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Abstract 

Physical education (PE) occupies a paradoxical position in contemporary schooling: it is widely endorsed in policy 

documents as essential to holistic student development, yet it remains chronically under-resourced, inconsistently 

taught, and unevenly accessible across gender, income, geography, and ability. This article examines the principal 

challenges confronting physical education today, drawing on recent survey-based and statistical evidence to characterize 

the scale of the problem, before turning to the requirements for improvement suggested by quantitative research. It then 

documents disparities in sports opportunity along lines of gender, socio-economic status, disability, and rural-urban 

location, and situates these disparities within a discussion of the responsibilities held by government, schools, teachers, 

coaches, parents, and communities. Finally, the article discusses the significance of team building as a distinctive and 

transferable outcome of structured physical education and team-sport participation. The discussion is grounded in 

international literature, supplemented by foundational and policy sources, to provide an evidence-based account of 

where physical education stands and what is required to move it forward equitably. 
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1. Introduction 

Physical education has long been justified on the grounds that it contributes to physical health, motor development, 

psychosocial wellbeing, and academic engagement. Yet the gap between this stated importance and the lived reality of 

PE classrooms is wide. Globally, more than 80% of adolescents aged 11–17 do not meet the World Health 

Organization's recommended levels of physical activity, and adolescent girls are consistently less active than boys (85% 

versus 78% insufficiently active) (World Health Organization, 2022). This shortfall has not narrowed appreciably over 

the past two decades and reflects, in part, the state of formal physical education systems that are meant to build lifelong 

activity habits. The purpose of this article is threefold: first, to review the structural, pedagogical, and resource-based 

challenges facing physical education, using recent empirical and statistical studies as evidence; second, to examine 

disparities in sports opportunity that cut across gender, income, disability, and geography, together with the 

responsibilities of the various stakeholders who shape sports education; and third, to discuss why team building deserves 

to be treated as a central, rather than incidental, outcome of physical education and school sport. 

 

2. Challenges in Physical Education and Sports Education 

2.1 Structural and Resource Constraints 

The most frequently reported challenge across national contexts is a straightforward shortage of qualified personnel, 

instructional time, and facilities. A large-scale Indian survey of 7,525 physical education teachers found that only 38.9% 

reported having sufficient equipment for their lessons, and 50.3% had not attended a single professional development 

workshop since completing their initial training, despite 89% of respondents affirming that physical education is an 

integral part of the school curriculum (Prajapati, Yadav, Kumari, & Németh, 2023). This combination — strong belief in 

the value of the subject alongside weak institutional support for delivering it — recurs in comparative work on 

Indonesia and Türkiye, where interviews with thirty physical education teachers identified limited infrastructure, an 

insufficient supply of qualified staff in public schools, and poor coordination between schools and community sports 

clubs as common barriers in both emerging-economy contexts (see comparative PE research, 2024, drawing on data 

collected through 2023). 

In China, research on physical-education teaching-research officers describes an inadequate top-level policy design, 

unclear professional role definitions, and weak research capacity among physical education staff as core constraints on 

the subject's development under new curriculum standards (Tan & Zhang, 2023). Similarly, a UNESCO-informed 

review of educational priority development identifies financial constraints, inconsistent or outdated standardised 

curricula, insufficient teacher training, and fragmented policy implementation as the four recurring categories of 

challenge in physical education systems worldwide (UNESCO, 2023, as cited in recent PE policy literature). 
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2.2 Curriculum, Pedagogy, and Teacher Capacity 

Beyond resourcing, there are pedagogical challenges rooted in how physical education is taught and assessed. A video-

based analysis of 41 physical education classes implementing China's health-oriented curriculum model found 

substantial variation in teaching behaviour, classroom discourse, and emotional climate, underscoring that curriculum 

reform on paper does not automatically translate into consistent classroom practice (Zhang et al., 2023). Teacher-

preparation research has also flagged tension between literacy-integration mandates and teachers' professional identity, 

with preservice physical educators reporting pride in, and simultaneous defensiveness of, their subject when asked to 

fold in cross-curricular demands (Colombo-Dougovito & Blagrave, 2022, drawing on Journal of Teaching in Physical 

Education literature). Newer challenges include the integration of digital tools and, more recently, artificial intelligence 

into PE instruction — teachers report excessive workload, difficulty giving individualised feedback in large outdoor 

spaces, and struggles managing and interpreting student performance data (arXiv-published K-12 PE and AI research, 

2023–2024). 

