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Abstract: Evaluating the extent of implementation and variation of typical school provision of
physical education, physical activity and sports in the Republic of Ireland is a public health priority.
Therefore, a national audit into the different levels of typical school provision of physical education,
physical activity and sports was conducted. To date, this has not been evaluated. A cross-sectional,
nationally representative sample of 112 secondary schools were included. A school provision of
physical education, physical activity and sports evaluation index, validated via a concept mapping
methodology, was utilized to measure variation of provision in the context of school personnel,
curriculum, facilities and equipment, budget, partnerships, ethos and prioritization. A proposed
grade for each indicator of provision was established using an internationally standardized grading
system. Overall, physical education was the indicator with the highest national average grade
(B−); physical activity was the indicator with the lowest national average grade (D+); while the
indicator for sports received a C− grade. An overview of the national averages in terms of provision,
paralleled with national and international comparisons and recommendations to support provision,
is illuminated for each indicator. Future country comparison and benchmarking on key components
of provision is envisaged.

Keywords: physical education; physical activity; sports; adolescence; youth; school

1. Introduction

The importance of engaging in regular physical activity to optimize key health indi-
cators such as obesity, high blood pressure and depression is widely acknowledged [1–3].
The World Health Organization’s physical activity recommendations advocate for at least
an average of sixty-minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity daily across the week
for adolescents [4]. Despite this, prevalence of physical inactivity is high, with just 19% of
adolescents globally meeting the aforementioned guidelines [5]. Further to this, physical
inactivity is estimated to cost USD 27.4 billion annually [4]. Strategies to reduce physical
inactivity include “The Global Action Plan for Physical Activity 2018–2030”, which targets a
15% reduction in the prevalence of physical inactivity by 2030 [6]. Nationally, the Republic
of Ireland falls below the global average, with just 10% of adolescents meeting the physical
activity guidelines [7]. Strategies to reduce physical inactivity include the National Physical
Activity Plan for Ireland, which targets an increase of 1% per annum in the proportion of
adolescents meeting the World Health Organization physical activity recommendations
and a decrease of 0.5% per annum in the proportion who do not engage in weekly physical
activity [8]. A key contribution toward lowering physical inactivity, noted in the recent
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National Physical Activity Plan review, was the development and implementation of “Get
Active, Physical Education, Physical Activity and Sport for Children and Young People:
A Guiding Framework” to oversee the promotion of physical activity via in-class and
co-curricular school activities [9].

Adolescents spend a high proportion of their waking day in schools which conse-
quently have been identified as a cost-effective investment and key contributor to engage-
ment in physical activity for health [10]. Due to some empirical evidence supporting
the impact of typical school provision of physical education, physical activity and sports
on adolescent physical activity behaviors [11–17], wellbeing [18–25] and health [26–34],
various strategies have been put forward to further utilize schools as primary vehicles to
promote physical activity and health. The International Society for Physical Activity and
Health’s (ISPAH) “Eight Investments that Work for Physical Activity” acknowledges a
systems-based, whole-of-school approach to best practice and was devised in response
to the both the aforementioned empirical evidence and the Global Action Plans targets
to reduce physical inactivity [35]. Here, a whole-of-school approach is regarded as a key
investment to provide maximal opportunities to engage in physical activity for health in-
cluding physical education, extra-curricular activities, active classroom breaks, active recess,
active transport and school sports. However, it must be acknowledged that while there is
growing evidence to support a whole-of-school approach to promote physical activity, there
are limited empirical studies that investigate variation in its provision; rather, components
of a whole-of-school approach are often examined in isolation [10,35]. Therefore, examining
a whole-of-school approach to typical school provision of physical education, physical
activity and sports is paramount. The implementation of a whole-of-school approach is
further embodied by the World Health Organizations guiding principles that include the
concept of “Health Promoting Schools” [6]. A health-promoting school is considered “a
school that is constantly strengthening its capacity as a healthy setting for living, learning
and working” [36] (p. 1). Nationally, the concept of a health-enhancing school is the
blueprint of key physical activity for health-promoting strategies to enhance overall quality
of provision in the Republic of Ireland [37,38].

In the context of the current study, “typical” refers to what happens in most schools
with no noticeable deviation from the norm. Provision “refers to the underpinning struc-
tures and activities involved in providing the physical education curriculum and opportu-
nities for physical activity and sports participation in secondary schools” [11] (p. 3). The
breadth and depth of provision reflects the available resources and alignment with the
national curriculum and the ethos of the school. Within the framework of typical school
provision of physical education, physical activity and sports, Sport Ireland’s Children’s
Sport Participation and Physical Activity Study 2018 (CSPPA) highlights an array of short-
falls [7]. It is estimated that 23% of secondary schools met the Department of Education and
Skills physical education requirements of 120 min per week. While this is a 13% increase
from CSPPA 2010, it still falls significantly below the global average of 77% that adhere to
implementation regulations for physical education [39]. Furthermore, CSPPA found a 10%
reduction in adolescents who engaged in school sports, with 63% participating at least once
a week and a 14% increase in adolescents who never participate in school sports. Similar
trends were found on Ireland’s north and south report card for physical activity in children
and youth that illuminated a decrease in extra-curricular activities from a Grade C− to a
grade D with just 43% participating in school based extracurricular activities [40,41].

