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Introduction

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

The education sector in Aotearoa is facing many challenges, including variable achievement statistics (most pronounced for
low income, Maori and Pacific students), attendance rates and increasing mental health challenges. However, a growing body
of evidence supports the positive role that physical activity (including organised sport) can play in addressing these challenges
and giving the next generation the skills and knowledge they need to succeed.

Sport New Zealand aims to maintain and improve the physical
activity levels of tamariki and rangatahi in Aotearoa. In line
with our strategic priority of ‘active schools and kura’, we
support schools and kura to provide quality play, active
recreation and sport opportunities.

This report highlights how physical activity can improve
learning for tamariki and rangatahi. It consolidates the
findings from both international and national research
published in peer-reviewed journals. These show clear
evidence that physically active tamariki and rangatahi:

» engage moreinlearning
« stayinschool longer
» have higher levels of achievement

« experience higher levels of mental wellbeing.

The research highlights that increased time allocated to
physical activity - whether through sport, physical education
(PE), integrated learning, brain breaks, free play at break time,
or Education Outside the Classroom (EOTC) - can positively
impact engagement and success at school. Ultimately, it can
set our tamariki and rangatahi up for improved life outcomes
not just as youth, but right through their adult years.

Who is this report for?

This report is intended for anybody who is interested
in understanding or advocating for the role of physical
activity in schools and kura.

This mightinclude:

» Principals or teachers creating a compelling business
case to the board for greater investment in physical
activity initiatives.

« Sportand active recreation organisations advocating to
schools, funders, or the Ministry of Education.

« Individuals, organisations, or community groups
gathering evidence to support the design of new
initiatives working to address educational challenges.
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About the evidence and terms used in this report

Most of the evidence in this report comes from systematic reviews and meta-
analyses. These types of studies are considered the most trusted form of evidence
because they critically interpret the results from a large number of published
studies on the same topic area. Umbrella Reviews have also been used. These

are an evaluation of a number of systematic reviews and provide an even higher
level of confidence in the findings.

An international consensus statement is a critical analysis of a specific topic,
based on current research, by a group of experts in the field.

Where review-level evidence was not readily available, intervention studies have
also been included. When possible, the intervention studies in this report have
included a control and/or comparison group.

Some evidence from cohort studies (which look at the same group of people over
an extended period of time) and cross-sectional studies (which look at a population
group at a single point in time) has also been included in this report. Although a
critical part of the evidence landscape, these types of studies offer a lower level

of certainty about the direction of causation.

In this report, we consistently refer to young people as tamariki and rangatahi,
regardless of the terms used in the evidence.

We generally use the term ‘physical activity to include play, active recreation,
sport and PE, unless specified otherwise in the evidence.

In this report
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Physical activity

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

and academic success

What does the evidence tell us?

Most internationally published peer-reviewed research provides evidence of a positive relationship between physical
activity and better academic achievement across many subject areas. A variety of physical activity interventions have
shown potential for improved academic outcomes, including through sport, physical education, learning integration,
unstructured play, brain breaks and Education Outside the Classroom (EQTC).

Summary of evidence

« Two umbrella reviews (of systematic reviews and meta-
analyses) reported small to medium positive associations
between physical activity and academic outcomes for
tamariki and rangatahi.'?

» Multiple studies have found that physical activity and
increased cardiorespiratory fitness can positively
impact academic outcomes across a number of subject
areas, including maths, reading, spelling and language
development.h3 456789

» Benefits of guided play have been found across subject
areas, including maths and literacy.”

« Aninternational consensus statement highlighted that
time taken away from academic lessons in favour of
physical activity does not come at the cost of academic
performance in tamariki and rangatahi.”

« ANew Zealand study found that higher numbers of
Maori and Pacific secondary students take Health and
Physical Education (HPE) as a subject and experience a
comparatively higher level of success in this learning area
than other subject areas. This suggests that for some Maori
and Pacific students, experiencing success with courses
within the HPE learning area may help support their
engagement and achievement in other areas.”