A related and historically significant challenge is the erosion of indigenous and traditional movement knowledge within 

formal curricula. Ramachandra (2022) argues that traditional knowledge systems — including indigenous games, folk 

sport forms, and community-based physical practices — face a genuine risk of disappearance unless deliberate 

curricular and institutional efforts are made to document and revive them. This is a distinctive but underexamined 

challenge for physical education: modern curricula, often modelled on standardised Western sport disciplines, can 

inadvertently displace culturally rooted physical practices that carry both movement and cultural value, and their revival 

requires the same institutional will that is needed to fix resourcing and staffing problems. 

 

2.3 The Post-Pandemic and Digital Transition 

The COVID-19 pandemic intensified pre-existing structural weaknesses. A qualitative study of physical education 

students in China during online instruction found that remote delivery sharply reduced opportunities for actual sporting 

practice, constrained access to venues and equipment, and produced adverse effects on students' physical and 

psychological wellbeing, illustrating how a subject dependent on embodied practice is uniquely vulnerable to disruption 

compared with lecture-based disciplines (Wang et al., 2021). Bozkurt and colleagues similarly documented the 

difficulties physical education teachers faced in adapting pedagogy and digital technologies during pandemic-era 

instruction, gaps that a 2023 UNESCO review found had not been fully closed in subsequent policy and implementation 

efforts. 

 

3. A Statistical Approach to Improvement Requirements 

A recurring strength of recent physical education research is its increasing reliance on quantitative and statistical 

methodology to move beyond anecdote toward measurable improvement targets. Several patterns emerge from this 

literature that are directly relevant to policy and practice. 

 

3.1 Evidence on Pedagogical Interventions 

A meta-analysis of cooperative learning interventions in physical education, synthesising 40 studies (56 reports, 3,985 

total participants), found a moderate positive overall effect (Hedges' g = 0.459, 95% CI [0.324, 0.592], p < 0.001) on 

student learning outcomes, with the largest subgroup effects observed for social learning (g = 0.612) and cognitive 

learning (g = 0.589) domains (Wang, Liu, & Chen, 2023, as reported in recent meta-analytic PE research). This 

magnitude of effect gives policymakers a defensible, quantified basis for recommending cooperative-learning models 

over purely instructor-led drilling, rather than relying on intuition about "what works." 

At the level of individual outcomes, a study examining the relationship between structured life-skills training and 

athletic performance identified a statistically significant positive correlation (r = 0.967, p < 0.05) between personal 

development programming and performance outcomes, with teamwork, emotional regulation, leadership, and time 

management emerging as significant predictors (life-skills and PE research, 2022–2023). Correlational magnitudes of 

this size are unusually strong for behavioural research and, while they should be interpreted cautiously given possible 

shared-method variance, they support the broader statistical case that life-skills content is not incidental to athletic and 

academic performance but structurally linked to it. 

 

3.2 Measuring the Scale of the Problem 

Statistical monitoring at the population level is equally important for defining what "improvement" should mean in 

measurable terms. The World Health Organization's pooled analysis of 507 population-based surveys covering 5.7 

million adults found that global adult physical inactivity rose from approximately 27.5% in 2016 to 31% in 2022 — an 

increase of roughly five percentage points in under a decade — and is projected to reach 35% by 2030 if current trends 

continue (World Health Organization, 2022; Strain et al., 2024, extending the WHO 2022 baseline). Among school-

going adolescents specifically, WHO's pooled analysis of 298 surveys covering 1.6 million participants documented 

persistent insufficient activity, with girls (85%) consistently less active than boys (78%) across almost all countries 

studied (Guthold, Stevens, Riley, & Bull, 2020). These figures function as the denominator against which the 
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effectiveness of any national PE policy or curriculum reform should be statistically benchmarked; without such 

population-level tracking, curricular reforms cannot be evaluated for actual impact rather than intention. 

Statistical power considerations also increasingly inform intervention design in PE research itself. Recent trial protocols 

for teacher-led interventions on adolescent physical activity motivation calculated, using formal power analysis, that a 

minimum of 116 students would be required to detect medium effect sizes across a three-point longitudinal design at 

80% power, with recruitment inflated to 196 students to accommodate an anticipated 40% attrition rate typical of 

physical-activity follow-up studies (adolescent PE intervention trial registration, 2024, building on established 

methodology). Rigorous sample-size planning of this kind should be regarded as a minimum requirement for future PE 

efficacy research, replacing the small, likely under-powered convenience samples that still dominate the literature. 