Despite the adoption of policy to potentiate positive impact regarding a systems-
wide, whole-of-school approach to physical activity for adolescent health, paralleled with
significant global and national investment, the extant literature suggests that adolescent
physical activity levels remain low [4,9].Therefore, it is necessary to conduct a national,
systems-wide evaluation of typical school provision of physical education, physical activity
and sports that is underpinned by the following study objectives: (1) evaluate the extent of
implementation and variation of typical school provision of physical education, physical
activity and sports in the Republic of Ireland; (2) consider key findings in the context
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of national and international comparisons, implications and future recommendations;
(3) provide government officials with a proof of concept for the national rollout of the
provision evaluation index and evidence for modification of existing provision to potentiate
positive impact; (4) provide an impetus for country comparison and benchmarking on key
components of provision.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

Research ethics approval for this study and the associated protocols was granted by
the research ethics committee of the Faculty of Education and Health Sciences, University
of Limerick, Ireland. A representative sample of 112 secondary schools (15% of the
national total), were recruited via stratified random sampling based on school type
(single sex boys, single sex girls, mixed-sex schools), size (small >300 pupils, medium
300–800 pupils, large >800 pupils), state demographic (Leinster, Munster, Connacht,
Leinster) and social–economic status (DEIS status versus non-DEIS status). DEIS refers
to the Delivery Equality of Opportunities in Schools. The physical education teacher
from each school participated in completing the provision evaluation index. Participants
were required to answer each item in the provision evaluation index to minimize non-
response bias and subsequent missing values. All respondents for the participant sample
remained anonymous; however, demographic details obtained included the school roll
number which was necessary in order to implement a follow-up study to establish the
impact of different levels of typical school provision of physical education, physical
activity and sports on adolescent physical activity behaviors, health and wellbeing.
Additional respondent demographic survey items included gender, employment status,
qualifications, role and years teaching. The demographic profile associated with the
participant sample is summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Characteristics of Participants (n = 112).

Gender
Male (n = 53; 47.3%)

Female (n = 59; 52.7%)

Employment Status

Full Time (n = 99; 88.4%)

Part Time/Job Share (n = 11; 9.8%)

Voluntary (n = 2; 1.8%)

Qualifications

Qualified Teacher with PE Specialization (n = 106; 94.6%)

Qualified Teacher with no PE specialization (n = 5; 4.5%)

No Teaching Qualification (n = 1; 0.9%)

Role

Head PE Teacher (n = 70; 62.5%)

PE Teacher (n = 41; 36.6%)

Support Staff (n = 1; 0.9%)

2.2. Development of the Provision Evaluation Index

A concept mapping methodology involving the generation of factors relevant to
school physical education, physical activity and sports provision and their subsequent
thematic and numeric rating and sorting was utilized to underpin the development of
the provision evaluation index [42]. Concept mapping is a standardized procedure that
initially requires expert stakeholders to engage in brainstorming exercises, idea generation
and idea synthesis [43] to identify a comprehensive list of relevant factors underpinned
by the topic of interest (e.g., factors which impact school physical education, physical
activity and sports provision). Subsequent tasks require a larger group of participants to
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rate these factors based on importance and modifiability and sort these factors into clusters
that are meaningful to them. Respondents were multi-disciplinary, including physical
education teachers, school principals and support staff, undergraduate and postgraduate
physical education students, and national and international experts in the field. The data
acquired through the brainstorming, rating, and clustering of relevant factors underpinned
by provision were essential to integrate multi-disciplinary stakeholder knowledge and
experience into the conceptualization of the provision evaluation index.

A number of physical education, physical activity and sports indicators emerged
from the concept mapping exercise that were then utilized as key components in the
provision evaluation index. Each indicator evaluated school physical education, physical
activity and sports provision including school, personnel, curriculum (physical education,
physical activity and sports), facilities and equipment, budget, partnerships and ethos and
prioritization. Provision evaluation index items included multiple choice, ordinal scale,
interval scale, ratio scale and open- and close-ended question types. Participant response
formats aligned with each question type. A detailed description of the methodological
approach used to inform the development of the provision evaluation index can be found
in Rocliffe et al. [44].

A review team of 10 participants with multi-disciplinary physical activity back-
grounds piloted and evaluated the provision evaluation index in advance of utilizing it
in the current study. The inclusion of the review team was strengthened by their level
of expertise in the area of school physical education, physical activity and sports, and
included head physical education teachers, undergraduate and postgraduate physical
education students and experts in the field. A 5-point Likert scale (1 = unclear, 5 = clear)
was utilized to evaluate each item based on representativeness, rateability and saturation
of the topic area. In addition, the review team assessed the time to completion. Fur-
thermore, the review team recorded comments on the relevancy and flow of the items.
Aligning with thresholds underpinned by O’Keeffe et al., items with an evaluation score
of below 3 were amended to enhance clarity or were completely removed [45]. The
final draft of the provision evaluation index was approved by two authors (PR, CMD).
Figure 1 illustrates the successive milestones in the group concept mapping method-
ology used to inform the development of the provision evaluation index. In addition,
the provision evaluation index can be sourced via the Supplementary Files included in
this manuscript.

