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There is growing pressure placed on educators to increase 
academic performance scores. This can translate to the 
percep on that me spent in the classroom is more beneficial to 
academic performance, compared to me spent promo ng and 
doing physical ac vity. This systema c review suggests that this 
perspec ve is flawed because providing opportuni es for 
physical ac vity benefits academic achievement by improving 
school engagement.  

The results suggest that the best prac ce for implemen ng 
physical ac vity for students, both children and adolescents, 
involves moderate or vigorous physical ac vity between 
academic lessons, such as providing 5 minute breaks for physical 
ac vity focusing on dance or sport movements.  

What is a systema c review?  

The purpose of a systema c review is to sum up the best 
available research on a specific ques on. This is done by bringing 
together the results of a number of studies. Studies included in a 
review are screened for quality, so that the findings of a large 
number of studies can be combined.  

What did the researchers do?  

The researchers searched for ar cles related to physical ac vity 
and engagement on several databases (e.g. PubMed, Scopus, 
Sport‐Discus). They also contacted authors to invite them to 
provide unpublished ar cles.  

The researchers then screened the tles and abstracts of studies 
for their suitability based on the following criteria: examine 
youth (5‐18 years); not examine special popula ons; 

Why does this ma er? 

 Providing opportuni es for 
physical ac vity benefits 
school engagement.  

 School engagement is a cri cal 
factor underpinning academic 
performance and the 
successful development of 
youth in society. 

 Students who are ac vely 
engaged in school are more 
likely to perform well 
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educa on, and achieve 
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 It is worthwhile studying the 
impact of physical ac vity to 
establish best prac ces for 
implemen ng physical 
ac vity. 
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quan ta vely assess behavioural, emo onal or 
cogni ve school engagement; quan ta vely assess the 
associa on between physical ac vity and school 
engagement; involve an experimental, cohort, or cross
‐sec onal study design; and provide full‐text in English.  

A er reviewing the tles and abstracts of 8,195 
studies, the researchers obtained and reviewed full‐
text versions of 399 poten ally relevant studies. 
Overall, 38 studies met the inclusion criteria and were 
included in the systema c review.  

The researchers then extracted the data from the 
studies and evaluated the following factors that could 
influence the rela onship between physical ac vity 
and engagement:  

 Age of par cipants (children vs. adolescents)  

 Physical ac vity interven on method (before 
school vs. integrated into classroom lessons vs. 
classroom lesson breaks vs. during Physical 
Educa on vs. during recess or lunch)  

 Frequency (single bout vs. regular physical ac vity 

 Intensity (low vs. moderate vs. vigorous)  

 Study design type (experimental: randomized 
controlled trials or quasi‐experimental vs. cohort 
vs. cross‐sec onal study) 

 Publica on bias: when the results of the study 
influence the decision to publish it (published vs. 
unpublished ar cles)  

 Risk of bias: risk of overes ma ng/
underes ma ng the interven on effect (high vs. 
low)  

 Physical ac vity measures (subjec ve: individuals 
recall and report their physical ac vity vs. 
objec ve: evidence through observa on)  

 Associa on between different dimensions of 
engagement (behavioural, emo onal, cogni ve)  

What did they learn?  

As students par cipate in more physical ac vity, they 
become more engaged in school.  

Although both children and adolescents benefit from 
physical ac vity, adolescents benefit more.  

Of all interven on methods, physical ac vity was most 
effec ve when implemented as a break between 
academic classroom lessons. However, it is uncertain 
whether it is the break or the physical ac vity that 
improves engagement.  

Regular and a single bout of physical ac vity both 
increase school engagement. The op mal intensi es 
for implemen ng physical ac vity are moderate and 
vigorous.  

Study design impacted the associa on between 
physical ac vity and school engagement. Studies that 
employed a randomized controlled trial design were 
more likely to find that physical ac vity influenced 
school engagement. This supports the finding that 
physical ac vity improves engagement because 
randomized controlled experiments are the highest 
quality for evidence.  

The measurement tools used to assess physical ac vity 
influenced the associa on between physical ac vity 
and school engagement. Studies that used an objec ve 
measure found larger benefits for physical ac vity 
compared with studies that used subjec ve measures.  

Due to an insufficient number of studies examining 
emo onal and cogni ve engagement, the researchers 
did not analyze the influence of different dimensions of 
engagement on physical ac vity individually. Future 
research should explore the effects of physical ac vity 
on all dimensions of school engagement.  

Overall, the results from this study suggest that 
promo ng physical ac vity could improve school 
engagement in youth. Promo ng physical ac vity in 
children and adolescents should be a priority for 
policymakers, educators and parents.  

This brief summary was prepared from: Owen, K. B., Parker, 
P. D., Van Zanden, B., MacMillan, F., Astell‐Burt, T., & 
Lonsdale, C. (2016). Physical ac vity and school engagement 
in youth: a systema c review and metaanalysis. Educa onal 
Psychologist, 51(2), 129‐145. h p://
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Please see the original document for full details. In the case 
of any disagreement between this summary and the original 
document, the original document should be seen as 
authorita ve.  
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