 

3.3 Requirements Suggested by the Statistical Evidence 

Taken together, the quantitative literature points to several concrete requirements for improving physical education 

outcomes: (a) structured, cooperative, and life-skills-integrated pedagogical models should be prioritised over purely 

drill-based instruction, given their demonstrated moderate-to-strong effect sizes; (b) national and school-level 

monitoring systems should track physical activity and PE-access indicators longitudinally, using standardised 

instruments comparable to WHO's Global School-based Student Health Survey and Health Behaviour in School-aged 

Children survey, so gains or losses can be statistically verified rather than assumed; (c) intervention research itself needs 

adequately powered designs, given how easily small, underpowered PE studies can produce misleading effect estimates; 

and (d) disaggregation by sex, income, disability status, and region should be a default reporting requirement, since 

aggregate national figures routinely mask the disparities discussed in the next section. 

 

4. Disparity in Sports Opportunities 

4.1 Gender Disparity 

Gender remains the most extensively documented axis of disparity in sports opportunity. In United States high school 

athletics, boys were offered 4,376,582 playing opportunities in 2022 compared with 3,241,472 for girls — a gap of over 

1.1 million roster spots, driven substantially by large football programmes without an equivalent-sized girls' offering 

(National Federation of State High School Associations data, cited in Hextrum, Tompsett, & Knoester, 2024). At the 

collegiate level, analysis of Title IX compliance data found a raw gap of 67,591 fewer sports opportunities provided to 

women than to men in the 2021–2022 academic year alone, with researchers arguing that the "true" discrimination gap 

— accounting for the faster rate of growth in men's opportunities relative to women's rising college enrolment — is 

larger still and has been widening for over three decades (Title IX Schools analysis, 2023). Aspen Institute's Project Play 

tracking similarly found that although girls' participation in the 13–17 age range grew three percentage points between 

2019 and 2022 while boys' participation fell one point, boys still held 1.2 million more high school roster spots overall, 

primarily due to football (Aspen Institute, 2023). 

These disparities are not confined to school-based sport. A cross-national YouGov survey of adults in 18 markets found 

men consistently more likely than women to watch both men's professional sport (58% versus 33%) and, notably, 

women's professional sport as well (31% versus 22%), indicating that the gender gap extends beyond participation into 

spectatorship and, by extension, the cultural visibility and commercial support available to women's sport (YouGov, 

2023). Encouragingly, a 2023 study using Chinese General Social Survey data found that women's sports participation 

was associated with a statistically significant reduction in agreement with gender-inequality ideology (a reduction of 

4.069 points in an OLS model, rising to 13.25 points under an instrumental-variables specification), suggesting that 

closing participation gaps may itself help erode the attitudes that sustain them (CGSS-based study, 2023). 

 

4.2 Socio-Economic and Rural–Urban Disparity 

Household income strongly predicts children's access to organised sport. Aspen Institute's State of Play tracking found 

that regular sports participation among children aged 6–12 from households earning under $25,000 stood at 25%, 

compared with 39% for households earning $100,000 or more — a 14-percentage-point gap that has persisted even as 

lower-income participation has been rising (Aspen Institute, 2023). A systematic review of socio-economic barriers to 

urban sports participation similarly identified economic constraints, inadequate facility access, and cultural barriers as 

factors that disproportionately affect lower-income populations and reinforce broader patterns of social inequality 

(socioeconomic barriers review, 2024, synthesising literature through 2023). Rural populations face a distinct but related 

disadvantage: a scoping review of inclusive physical activity found that people of lower socio-economic status and 

residents of rural communities consistently have less access to safe, suitable, and affordable spaces for physical activity 

than their urban and higher-income counterparts (Inclusion in Motion review, drawing on prior 2019–2023 evidence). 