2.3. Procedure

This cross-sectional study utilized Qualtrics online software to distribute the pro-
vision evaluation index. The Irish education system encompasses three tiers: primary
school (aged 5–12), secondary school (aged 12–18) and third-level institutes (18+). In
secondary schools, physical education is a requirement. In addition, the Department of
Education and Skills advocates for two hours weekly physical education for secondary
schools. As of 2022, there were 723 secondary schools registered in the Republic of
Ireland. An invitation to participate, outlining the aims and objectives of the study, was
circulated to the school principals in order to obtain consent. Second, the provision
evaluation index web link was distributed to the head physical education teacher for
completion during school time. Informed consent was embedded in the provision evalu-
ation index web link and was indicated by checking the appropriate box. Participants
were permitted to exit the provision evaluation index web link at any point should
they have wished to depart the study. A total of four individual data collection points
were conducted, one week apart, and the timeframe for completion was approximately
3 weeks for each school. Non-response bias was minimized where possible, utilizing a
reminder email to participants in week two and three on each data collection point. The
school roll number was utilized as a unique identifier code to track response rates and
target non-responders.
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Fig. 1 Flowchart of the successive milestones in the group concept mapping 
methodology. 
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the successive milestones in the group concept mapping methodology.

2.4. Analysis

Complete responses were extracted from Qualtrics and uploaded to IBM Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences 28 for analysis. For the purpose of this study, incomplete
data were defined as having 10% or more of the provision evaluation index incomplete.
Subsequently, all 112 data points were deemed complete for the analyses. Descriptive
statistics including means and standard deviations were calculated for each indicator
of provision. The higher the score, the higher the level of school physical education,
physical activity and sports provision. Considering that the demographic profile of the
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participants consisted mostly of multiple groups of uneven sample sizes (school type,
size, location), a one-way ANOVA with Tukey post hoc test was performed to examine
the variation in demographic profile (independent variable) relative to the indicators of
provision (dependent variable). Variables were examined for the existence of outliers.
The impact of outlier removal was established by administering a one-way ANOVA with
outliers included and all outliers removed. Some variation in F statistics and p values
were noted; however, overall significance trends did not change. To respect the required
assumptions for one-way ANOVA and also to moderate the impact on other assumptions
(e.g., normality), it was deemed appropriate to remove the two most extreme outlier values
from either end of the data distribution of each provision indicator. A Shapiro–Wilk test
and Kolmogorov test was used to test for normality. In the case where the assumptions
for normality were not met, a non-parametric Kruskal–Wallis test was used to confirm
the conclusion of the one-way ANOVA. Homogeneity of variance was established using
the Levene’s test of equal variances. In the case where the assumption of homogeneity
of variance was violated, an equivalent Welch ANOVA was used and associated Games–
Howell post hoc test. An independent t-test recorded variation in the demographic profile
associated with DEIS status. The alpha level was set at p > 0.05. Aligning with thresholds
underpinned by Harrington et al., a proposed grade for each indicator of provision was
established using an internationally standardized grading system [40]. Grades from A to F
(including “+” or “−”) were assigned to each indicator with an incomplete (“inconclusive”)
grade being made available if there was incomplete, insufficient or inadequate information
to assign a grade. A grade “A” indicated that we are succeeding with the provision of
school physical education, physical activity and sports for a large majority of adolescents; a
grade “B”, for well over half of adolescents; a grade “C”, for about half of adolescents; a
grade “D”, for less than half of adolescents; and a grade “F”, with very few adolescents.

3. Results
3.1. Demographics

A total of 112 physical education teachers (47.3% male) from 112 secondary schools
completed the provision evaluation index (15% of the national total). Respondents were
representative of school size (25% small; 54.5% medium; 20.5% large), school type (18% girls;
16% boys; 66% mixed), state demographics (45% Leinster; 33% Munster; 16% Connacht,
5.4% Ulster) (Census, 2022) and social–economic status (24%), or what is referred to in the
Republic of Ireland as DEIS status (Delivering Equality of Opportunities in Schools). The
participant’s overall average teaching experience was 11.7 years (±8.9). Grades according
to school physical education, physical activity and sports indicators are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. Grades according to school physical education, physical activity and sports indicators.

Indicator Grade

Personnel INC
Curriculum C−

Physical Education B−
Sports C−

Physical Activity D+
Facilities/Equipment C+

Budget C+
Partnerships C−

Ethos/Prioritization C+
Notes: A is 81% to 100% (succeeding with school physical education, physical activity and sports with a large
majority of adolescents); B is 61% to 80% (succeeding with school physical education, physical activity and
sports with well over half of adolescents); C is 41% to 60% (Succeeding with school physical education, physical
activity and sports with about half of adolescents); D is 21% to 40% (succeeding with school physical education,
physical activity and sports with less than half of adolescents); F is 0% to 20% (succeeding with school physical
education, physical activity and sports with very few adolescents); and INC is inconclusive (not enough data exist
on this indicator).
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3.2. Personnel: INC

Almost all schools had one full-time staff member (99.1%) or more contributing to
physical education provision. A quarter of schools (27.7%) had zero full-time staff members
contributing to school physical activity. Approximately one in ten schools (8.9%) had
zero full-time staff members who contributed to school sports. A quarter of schools
(26.8%) had 10 or fewer full time part time and voluntary personnel who contribute
to physical education, physical activity and sports. Over a quarter of schools (28.6%)
had at least one or more qualified teachers with no physical education specialization
teaching physical education. Four in ten schools (38.4%) had at least one person without
a teaching qualification involved in the provision of sports. Three quarters of schools
(77.7%) indicated that qualified teachers with no physical education specialization were
involved in the provision of extracurricular physical activity. Three in ten (29.5%) schools
had at least one person without a teaching qualification involved in the provision of
extracurricular physical activity. A total of 87.5% of qualified teachers with physical
education specialization provided one or more extracurricular physical activities weekly.
Three quarters of qualified teachers (73.2%) without physical education specialization
offered one or more extracurricular physical activities weekly, and three in ten (29.5%)
without any teaching qualification offered one or more extracurricular physical activities.