« A meta-analysis found that both interventions using single
sessions and interventions with repeated sessions over
alonger period of time at school can improve cognitive
outcomes and academic performance for rangatahi.” ™™™

A variety of approaches to integrating physical
activity into educational settings have been
found to be effective

Aninternational consensus statement stated that physical
activity before, during and after school promotes academic
performance in tamariki and rangatahi. However, a 2022
systematic review found participation during school hours
to be the most beneficial for academic performance.™ ™

Studies have found that sport participation had a positive
effect on numeracy, literacy and overall academic
performance.’ 4202122

The relationship between sport participation and academic
achievement appears to be impacted by how often tamariki
and rangatahi are participating. One study found that sports
participation was most beneficial for academic performance
when it was at a moderate dose (1-2 hours per week), compared
with no sport or a high dose of sport (3+ hours per week).”® %2021

Systematic reviews have found evidence that integration
of physical activity into classroom lessons benefited
maths-related skills and wider academic achievement.™*®

Arandomised, controlled trial integrating physical activity into
learning resulted in an estimated additional four months of
learning gains for students in spelling and maths compared
with the control group.®

Several intervention studies have found that physical activity
breaks immediately before learning were effective in improving
students’ on-task behaviour and academic scores. Findings
suggest that short, moderate-intensity bouts of physical
activity are more effective than longer bouts.”*®

International studies have found that regular exposure to
EQTC, particularly in natural environments, is positively
associated with academic outcomes across a number of
subject areas, including reading performance and maths.?

+4 months

Integrating physical activity into learning resulted
in an additional four months of learning gains for
students in spelling and maths.®
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Case studies

Celebrating the impact of playing sport
on attendance and achievement at
secondary school

In 2023, Wellington High School principal, Dominic

Killalea and Palmerston North Boys' High School

rector, David Bovey took a close look at student data to
better understand the relationship between students’
participation in co-curricular activities and improved
attendance and achievement. They'd both had a hunch for
many years that there would be a correlation.

Speaking of what he found, Bovey said, “Attendance of
those who participated in co-curricular activities was on
average 8.3 percentage points higher than those who did
not. In terms of achievement for Year 9 and 10s, average
achievement across core subjects was on average 7.6
percentage points higher for students that participated in
co-curricular activities. For students in Year 11-13, NCEA
credits were on average 7.8 to 28.2 NCEA credits higher
compared to those students who did not participate.”

The results were similar at Wellington High School. In 2023,
the average attendance of students who participated in at
least one sport, cultural activity or club was 15 percentage
points higher than those who didn't participate in any sport,
cultural activity or club.

# gyr philosophy in relation to sport is
that there should be a level at which
every student can participate and
enjoy themselves. This is because
students build connections with
other students through these

activities - they become part of

a team, and the team depends on
them. At the same time, they are
building friendships which they
want to further cultivate at school. 7#

Dominic Killalea
Wellington High School principal

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

Play Lab - using play to introduce maths
concepts in a fun and engaging way at
Kaikorai Valley College

Play Lab is a tool for teachers to support students to learn
through movement, with a focus on tamariki whaikaha
(disabled children). Sport NZ's Disability Inclusion Fund
has supported Sport Otago to introduce Play Lab to 15
schools across Otago. Play Lab is a valuable tool, both for
managing behavioural challenges and for non-disabled
learners who become disengaged with traditional
learning. A major outcome is seeing Play Lab foster
inclusion of all students within unstructured and free play.

° Read the full case study and watch the video

M \¢'s getting involved with maths in a
really fun way. | think that's probably
areal key to realise maths happens

in the world around us. It's just that
fun, engaging motivation that the
students need at this age. ¥

Nicole Lowery, Year 7 teacher
Kaikorai Valley College
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ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

Physical activity
and cognition

What does the evidence tell us?

Increasing physical activity and cardiorespiratory fitness is beneficial to brain structure, function and cognition in tamariki
and rangatahi. This in turn may establish the foundation upon which improvements in academic achievement are realised.