 

4.3 Disability and Access 

Children and adults with disabilities experience some of the starkest gaps in sports access. A study on participation 

barriers for people with disabilities found that a shortage of adequately priced, accessible sports facilities, combined 

with the disproportionate socio-economic disadvantage many disabled individuals face, compounds their exclusion from 

organised sport and recreation (disability sport participation study, BMC Public Health, 2024, based on data collected 
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through 2023). U.S. clinical guidance similarly notes that schools frequently grant blanket "exemptions" from physical 

education specifically on the basis of cognitive or physical disability, even as international guidelines — including the 

World Health Organization's 2020 Guidelines on Physical Activity and Sedentary Behaviour, which for the first time 

included recommendations specific to people with disabilities — call for inclusive rather than exclusionary practice 

(American College of Sports Medicine guidance, drawing on WHO 2020 guidelines). 

 

4.4 Awareness as a Prerequisite for Equity 

A cross-cutting theme in this literature is that disparities frequently persist not because of deliberate exclusion alone but 

because of a lack of awareness among decision-makers, educators, and the public about the scale and mechanisms of the 

gap. Dominant narratives, for instance, have historically attributed lower female sports participation to a simple "lack of 

interest," a framing that researchers argue obscures the structural and institutional routing of opportunity by social class, 

race and ethnicity, and gender (Hextrum, Tompsett, & Knoester, 2024). Raising awareness of these patterns — through 

transparent, disaggregated reporting of participation statistics of the kind discussed in Section 3 — is therefore not a 

peripheral communications exercise but a precondition for any stakeholder group to act on the disparity at all. 

 

 

 

5. Responsibility of Different Stakeholders 

Addressing the challenges and disparities described above requires coordinated action across multiple stakeholder 

groups, each holding a distinct but interdependent responsibility. 

 

5.1 Government and Policymakers 

National and local government bodies are responsible for setting minimum entitlements, funding formulas, and 

monitoring frameworks. In England, the Department for Education's School Sport and Activity Action Plan reported 

that its PE and Sport Premium funding had been confirmed through the 2024–25 academic year and that flagship 

activity programmes reached over 685,000 children in a single summer, while also documenting that pupils eligible for 

free school meals (55%) and pupils with special educational needs (48%) were less likely to access extracurricular team 

sport than their peers (55% versus 59%, and 48% versus 60%, respectively) (UK Department for Education, 2023). This 

example illustrates both the scale of impact government funding can have and the persistence of access gaps even within 

well-funded systems, underscoring that funding alone is insufficient without targeted equity provisions. 

 

5.2 Schools, School Leaders, and Physical Education Teachers 

School leaders are responsible for embedding physical education within strategic planning documents and appointing 

designated leadership for the subject; a UK government review found that where schools lacked a clearly designated PE 

leader, curricula were more likely to lack coherent direction, making it harder for pupils to progress in the subject 

(Enhancing Physical Education Provision review, 2024, drawing on Ofsted observations from November 2022 to June 

2023). Physical education teachers themselves bear the core pedagogical responsibility, and a survey of 381 school 

stakeholders — spanning PE teachers, coaches, policymakers, and parents — found consistent agreement that the 

priority tasks of the PE teacher include encouraging a healthy active lifestyle, promoting engagement in physical 

activity, and enhancing student self-confidence, suggesting a broad stakeholder consensus on the teacher's 

developmental, not merely instructional, role (school stakeholder perceptions study, 2024, based on data collected in 

prior academic years). 

 

5.3 Coaches 

Coaches carry a distinct responsibility for modelling sportsmanship and ensuring student-athlete welfare within 

competitive settings. Interscholastic athletic association guidance formally assigns coaches responsibility for their 

players' rule compliance, equipment safety, and conduct, extending to the actions of assistant staff under their 

supervision (interscholastic athletics coaches' handbook guidance). This positions coaches as a bridge between the 

developmental goals of physical education and the more performance-oriented culture of organised competitive sport. 

 

5.4 Parents and Guardians 

Parents influence participation through both direct support — transport, fees, encouragement — and the domestic 

environment. UK government survey data found that 15% of parents of 4–11-year-olds reported their children being 

more active specifically because of a national activity campaign, translating to an estimated 844,000 additional children 

being more active than they otherwise would have been (UK Department for Education, 2023). This demonstrates that 

parental engagement with school-linked activity initiatives can generate substantial population-level effects, making 

parents an essential, rather than peripheral, stakeholder group. 
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5.5 Community Organisations and the Private and Voluntary Sector 

Community sports clubs, charities, and private organisations extend the reach of school-based provision, particularly 

outside standard curricular hours. Research on inclusive school sport provision found that access for disabled young 

people in particular depends disproportionately on the presence of individual "inclusive champions" within schools and 

community partners, rather than on systemic guarantees — a precarious model that researchers argue requires structural 

reform and sustainable funding rather than reliance on individual goodwill (inclusive school sport provision study, 2024, 

drawing on developments following 2023). 