3.3. Curriculum: C− (47.90%)

The three subscales that define the indicator on curriculum (physical education, physi-
cal activity and sports) are described below.

3.3.1. Physical Education: B− (63.73%)

The average physical education teacher-to-student ratio was 1 teacher to every 180.38 pupils.
A total of 27.7% of schools implement Leaving Certificate physical education, while 51.8%
have no plan to implement. Two thirds of schools last received a Department of Education
physical education inspection 6–10 years (37.5%) or 11–15 years (31.3%) ago. Three in five
schools (61.6%) indicated there was no formal classroom-based classroom assessment of
Junior Cycle physical education, while just 12.5% indicated that there was formal classroom-
based assessment of Senior Cycle physical education. A total of 75.9% of first years,
80.4% of second years, 87.5% of third years, 66.1% of fourth years, 89.3% of fifth years
and 92% of sixth years failed to meet the Department of Education physical education
recommendations (2 h weekly). Junior cycle physical education is compulsory for 99% of
class groups, while Senior cycle physical education is compulsory in 86% of class groups.
On average, 39% of schools indicated that 10% of more of senior cycle students did not
regularly participate in physical education class. At least one in every three schools
indicated that physical education did not enjoy a similar status to other subjects in the
school (36.5%), and physical education classes were more likely to be cancelled than other
subjects (38.4%). A detailed description of the physical education activities with the highest
and lowest provision, and the range of activities provided, are summarized in Table 3.
Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of pupils meeting the Department of Education physical
education recommendations by year group.

Table 3. Provision of physical education and sports activities (n=112).

Junior Cycle Physical Education Senior Cycle Physical Education Sports

High Provision High Provision High Provision

Basketball (97.3%) Basketball (87.5%) Basketball (89.3%)

Athletics (95.5%) Badminton (83.9%) Athletics (84.8%)

Badminton (91.1%) Soccer (82.1%) Gaelic Football (78.5%)
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Table 3. Cont.

Junior Cycle Physical Education Senior Cycle Physical Education Sports

Low Provision Low Provision Low Provision

Swimming (17.9%) Swimming (18.8%) Tennis (17.9%)

Hurling (12.5%) Hurling (10.7%) Rounders (17%)

Camogie (8%) Camogie (6.3%) Martial Arts (8%)

Range of PE Activities Range of PE Activities Range of Sport Activities

16+ Activities (14.4%) 16+ Activities (11.6%) 11+ Sports (22.3%)

11–15 Activities (67%) 11–15 Activities (34.8%) 6–10 Sports (50%)

0–10 Activities (19.6%) 0–10 Activities (53.6%) 0–5 Sports (27.7%)

Notes: High Provision indicates the top three most popular curricular and sports activities; Low Provision
indicates the bottom three least popular curricular and sports activities.
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Figure 2. Percentage of pupils meeting the department of education physical education guidelines of
two hours weekly by year group.

3.3.2. Sports: C− (42.79%)

Approximately one in ten schools (11.6%) charge their students a fee to engage in
school sports. Regular collaboration between the schools’ sports teams and physical
education department rarely or never took place in approximately one in ten schools
(12.6%). A total of 43.8% of schools offered between 1–5 h of sport per week in comparison
to 18.8% who offered 15 h of more per week. In terms of school sports competitions, 59.8%
do not hold school sports competitions outside of school hours and 75.9% do not hold
school sports competitions on the weekend. Almost one in three schools rarely or never
catered for individuals with movement challenges in school sports competitions (30.3%).
Two fifths of schools were awarded a grade D (29.7%) or F (10.7%) for junior cycle boys’
participation in school sports, and over half of schools were awarded a grade D (28.7%)
or F (25%) for junior cycle girls’ participation in school sports. One in two schools were
awarded a grade D (28.6%) or F (21.4%) for senior cycle boys’ participation in school sports,
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and almost three quarters of schools were awarded a grade D (25.9%) or F (46.4%) for senior
cycle girls’ participation in school sports. A detailed description of the sports activities
with the highest and lowest provision, and range of activities provided, are summarized
in Table 3.

3.3.3. Physical Activity: D+ (37.19%)

Over half of schools (56.3%) rarely or never use physical activity in non-physical educa-
tion subjects to facilitate learning, and a third of schools (38.4%) rarely or never implement
break time activities. A total of 46.4% of schools rarely or never provide extracurricular
physical activity in addition to physical education and sports. In total, 48.2% of schools
indicated that they rarely or never promote active transport to and from school, and 83%
rarely or never formally organize active transport. Over half of schools were awarded a
grade D (12.5%) or F (40.2%) for junior cycle boys’ participation in school extracurricular
physical activity, and two in three schools were awarded a grade D (20.7%) or F (47.3%) for
junior cycle girls’ participation in school extracurricular physical activity. Two thirds of
schools were awarded a grade D (19.7%) or F (45.5%) for senior cycle boys’ participation in
school extracurricular PA, and almost three quarters of schools were awarded a grade D
(14.3%) or F (60.7%) for senior cycle girls’ participation in school extracurricular physical
activity. One in six schools (15.2%) offer 0 h of extracurricular physical activity weekly,
while 57.1% of schools offered between 1–5 h per week, in comparison to 27.7% who offered
more than 5 h per week.