Summary of evidence

Brain development Cognition

« Systematic reviews and an international consensus « International umbrella and systematic reviews have found
statement have provided evidence that physical activity evidence of a relationship between physical activity and
and cardiorespiratory fitness are related to enhanced brain cognitive function in tamariki and rangatahi across several
structure and function in tamariki and rangatahi." % domains, including working memory, attention, time on-task,

o - L 12,2930
« Systematic review and intervention studies have found cognitive flexibility and cognitive life skills.

aerobic exercise and improvements in cardiorespiratory « The cognitive outcomes for tamariki and rangatahi of single
fitness in tamariki and rangatahi: physical activity sessions (acute) and repeated physical

_ can increase the growth, density and efficiency of neural activity sessions over time (chronic), are slightly different:

resources in regions of the brain that support adaptation Acute physical activity - positive effect on
to task demands, fatigue, attention, memory and physiological arousal and attention, response accuracy,
learning. 242528 attention, processing speed and inhibition.! "2

- canenhance the integrity of white matter tracts in the

regions of the brain important for cognitive processes.?? Image showing students’ neural activity during a test

after sitting (left image) or walking for 20 minutes
(right image). Blue represents lower neural activity,
red represents higher activity.?®

- canimprove vasculature and blood circulation in regions
of the brain important for learning and memory.?

Chronic physical activity - positive effect on
processing speed, attention, cognitive flexibility,
language and working memory."
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Physical activity and school
engagement and attendance

What does the evidence tell us?

Attendance and engagement are intrinsically linked to education success. Research internationally and in New Zealand
has found that integrating more physical activity into schools, including in-classroom time, can improve social skills, a
sense of belonging and identity, classroom engagement, and increase attendance rates. Many of these benefits continue
through to adult years, better equipping individuals to reach their potential.

Summary of evidence

Engagement

International umbrella and systematic reviews found

that increased physical activity can improve school
engagement, including time on-task, concentration, lesson
enjoyment and academic motivation.2 %

Two intervention studies in the United States and Australia
found that integrating physical activity into classroom time
increased time on-task by around 20% compared with
those in the control group.®™

International evidence suggests a positive relationship
between participation in physical activity (particularly
sport) and improved social skills, communication skills,
teamwork, resilience and pro-social behaviour for tamariki
and rangatahi. 34041

The Ka Awatea research project found that Maori students’
concept of belonging and success at school is grounded

in cultural identity and being able to engage meaningfully
with Maori culture. Games and activities that come from te
ao Maori, such as kapa haka, waka ama, poi and Te Reo Kori
offer opportunities for connection with culture, feelings

of belonging and dynamic ways to access their learning
potential 3" $2%

Studies conducted in New Zealand and internationally have
found learning outside the classroom in nature increased
students’ concentration, self-discipline, engagement and
intrinsic motivation for learning. These benefits have been
shown for neurotypical tamariki who are least motivated in
classroom settings.? 3 %

Literature reviews have found positive associations
between access to unstructured play/recess and improved
on-task behaviour, attention, concentration, less fidgeting
and improved learning.% ¥

An Australian cohort study provides evidence that

the impact of participation in sport on engagementin
education continues after school, finding tamariki who
continued with sport participation in adolescence were
more likely to study at university.?

Furthermore, a British study found participation in sport at
university correlated with greater employability compared
with those who just attended the gym or did not engage

in sport. For graduates who both take part in sport and
undertake volunteering, this effect was even greater.“°

Attendance

Several international studies have found that students who
are more physically active had better attendance rates and
reduced absenteeism than those who were less active.? %24

A cross-sectional study found that tamariki in the most
active quartile had 89% reduced odds of absenteeism
relative to the least active quartile. For rangatahi, those in the
most active quartile had 41% reduced odds of absenteeism.”®

National and international studies have reported that EQTC,
particularly in nature, increased attendance and reduced
dropouts among ‘at risk students.? %

66%

A longitudinal study of Australian children found that
students who continued sport participation from childhood
to adolescence has 66% lower odds of absenteeism.