 

5.6 Shared and Overlapping Responsibility 

A recurring finding across this literature is that no single stakeholder group can resolve the disparities documented in 

Section 4 alone. Effective school-based programming has been shown to depend on stakeholders — parents, teachers, 

school leaders, local government, and community organisations — converging around a shared, collaboratively 

developed plan, rather than operating in isolation (Philippine school-community partnership research, 2023, drawing on 

prior partnership literature). This reinforces that the responsibility for equitable, high-quality physical education is 

genuinely distributed, and that gaps typically persist where coordination between these groups is weakest. 

 

6. The Significance of Team Building through Physical Education and Sport 

Team building is among the most consistently cited, yet under-formalised, outcomes of physical education. Because PE 

is a fundamentally social pedagogical context, it offers a natural setting for developing cooperation, personal and social 

responsibility, and other prosocial skills, and research has argued that these skills transfer more readily to other life 

domains than skills taught in purely academic settings, precisely because sport is a pervasive and familiar activity across 

most students' lives (Goudas & Giannoudis, 2008; Papacharisis, Goudas, Danish, & Theodorakis, 2005). 

Empirical work substantiates this significance in measurable terms. A study of structured life-skills training within sport 

reported that adolescents receiving explicit life-skills content demonstrated 9% greater life-skills development than 

peers without such content, with the strongest gains observed in goal setting, teamwork, emotional regulation, and 

decision-making (life skills through physical education study, 2022). Cooperative-learning approaches — which are 

built around shared team tasks rather than individual drilling — produced their largest measured effect specifically in 

the social-learning domain (g = 0.612) among the four domains assessed in a recent meta-analysis, exceeding the effect 

size recorded for physical-skill acquisition alone (cooperative learning PE meta-analysis, 2023). This suggests that, 

statistically, team-based pedagogical structures are not simply a motivational nicety but one of the more reliably 

effective mechanisms available to physical educators. 

Team building through sport also appears to have effects that extend beyond the immediate participants. Research using 

nationally representative Chinese survey data found that women's sport participation was associated with a significant 

reduction in the endorsement of gender-inequality ideology, illustrating that team and group sporting contexts can shift 

broader social attitudes, not merely individual fitness or skill outcomes (CGSS-based gender ideology study, 2023). 

Correspondingly, revival of traditional and community-based physical practices — the concern raised by Ramachandra 

(2022) regarding the erosion of traditional knowledge — is itself partly a team-building and community-cohesion issue: 

many traditional games and folk sporting forms are inherently collective, and their disappearance from curricula risks 

removing not just a skill set but a particular, culturally embedded model of cooperative physical activity that 

standardised, individually scored modern sports do not always replicate. 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that team building should be treated as an explicit, assessed learning outcome of 

physical education curricula rather than an assumed by-product of playing team sports. Doing so would align curriculum 

design with the statistical evidence reviewed in Section 3, which consistently finds the largest or most policy-relevant 

effects in the social and cooperative domains of physical education, rather than in isolated technical skill acquisition. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Physical education stands at an intersection of persistent structural under-investment, well-documented disparities in 

access, and strong but under-utilised statistical evidence about what actually improves outcomes. Addressing the 

challenges described in Section 2 — resourcing shortfalls, uneven teacher preparation, and curricular erosion of 

traditional knowledge (Ramachandra, 2022) — requires the kind of measurable, disaggregated monitoring outlined in 

Section 3, so that improvement can be verified rather than assumed. Disparities by gender, income, disability, and 

geography (Section 4) will not close without genuine, coordinated action from government, schools, teachers, coaches, 

parents, and community organisations, each of whom holds a specific and non-substitutable responsibility (Section 5). 

Finally, the significance of team building (Section 6) argues for repositioning cooperative, socially structured physical 

education not as a secondary benefit of sport but as one of its most statistically supported and socially consequential 

outcomes. A physical education system that treats disparity reduction, statistical accountability, and team-based 

pedagogy as core design principles — rather than optional additions — is more likely to deliver on the health, 

developmental, and social promises long attributed to the subject. 
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