3.4. Facilities and Equipment: C+ (58.95%)

One in five schools have a space of two badminton courts or less (21.4%), while 6.3%
have no indoor spaces at all. Over one in two schools (56.3%) have at least one tarmacadam
(i.e., uncovered stone surfaces used for physical activity) space, while 16.1% have no
tarmacadam space at all. In total, 83% of schools indicated they had no athletics track and
54.5% have no outdoor all-weather surface. Similarly, over a quarter of schools (25.9%)
have no grass pitch. Almost half of schools (45.5%) have no safe regulated ways for active
transport, and a further two thirds of schools (66.1%) have no facilities to accommodate
active transport. One in two schools (52.7%) were not permitted to use school facilities and
equipment outside of school time. A total of 49.1% of school’s half the hall space during
scheduled physical education with another physical education class. Almost two thirds of
schools (62.5%) have no access to a swimming pool in their community, and almost one
fifth of schools (18.8%) do not maintain their facilities and equipment on a regular basis.

3.5. Budget: C+ (58.95%)

Two fifths of schools feel the Republic of Ireland Department of Education budget
attained is poor (18.8%) or inadequate (22.3%) and that the percentage allocated from the
school towards physical education, physical activity, and sport is also poor (19.6%) or
inadequate (19.6%). Similar statistics indicate schools feel that additional sources of the
budget (non-department of education) are poor (18.8%) or inadequate (19.6%) and that
the percentage allocated from the school towards physical education, physical activity
and sport is also poor (18.8%) or inadequate (17.9%). For past investments made by the
school in indoor facilities, almost a third of schools indicated that this is poor (9.8%) or
inadequate (19.6%), while investment in outdoor facilities is also considered poor (16.1%)
or inadequate (17.1%). Over one in every six schools deem investment in indoor equipment
as poor (8.9%) or inadequate (7.1%), while one in every three schools found investment in
outdoor equipment to be poor (24.1%) or inadequate (12.5%).

3.6. Partnerships: C− (47.32%)

One in two schools (52.7%) indicated they rarely or never engage with parents to
promote participation in school physical education, physical activity and sports. In the
past five years, three in five schools indicated that support from the Department of Edu-
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cation (58.1%) and higher education institutions/research centres (61.6%) for continuous
professional development to improve school physical education, physical activity and sport
provision rarely or never took place. In the past five years, one in two schools indicated
that support from national governing bodies with respect to contributing to teaching pupils
during physical education (57.1%) and organizing extracurricular physical activity and
sports events (47.3%) was rarely or never received. In the past five years, between 6 and
seven out of 10 schools indicated that inter-school collaboration with respect to physical
education (64.3%), physical activity (72.4%), sports (62.5%) facilities (71.4%) and equipment
(76.8%) rarely or never took place.

3.7. Ethos and Prioritization of Physical Education, Physical Activity and Sports: C+ (58.41%)

Approximately one in five schools awarded themselves a grade D or F for the impor-
tance placed on participation and promotion of physical education (10.8%; 7.1%) and sports
(8.1%; 8.9%). Approximately two in five schools awarded themselves a grade D (18.8%) or
F (19.6%) for the importance placed on participation and promotion of physical activity. Al-
most a third of schools awarded themselves a grade D (22.4%) or F (8.9%) for the provision
of accessible physical education opportunities for students with disabilities. One in every
five schools awarded themselves a grade D or grade F for provision of indoor sport (14.3%;
8.9%), range of school sports (12.5%; 9.8%) and sports clubs for females (12.5%; 10.7%). Two
in five schools awarded themselves a grade D (20.6%) or a grade F (19.6%) for the provision
of active recess. Over three in five schools awarded themselves a grade D (19.6%) and F
(43.8%) for the provision of active transport, and over half awarded themselves a grade D
(22.3%) and grade F for (29.5%) for the provision of active classroom breaks.

3.8. Differences between School Demographic Variables for Each School Physical Education,
Physical Activity and Sports Provision Indicator

Descriptive statistics including means and standard deviations for each indicator are
included in Table 4. Significant main effects among the school demographic variables (inde-
pendent) and indicators of school physical education, physical activity and sports provision
scores (dependent) were established (Table 5). In 24 cases, a total of 9 significant main effects
between school demographics and the indicators of provision scores were found. Signifi-
cant differences within the variable on school size was found in all but one of the provision
indicator scores and accounted for 55.5% of the total significant main effects. Tables 5 and 6
provide further details on the significant differences between school demographic variables
for each indicator of provision and associated Tukey post-hoc analysis.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics by school demographics and indicators of provision scores.

