Written evidence submitted by the School of Public Health, Imperial College London

Introduction

This evidence is presented by a team of researchers from the School of Public Health at Imperial College London, led by Professor Sonia Saxena (Professor in Primary Care and Director of the Child Health Unit) and Dr Bina Ram (Research Fellow). The work was conducted in collaboration with experts from 5 leading departments within the National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR), including Professor Esther van Sluijs (University of Cambridge), Professor Nadia Siddiqui and Professor Carolyn Summerbell (Durham University), Miranda Pallan (University of Birmingham), and Professor Melvyn Hillsdon (University of Exeter). We share the first findings from a programme of work focused on improving school environments: the Health and Activity of Pupils in the Primary Years (HAPPY) study, funded through the NIHR School for Public Health Research.

The Health and Activity of Pupils in the Primary Years (HAPPY) study (1)

Schools are central to national efforts to improve children’s physical and mental wellbeing because almost all children attend school. They also provide and ideal setting for studying the school-age population to reduce widespread health inequalities.

Regular physical activity opportunities throughout the school day are recognised globally as important for establishing healthy behaviours in childhood and later life. Active mile initiatives such as The Daily Mile, where children run or jog at least 3 times per week, offer class breaks, are simple to implement, and have been shown to reach areas where this is most needed.(2, 3) However, their implementation remains low.(4) Many opportunities for children to be physically active take the form of active play during unstructured periods, providing enjoyment, social development, and emotional wellbeing.

In England, the Chief Medical Officers (CMO) recommend that at least 30 of the 60 minutes of daily physical activity should occur during the school day. Yet Sport England’s Active Lives survey (2022-23) shows that only 30% of children and young people meet this target at school, and 47% meet the overall daily guideline. Lower activity levels are seen more among girls, some minority groups, those from lower‑income households and those living in urban areas.

As part of the global action plan to reduce physical inactivity by 15% by 2030, the World Health Organisation (WHO) published evidence‑based guidance to help schools adopt a whole‑school approach to physical activity. The framework identifies six active environment domains: 1) quality physical education (PE), 2) active travel, 3) opportunities before‑ and after‑school, 4) opportunities at recess and lunchtime, 5) active classrooms, and 6) inclusive provision for pupils with additional needs.
These domains reflect the range of opportunities through which schools can enrich pupil engagement, support wellbeing, and embed movement throughout the day. However, until recently, there was limited evidence on how state-funded primary schools in Greater London implement these practices or how an active school environment can be measured. 

We developed a 20-item quantitative survey, using previous physical activity questionnaires and designed with teachers, to capture school practice and policy supporting children’s physical activity across the six WHO domains. We devised a simple score to measure how active a school environment is, which can be used in future research looking at its impact on children’s mental health and educational outcomes.(1)

In this submission, we present key findings from 185 primary schools across Greater London (10% of all 1826 contacted schools with at least one in each borough) that completed our survey.(5)

Our evidence focuses on the following terms in the call for evidence:

· The impact on local collaboration between schools and wider children’s services.
· The role of enrichment activities (including arts, sport, and civic engagement) in improving pupil outcomes and wellbeing.
· How enrichment and pupil engagement will be measured and incorporated into school accountability frameworks.  
· The role of evidence-based interventions and external reviews (e.g. pupil premium strategy reviews) in improving outcomes.
· The availability and quality of continuous professional development, mentoring, and leadership support.

Key findings

1. Three-quarters (76%) of primary schools reported having a physical activity policy. Most primary schools across Greater London report broad uptake of whole‑school approach to physical activity, with two-thirds (68.5%) implementing at least one practice in all six WHO domains.

2. Structured enrichment activities: Schools most commonly delivered practices that fit easily within existing routines and timetabled activities (e.g., physical activity during breaks, embedding movement in classrooms, and after-school clubs), making them feasible to implement and sustain.

3. Access to facilities: Schools largely had access to playgrounds (97.8%), permanent play structures (89.6%), and hardcourts (72%).

4. Quality Physical Education varied across schools: 76.2% reported access to a specialist PE teacher to deliver lessons, meaning many rely on non‑specialist staff.

5. 81.5% of schools reported adapted physical activity opportunities for pupils with SEND, showing commitment to inclusive enrichment.

6. Areas for improvement 

a. Only 48.1% of schools had access to green playing fields, reflecting urban space constraints which limits opportunities for a range of beneficial physical activities.

b. Schools value and deliver curricular PE, but only half (53.5%) delivered the CMO recommended two hours of curricular PE per week.

c. Around 55% reported active mile initiatives (e.g., The Daily Mile, Marathon Kids) that offer class breaks and inclusive enriching activities.

Key findings (from free-text comments)

We also gained valuable insights from senior leaders, PE leads, and class teachers on the challenges and enablers of providing opportunities for physical activity in their school through additional comments.

1. Local collaboration expands enrichment: Schools described extensive collaboration through sports partnerships, federations, borough networks, charity programmes, and shared inter-school competitions. Links with wider children’s services (e.g., forest school providers, holiday activity clubs, community sports organisations) enhances provision but is not consistently accessible across all schools. These partnerships broaden opportunities, particularly for SEND pupils, but participation varied due to staffing capacity, travel costs, and reduced external funding.

2. Enrichment activities are highly valued: Schools offer a wide range of enrichment activities including Daily Mile, dance, outdoor learning activities, inter‑school competitions, SEND‑inclusive sports, specialist coaching, swimming, and themed health weeks. Several take a child‑led approach, with pupils acting as Play/Sport Leaders and choosing activities. These opportunities support physical, social, and emotional wellbeing and help engage pupils who struggle in classroom‑based learning.

3. Measuring engagement requires clear frameworks and recognition of school context: Schools use a variety of indicators such School Games Marks, active travel awards, internal competitions, pupil voice, and participation tracking to understand pupil engagement. Practical barriers, namely, limited space, limited staffing capacity or support from senior leadership teams, overloaded and rigid primary curriculum, and school budget constraints means that some pupils have fewer opportunities to take part. These contextual factors and challenges faced by urban or disadvantaged schools affect the quality and breadth of provision and should be considered when measuring or interpreting pupil engagement. 

4. Continuing professional development (CPD) is valued but under‑resourced: While some schools reported strong leadership commitment to physical activity, many rely on one enthusiastic staff member or PE lead, lack funding for specialist coaches, or struggle to meet sports premium criteria. One school wrote: “Sports premium money difficult to use as school feels fit. Too much admin." Leadership support and external partnerships are key enablers, but sustained delivery requires protected PE time, stable funding, and accessible CPD.

Implications for policy

The HAPPY school survey shows that most London primary schools are already creating active environments that align with the WHO’s whole‑school approach to physical activity. However, given the wide variation in how consistently these approaches are being implemented, we recommend targeted investment and support for dedicated access to safe, ideally green, space for physical activity for schools in urban settings that lack facilities (52% of schools surveyed). Support to ensure delivery of the basic minimum of two hours of curricular PE must be strengthened for schools that are not meeting this target (47% of schools surveyed).

Active mile initiatives such as the Daily Mile, which do not drain school resources and have been shown to reach areas of disadvantage, should be promoted through sustainable support measures for better children’s mental health.(2-4) Stronger collaboration between schools and wider services can broaden enrichment opportunities, especially for pupils in disadvantaged areas who may have fewer chances to be active. Several initiatives such as Sport England and London Marathon have provided additional support for these initiatives successfully and at scale. 

Policies should focus on supporting equitable engagement with existing provision by protecting curricular PE time, improving access to safe usable space, and tailoring support to schools with differing needs.
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