+5 hours

Integrating physical activity into classroom time can
increase students’ time on-task by up to 20%. This
equates to an extra five hours of on-task time per week.>"

97.5%

In a New Zealand study, 97.5% of survey respondents
(principals, teachers and curriculum leaders) believed
that EOTC improved student engagement.3®
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Case studies

Addressing attendance and engagement
through sport

[t's 11.30am on Friday at Waipukurau School and a group of
Year b and 6 boys are eagerly waiting to be released into
the school hall which, for the next hour, will be transformed
into a boxing gym. These akonga are part of the Mauria Te
Pono - Believe in Yourself programme.

The weekly sessions started last year after the school
contacted Sport Hawkes Bay Healthy Active Learning lead,
Dani Paki for support with a group of boys struggling with
school, attendance, behaviour and self-regulation. The
impact of the programme at Waipukurau is impressive.

Year 6 student, Ben says he learns better when he's moving,
which is why he likes Mauria Te Pono and never misses a
day of school when it's on. He says physical activity gives
him energy, so that when he returns to the classroom he is
alertand able to take in more information.

M 1¢'s not boring. You are not sitting

inside listening to the teacher talk.
You are outside having fun. 7/

Ben
Year 6 student

Year 8 student, Ezra hadn't tried boxing until last year but
said, “... | got put in the [boxing] group and then ever since,
on Thursdays, | always came to school.”

° Read the full case study

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

Using sport as a tool to increase learning
and engagement

The Sport in Education (SiE) programme used sport
as a context for learning and engagement across
core subjects in 22 schools across New Zealand, with
impressive results.

Teachers noticed students’ engagement improved, across
different subject areas where sport was integrated into
the learning environment.

M SiE students had a 34% greater
engagement and an increase
in positive attitudes to Maths

compared to the other classes. The
results were staggering and as a
consequence we have more Maths
teachers on-board next year! ##

Teacher

Students participating in the programme spoke positively
about the experience:

| have improved dramatically in all of
my classes. My Achieved marks have
turned into Merits and Excellences
and | am actually proud of myself. ¥

Student

1 Before this | didn't believe | would
have passed NCEA ... It has helped
me in other classes and improved

my confidence ... | have noticed my
academic grades improve and it has
helped my learning and discipline ... /¥

Student

Not only were students more engaged, but they also turned
up more. Those involved in the programme had 6% higher
attendance compared with their peers not participating in
the programme.*

SPORT NEW ZEALAND



https://sportnz.org.nz/healthy-active-learning/healthy-active-learning/
https://sportnz.org.nz/about/news-and-media/news-updates/boosting-attendance-and-engagement-through-sport-in-hawkes-bay/

Bringing the curriculum to life through
Education Outside the Classroom

Some see EOTC as just another day out of the classroom,
but a recent New Zealand study has highlighted EOTC's
valued contribution to curriculum enrichment and its
positive impacts on student engagement.

Ninety two per cent of teachers in the study agreed that
EOTC lead to a more enriched curriculum experience. Many
said it provided an opportunity for “authentic, relevant,

and engaging learning opportunities that are difficult to
achieve in a normal classroom.”

M More often than not, [students are]
more engaged and they want to be
there and doing it; they want to learn

things ... they are just immersed iniit,
they can't help but learn. ¥

Staff member

Student's interviewed said the experience of learning
outside the classroom helped to bring the curriculum
“alive”. One said EOTC was seen as “much more engaging
and interesting’. For some this meant that “you learn more
outside than inside.”

M )£ you experience what you are
learning about, | feel like you get a
better understanding of it because

you have a personal account of
what's happened. You can have your
own opinions of it. 7¥

Staff member

° Read the full report

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

Igniting a passion for learning through
connecting with te taiao

At Te Kura o te Muriwai in Tairawhiti, one of 34 kura supported
by the kaupapa Maori initiative, Mataiao, akonga are igniting
their passion for numeracy and literacy through connecting
with te taiao (the environment).

Principal Maiangi Mackey says akonga are sharing their
learning in the classroom and playground, and kaiako
understand the value in expanding the classroom to beyond
four walls.