N Personnel Curriculum Facilities and
Equipment Budget Partnerships School Ethos

and Pioritization

School Type

Boys 18 39.92 ± 8.77 85.50 ± 13.1 12.66 ± 3.61 12.94 ± 3.35 12.18 ± 2.32 30.13 ± 8.90

Girls 20 33.00 ± 7.47 87.90 ± 10.6 11.60 ± 3.11 11.57 ± 3.46 11.97 ± 3.37 28.93 ± 5.43

Mixed 74 39.26 ± 10.28 84.11 ± 11.85 11.95 ± 3.58 11.56 ± 3.68 12.07 ± 2.93 29.80 ± 7.30

School Size

Small 28 43.26 ± 11.08 82.80 ± 10.34 13.25 ± 3.94 10.19 ± 3.62 10.61 ± 2.45 27.27 ± 7.82

Medium 61 37.48 ± 9.37 84.88 ± 12.28 12.19 ± 3.30 11.64 ± 3.39 11.99 ± 2.74 29.52 ± 7.12

Large 23 34.20 ± 6.95 87.91 ± 12.07 10.00 ± 2.55 14.10 ± 2.98 14.12 ± 2.78 33.19 ± 5.60

State Demographic

Connacht 18 40.59 ± 10.63 84.52 ± 11.42 13.11 ± 3.39 10.88 ± 4.00 12.50 ± 2.96 29.38 ± 8.46

Munster 37 42.32 ± 9.98 85.74 ± 14.82 13.16 ± 3.58 11.77 ± 3.64 12.00 ± 3.30 30.77 ± 7.88
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Table 4. Cont.

N Personnel Curriculum Facilities and
Equipment Budget Partnerships School Ethos

and Pioritization

Leinster 51 34.86 ± 8.19 83.80 ± 9.48 10.64 ± 3.08 12.15 ± 3.48 12.05 ± 2.80 29.00 ± 6.71

Ulster 6 34.94 ± 10.30 92.83 ± 10.64 13.16 ± 3.12 11.50 ± 3.40 11.39 ± 0.92 29.97 ± 3.89

DEIS Status

Non DEIS 85 37.70 ± 9.81 86.26 ± 12.07 12.04 ± 3.55 12.05 ± 3.45 12.28 ± 3.05 29.85 ± 6.86

DEIS 27 39.96 ± 9.96 80.96 ± 14.10 11.88 ± 3.37 10.96 ± 3.96 11.41 ± 2.35 29.27 ± 8.42

Notes: DEIS; Delivering Equality of Opportunities in Schools. Means refer to overall numerical values scored for
each indicator of provision. Higher scores indicate higher levels of school physical education, physical activity
and sports provision for each specified indicator.

Table 5. Significant differences between school demographic variables for each school physical
education, physical activity and sports provision indicator.

Personnel Curriculum Facilities and
Equipment Budget Partnerships School Ethos and

Prioritization

School Type 0.029 * 0.448 0.634 0.335 0.977 0.827

School Size 0.004 ** 0.326 0.003 ** <0.001 + <0.001 + 0.015 **

State Demographic 0.002 ** 0.305 0.002 ** 0.643 0.873 0.738

DEIS Status 0.303 0.035 * 0.839 0.171 0.181 0.719

Notes: Significance (p < 0.05) * Significance (p < 0.01) ** Significance (p < 0.001) +; DEIS; Delivering Equality of
Opportunities in Schools. School type (boys; girls; mixed), school size (large; medium; small), state demographic
(Connacht; Munster; Ulster; Leinster), DEIS (DEIS; Non DEIS).

Table 6. Tukey post hoc analysis for each significant difference between school demographic variables
for each school physical education, physical activity and sports provision indicator.

Personnel Curriculum Facilities and
Equipment Budget Partnerships

School Ethos and
Prioritization of

PE, PA
and Sports

School Type Mixed > Girls
Boys > Girls NS NS NS NS NS

School Size Small > Medium
Small > Large NS Small > Large

Medium > Large
Large > Small

Large > Medium
Large > Small

Large > Medium Large > Small

State Demographic Munster > Leinster NS Connacht > Leinster
Munster > Leinster NS NS NS

DEIS Status NS Non Deis > Deis NS NS NS NS

Notes: DEIS; Delivering Equality of Opportunities in Schools. School type (boys; girls; mixed), school size (large;
medium; small), state demographic (Connacht; Munster; Ulster; Leinster), DEIS (DEIS; Non DEIS).

4. Discussion

A national audit into the different levels of typical school provision of physical ed-
ucation, physical activity and sports in the Republic of Ireland is a public health priority.
While the World Health Organization recommends a systems-wide, whole-school approach
to physical activity promotion, to date, a systems-wide evaluation of the extent of imple-
mentation and variation of physical education, physical activity and sports has not been
conducted. The provision evaluation index data, shown to be representative of a national
sample (school type, school size, state demographics and social–economic status), are the
first of its kind in the Republic of Ireland. Key findings from this study will be reflected
upon in the following discussion. National and international comparisons, implications
and recommendations will be illuminated.
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4.1. Personnel

The quality of physical education teaching is associated with the qualifications of the
school’s physical education personnel [46,47]. Appropriately qualified physical education
personnel are trained to teach students a structured curriculum and “help them acquire the
skills, knowledge, and dispositions necessary to be ‘wise consumers’ of physical activity”
and sports [48] (p. 3). Worryingly, physical education is taught by qualified personnel with
no physical education specialization in almost one third of schools in the current study.
This is consistent with a national study in South Africa that found that in almost two thirds
of school’s, physical education provision was facilitated by non-specialist personnel [49].
Therefore, it is considered that a high proportion of adolescents are not developing pertinent
physical activity habits during physical education classes [50–52]. The costs associated
with physical inactivity in adolescence that track into adulthood are estimated to reach
300 billion by 2030 and could be alleviated by appropriately delivered physical education
classes [4]. While a shortage of teaching personnel is acknowledged in the Republic of
Ireland, the Department of Education is accountable for policy development that ensures
that physical education classes are taught by appropriately qualified teaching personnel.
The Department of Education recently allocated 600 additional places on undergraduate
primary education teaching courses [53]. Therefore, it is recommended that similar actions
are taken to ensure physical education classes are taught by suitably qualified personnel.

