–18. Evid
Based Child Health A Cochrane Rev J. 2009;4:1452–561.
Colley RC, Janssen I, Tremblay MS. Daily step target to measure adherence to
physical activity guidelines in children. Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2012;44:977–82.
Telford RD, Bass SL, Budge MM, Byrne DG, Carlson JS, Coles D, et al. The
lifestyle of our kids (LOOK) project: outline of methods. J Sci Med Sport.
2009;12:156–63.
Morgan K, Kingston K, Sproule J. Effects of different teaching styles on the
teacher behaviours that influence motivational climate and pupils’
motivation in physical education. Eur Phys Educ Rev. 2005;11:257–85.
Mckenzie TL, Sallis JF, Nader PR. SOFIT: system for observing fitness
instruction time. J Teach Educ. 1991;11:195–205.
McKenzie TL, Feldman H, Woods SE, Romero KA, Dahlstrom V, Stone EJ,
Strikmiller PK, Williston JM, Harsha DW. Children’s activity levels and lesson
context during third-grade physical education. Res Q Exerc Sport. 1995;66:184–93.
Telford RM, Telford RD, Cunningham RB, Cochrane T, Davey R, Waddington
G. Longitudinal patterns of physical activity in children aged 8 to 12 years:
the LOOK study. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2013;10:1–12.
Evenson KR, Catellier DJ, Gill K, Ondrak KS, McMurray RG. Calibration of two
objective measures of physical activity for children. J Sports Sci.
2008;26:1557–65.
Australian Bureau of Statistics. Information paper: an introduction to SocioEconomic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), 2006. Canberra: Australian Bureau of
Statistics; 2008.
R Core Team (2014). R: A language and environment for statistical computing.
R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria. URL
http://www.R-project.org/.
Douglas A, Maech M, Bolker B, Walker S, Chris RHB, Singmann H, Dai B.
Package “lme4”. 2014.
Meyer U, Roth R, Zahner L, Gerber M, Puder JJ, Hebestreit H, Kriemler S.
Contribution of physical education to overall physical activity. Scand J Med
Sci Sports. 2012;23:600–6.
Telford RM, Telford RD, Cochrane T, Cunningham RB, Olive LS, Davey R. The
influence of sport club participation on physical activity, fitness and body
fat during childhood and adolescence: the LOOK Longitudinal Study. J Sci
Med Sport. 2015;19:400–6.
Mckenzie TL, Marshall SJ, Sallis JF, Conway TL. Student activitly levels, lesson
contex, and teacher beahvior during middle school physical education.
Res Q Exerc Sport. 2000;71:249–59.
Biddle SJH, Petrolini I, Pearson N. Interventions designed to reduce sedentary
behaviours in young people: a review of reviews. Br J Sports Med.
2014;48:182–6.
Tremblay MS, LeBlanc AG, Kho ME, Saunders TJ, Larouche R, Colley RC, Goldfield
G, Gorber S. Systematic review of sedentary behaviour and health indicators in
school-aged children and youth. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2011;8:98.
Ekelund U, Brage S, Froberg K, Harro M, Anderssen SA, Sardinha LB, Riddoch C,
Andersen LB. TV viewing and physical activity are independently associated
with metabolic risk in children: the European Youth Heart Study. PLoS Med.
2006;3:e488.

Page 11 of 11

29. Telford RD, Cunningham RB, Fitzgerald R, Olive LS, Prosser L, Jiang X, Telford
RM. Physical education, obesity, and academic achievement: a 2-year
longitudinal investigation of Australian elementary school children. Am J
Public Health. 2012;102:368–74.
30. Telford RD, Cunningham RB, Telford RM, Daly RM, Olive LS, Abhayaratna WP.
Physical education can improve insulin resistance: the LOOK randomized
cluster trial. Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2013;45:1956–64.
31. Telford RD, Cunningham RB, Waring P, Telford RM, Olive LS, Abhayaratna
WP. Physical education and blood lipid concentrations in children:
the LOOK randomized cluster trial. PLoS One. 2013;8:e76124.
32. Faigenbaum, Avery D, Kramer W, Blimkie C. Risks and concerns related to
youth resistance training. J Strength Cond Res. 2009;23:60–79.
33. Edwardson CL, Gorely T. Epoch length and its effect on physical activity
intensity. Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2010;42:928–34.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and we will help you at every step:
• We accept pre-submission inquiries
• Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal
• We provide round the clock customer support
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services
• Maximum visibility for your research
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