1 Ka manahau ahau ki te ako ki te taiao.
Me te rongo i nga manu e waiata ana
me nga wairere e haere ana. Ka tino
harikoa ahau ki te ako i nga mahi
taiao. Me tana ki te mabhi orite ki Albert
Einstein engari he Maori te hanga. ¥

1| get excited to be able to go out and
learn in the environment. To listen to
the many bird sounds and observe
the flowing waters. | am really
happy when learning in and about
the environment. And also, to learn
similar things to Albert Einstein but
in a way that's normal to us. ¥

Akonga
Te Kura o Te Muriwai

° Watch the video
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https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/entities/publication/e64c541b-3cc0-4a0e-ae7c-1b39bb8a0ca5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rBunsxGE2bM&t=1s

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

Whole-school approach to physical activity for wellbeing

Kauri Flats principal Matt Williams and deputy Ezra Feau
are committed to prioritising the wellbeing of their akonga.

1 \When you have a healthier child,
they want to be at school. They
realise, ‘Oh I'm not just here for my

writing and reading, and math. I'm
here for everything'. That's the type
of environment we are trying to
create here. 7/

Matt Williams
Kauri Flats principal

Now there are a number of activities for akonga, including
wilderness trails complete with insect hotels, mud kitchens,
vege gardens, and Wheels Wednesday - a weekly event
which allows skateboards, bikes and scooters to have

full reign of the carpark. There's also a kete of equipment

in every classroom to get akonga outside and learning
through movement - without having to go to the PE shed.

Matt says the key to positive attendance and engagement
is making sure the school environment is one which akonga
want to come to - and physical activity and play is a key
part of that.

“A lot of attendance is not just on the parents, it's kids who
are disengaged. If they've got a learning programme that
they want to come to school for, they are going to come to
school” he says.

° Read the full case study
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Physical activity
and mental health

What does the evidence tell us?

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

International studies consistently report that physical activity can improve mental health and reduce mental illness in

tamariki and rangatahi.

Summary of evidence

Systematic reviews and an international consensus
statement reported that physical activity has the potential
to positively influence psychological outcomes, including
lower levels of psychological ill-being (such as depression,
stress, negative affect and total psychological distress)
and greater psychological wellbeing (such as self-image,
satisfaction with life and happiness, and self-esteem) in
tamariki and rangatahi.! %0.5.46.47.48

Systematic reviews and an international consensus
statement describe the significant beneficial effect of
school-related physical activity interventions on resilience,
positive mental health, wellbeing and anxiety."“°

Multiple studies show that participation in a sport,
particularly team sport, may be associated with improved
social and psychological health for tamariki and rangatahi
across a variety of mental health outcomes. This is

above and beyond improvements solely attributable to
participation in physical activity. Such indicators include
sense of belonging, self-esteem, happiness, social skills,
depression, anxiety, and confidence and competence
amongst sport participants compared with non-sport
participants. 3 505152

International studies reported that activities taking place
in natural green environments such as forests, or near blue
spaces such as the ocean can have a positive effect on a
broad array of wellbeing and stress indicators.? 5%

Play may have crucially important functions for positive
mental health development, including formation and
maintenance of friendships, self-regulation of emotions
and ability to cope with stress and anxiety.%

Data from Sport NZ's national participation survey, Active
NZ, indicates that for tamariki and rangatahi there is a clear
link between overall life satisfaction and the number of
days they are active per week. For tamariki and rangatahi,
sport and leisure time physical activity is more closely
aligned to life satisfaction than active travel, PE, active
breaks at school or domestic activity.*

In 2019, the Sport NZ Social Return on Investment
analysis estimated that a $56 million return could be
attributed to increased wellbeing (happiness) of tamariki
and rangatahi as a result of participation in play, active
recreation and sport.>’
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Case studies

Re-engaging rangatahi through
physical activity

Using youth voice as a starting point for thinking about
student engagement at school is vital to the work of Blue
Light, a registered charity that works in partnership with
the police to deliver a range of youth programmes and
activities in South Auckland.

In 2024, they released a report with findings from research
looking to understand the experience of non-enrolled
tamariki and rangatahi.

Experiencing boredom at school was a message repeated
often by the young people in the study, particularly in the
later years of school. This was also a factor the tamariki
and rangatahi raised in relation to feeling that their
wellbeing was not attended to in the school environment.