4.2. Curriculum
4.2.1. Physical Education

Just 18% of Irish adolescents are reported to achieve the Department of Education
physical education recommendations of two hours weekly. This finding indicates a decline
compared to the numbers furnished in the recent report card on physical activity in the
north and south of Ireland that found that 23% of adolescents achieved the aforementioned
recommendations [41]. Comparatively, a cross-sectional study conducted on 98% of schools
in England found that 83% met the recommendations of two hours weekly, indicating a
60% differentiation in comparison to their Irish counterparts [54]. Internationally, 77% of
schools worldwide endorse physical education as a primary requirement [39]. In addition,
92.5% of schools in Ireland indicated that engagement in physical education class was
compulsory. However, a gap between policy that advocates for the provision of physical
education classes and practice that implements physical education classes is evident. This is
illuminated in the Global Matrix 3.0 Physical Activity Report Card, with 74% of adolescents
in the United Arab Emirates and 32% in South Africa failing to participate in physical
education class [55]. Similarly, in the current study, just 27% of schools indicated that all
adolescents regularly participate in physical education classes despite a high level already
indicating that engagement in physical education was compulsory. Considering that lack
of support and goal prioritisation are key barriers to policy implementation in schools,
management may consider a top-down approach that addresses this gap by adequately
facilitating the appropriate allocation of time and resources to meet the weekly physical
education recommendations [56].

In the context of curriculum content, the current study underpinned basketball, ath-
letics, badminton and soccer as high provision curricular activities, while swimming was
consistently considered a low provision curricular activity. These findings concur with the
report card on physical activity in the north and south of Ireland [41] and the Childrens
Sport Participation and Physical Activity Study that found team game activities such as
basketball and soccer were more prevalent in schools [7]. The Department of Education,
higher education institutions and schools may consider regular, compulsory opportuni-
ties for continuous professional development for personnel to strengthen skills for the
implementation of a wide variety of curricular activities [57]. The dearth of continuous
professional development opportunities has been previously outlined in the results of
current study.
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4.2.2. Physical Activity

A near-universal consensus regarding low engagement in active transport to school
exists in countries such as Wales (33%), Canada (46%), Uruguay (50.1%) and Australia
(52%) [58–61]. This is consistent with the current study that found that almost half of
schools rarely or never promote the concept of active transport to and from school, and
in four out of five schools, active transport is rarely or never facilitated. In respect to
other forms of school physical activity, the Global Matrix 4.0 physical activity report card
from 57 countries consistently advocates for increasing physical activity opportunities via
avenues such as extracurricular physical activities and active breaks [62]. Indeed, increasing
the opportunities to be physically active is one of the most recurring priorities/themes
reported by countries with the highest grades (e.g., Denmark, Finland, Japan, Hungary
and Slovenia). However, the current study found that almost half of schools rarely or
never provide extracurricular activities in addition to physical education and sports, and
38.4% rarely or never implement break time activities. While worldwide policies regarding
the implementation of a whole-of-school, systems-based approach that includes active
transport to school initiatives, extracurricular physical activity and active classroom breaks
are becoming more frequent [8,35], it is acknowledged that gaps between policy and practice
exist. A review of 16 studies examining barriers and facilitators to the implementation of
physical activity in schools recommends “systems to monitor implementation performance”
as a key strategy to overcome such barriers [56] (p. 51).

4.2.3. Sports

A total of 28.2% of schools were awarded a grade D and 25.8% awarded a grade F
when asked to estimate the percentage of pupils participating in school sport activities.
National comparisons are inconsistent with these findings suggesting that 63% (grade B) of
adolescents participate in school sports weekly [7]. It must be noted that the respondents
in the current study were from the perspective of the head physical education teacher.
Comparatively, respondents in the CSSPA study included adolescent populations, which
may account for some of the aforementioned variance. However, boys participating in
school sports more often than their female counterparts is recognized as both a national
and an international trend [7,63–65]. Similarly to physical education, team-based sports
such as basketball and Gaelic football (and with the addition of athletics) were deemed
high-provision activities which is a consistent trend nationally [7]. Furthermore, athletics is
illuminated as one of the most popular high school sports in America, which corroborates
the findings of the current study [63]. However, in order to serve the full range of activities
envisioned under the physical education strands, considerably more time and resources are
required. To this end, collaboration with sport specific development officers to introduce a
full range of sports activities that are often less established in schools is recommended [66].
While school sports are considered to make a contribution toward physical activity levels,
recommendations suggest a combination of school sports and other physical activity
opportunities, e.g., physical education and active recess, to meet the physical activity
guidelines [6,8,14,35,67].