Providing activities that help students engage with

others at school was highlighted as a strategy for
re-engaging young people and supporting their wellbeing.
One participant who had things to do during break time
described the positive effect on their wellbeing:

1\t [Polyfest] keeps you active and
it helps with a lot of things like if
you're out at morning tea and you're
sitting by yourself and you just have

to sit there and do nothing, but at
the Maori unit kapa haka lets us do
something and it makes our brain
work. It's really good to keep your
brain active. /¥

Student

° Read the full report

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

Mountain biking helping to transform lives
for rangatahi

A Wellington-based mountain bike programme is giving
secondary school students a taste of life on two wheels,
and the benefits stem far beyond the bike.

The programme initially began with weekly lessons

for Wainuiomata High School students, and now runs
sessions for between 25 and 40 young people a day, four
days a week, from 14 schools.

Mountain biking has transformed former Wainuiomata
High School student Cody Joweitt's life:

| was one of the originals on the
programme, | was one of the biggest
menaces at school, | have ADHD
and anger issues, and | got into
altercations. | hated school. Going

mountain biking became something to
look forward to. | set a goal to finish my
schooling and the reward for staying at
school and not being a menace was to
go on the trails with Simon. ¥

Cody Joweitt
Former Wainuiomata High School student

" Everyone noticed a big change in my
behaviour. People were proud of me,
and it gave me an opportunity to not
throw everything away when | was
spiralling downlhill ... it's definitely
helped set me on the right path and I'm
a better person for it. 7/

° Read the full case study
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Neurodivergent students excel in the outdoors

With help from Ta Manawa funding through Nuku Ora,
learning support teacher at Wellington East Girls’ College,
Sue Perry enlisted the support of outdoor education
specialist, Leonie King to design a programme specifically
for her neurodivergent students that focused on youth
development, outdoor recreation and independence.

Over six months, the 20 students aged 16-19, built up their
physical and mental stamina through outdoor activity
days that included day walks on local tracks and bushcraft
activities, overnight camps, and the Abel Tasman National
Park five-day walk.

Their experiences have resulted in a huge shiftin
confidence and attitudes towards active recreation, says
teacher Amanda Kotrotsos.

One student has since competed in College Sport
Wellington competitions, while a young person with
significant visual impairment, previously frightened to walk
outside the classroom, even with her support worker, will
now happily complete day hikes on uneven terrain.

° Read the full case study

ACTIVE BODIES, ACTIVE MINDS

" Through their adventurous journeys
the students have experienced
being out of their comfort zones,
they've learned to persevere
when challenges are physically

and mentally difficult, they've
learned the joy of being in the
outdoors, the fun, the exhilaration,
the peacefulness and beauty of
Aotearoa.?”

Sue Perry
Learning Support Teacher
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Collaborating to achieve
educational outcomes

The evidence presented in this report highlights that the
value of physical activity in an educational setting is strong.
Consideration should be given to how physical activity can
be used as a complementary approach to achieve better
educational outcomes for all tamariki and rangatahi in
Aotearoa.

Physical activity in schools made easier

Within schools and kura there are numerous ways educators
can ensure tamariki and rangatahi have access to enriching
physical activity environments and experiences.

These include the delivery of quality health and physical
education, integrating movement into other learning areas,
providing quality sport experiences, ensuring there is space
and time to play, and connecting to te ao Maori through te
taiao (the environment).

We encourage school leaders and Boards of Trustees to
prioritise the provision of positive and inclusive physical
activity within their strategic planning, professional
learning programmes, and resourcing decisions. We also
encourage teachers to prioritise positive and inclusive
physical activity within their daily lesson plans.

In line with Sport NZ's strategic priority of ‘active schools
and kura', we offer a range of resources, funding,
programmes and initiatives to support schools and kura.
This support ensures students can access quality play,
active recreation and sport experiences, allowing them
to enjoy being active in ways that suit them.

To find out more about the resources, funding,
programme and initiatives that your school can access

visit sportnz.org.nz
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