4.3. Facilities and Equipment

Regularly maintaining physical education facilities and equipment helps preserve
their quality [68]. Adolescents enrolled in schools with quality physical education facilities
and equipment (e.g., a soccer field or athletics track) are more likely to participate in
school physical education, physical activity and sports [68,69]. However, the current
study reported that almost one in five schools do not regularly maintain their facilities
and equipment. This is consistent with the worldwide survey on physical education that
found that “physical education is challenged by the low or poor levels of maintenance of
existing facilities” and equipment [39] (p. 22). Furthermore, one third of countries regard
provision of equipment as below average [39], aligning with the overall grading for this
indicator of succeeding in about half of adolescents. To this end, providing “conducive
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environments that translate into” higher quality provision of facilities and equipment
via regular maintenance is recommended, and can be achieved through the medium of
appropriate protocols that are actively implemented by school management [70] (p. 5). It is
noteworthy that the facilities and equipment available in schools is also a key indicator of
the activities that are provided and should be considered when strategizing the range of
physical education, physical activity and sports activities implemented in schools [7].

4.4. Budget

The literature points to the correlation between insufficient school resources and low
provision of school physical education, physical activity and sports [39,71,72]. These find-
ings are consistent with the current study that reported two in five schools felt the budget
attained from external sources such as the Department of Education or via internal school
allocations for the provision of physical education, physical activity and sports was poor or
inadequate. In addition, low scores for the indictor on school budget often corresponded
with low overall scores for physical education, physical activity and sports provision.
Notably, adequate funding for components of provision such as facilities and equipment
and the development of collaborative partnerships greatly enhance the opportunities for
physical activity in school that are recognised to track into adulthood [50] and reduce
global health costs [73,74]. Thus, “an appropriate financial budget in line with curricu-
lum implementation would be taken as imperative” for the adequate provision of school
physical education, physical activity and sports [39] (p. 125). It is noteworthy that the
maintenance of facilities and equipment considered in the previous indicator of provision
is often correlated with school budget, which should be taken into consideration [75–77].

4.5. Partnerships

The development of collaborative partnerships is pertinent to improving both educa-
tion and health in schools [78,79]. Cross-sectoral representation is essential to “accommo-
date broader life-long educational outcomes including healthy well-being and links with
personal and social behaviour” [39] (p. 81). Despite this, the current study found insufficient
links between school physical education, physical activity and sports and wider society,
e.g., parents, the Department of Education, national governing bodies, research centres and
inter-school partnerships. This is consistent with the international literature that reported as
little as 27% of schools that have formal school partnerships supporting physical education,
physical activity and sports provision and that “not enough co-operation between schools
and sports organisations” exist [39,80] (p. 105). To facilitate the development of a broad
range of school partnerships that stimulate the ethos of physical activity prioritization, the
intermediary roles of schools and of physical education teachers should be first addressed
via teacher education programs [81–83]. Thus, prospective teachers’ professional education
should encompass familiarization training on the various collaborative partnerships, path-
ways and supports that can be realized via working with other experts and appropriately
mentored volunteers [84]. Partnerships that foster a “strong collaborative cross-sectoral
effort . . . ideally linked to national policy and targets in the area of physical activity” are
most pertinent [7] (p. 94).

4.6. Ethos and Prioritization

School ethos is imperative when considering the extent to which school physical
education, physical activity and sports are prioritized [73,85,86]. School physical education,
physical activity and sports ethos can be nurtured via the provision of adequate facilities,
equipment, budget, availability of staff and commitment of resources [7,87]. However,
the current study calls attention to the low gradation (grade D and F) of many integral
components of provision in the context of school ethos and prioritization, e.g., participa-
tion and promotion of physical education and sports, indoor and outdoor facilities and
equipment, budget, active recess, active transport and active classroom breaks. This is
consistent with qualitative research comprised of physical education teachers and senior
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school leaders that examined factors that shape the culture of physical education, reporting
budget constraints, access to appropriate facilities and overall prioritization as key issues
to impact the physical education culture within school [88–90].

Physical education has often been regarded as a minor subject in schools, with a
greater emphasis often placed on grade-related subjects such as mathematics [91,92]. This
is consistent with the postulation in the current study that one in three schools do not
prioritize physical education to the same degree as other subject disciplines and therefore
was more likely to be cancelled. However, the underlying implication in light of prioritizing
curricular subjects over physical education classes is that it indicates little advancement
in the context of academic achievements [93] in comparison to the positive effects that
additional physical education time has on adolescent health without impacting academic
endeavours [20,21,94–96]. Thus, adhering to physical education recommendations as
a minimum requirement, with schools endeavouring to go beyond this minimum, is
strongly recommended.

5. Conclusions

Evaluating the extent of implementation and variation of typical school provision of
physical education, physical activity and sports is a public health priority. Therefore, a
national audit into the different levels of typical school provision of physical education,
physical activity and sports was conducted, and future country comparison and bench-
marking on key components of provision is envisaged. The current study found persisting
challenges such as the provision of physical education classes by non-specialist teachers,
failure to attain the Department of Education physical education recommendations, lack of
prioritization of physical education class and provision of curricular activities that do not
serve the true range envisioned under the physical education strands. In addition, facilities
and equipment that are not maintained are therefore lacking quality; there is a lack of finan-
cial resources both externally and via internal allocations directed towards provision; there
are insufficient links between provision and wider society, e.g., parents, national governing
bodies for sport and the Department of Education; and there is an absence of successful
implementations of a wide variety of supplementary school physical activity opportunities
that constitute a systems-based, whole-school approach; that is, active transport, active
classroom breaks, active recess and extracurricular activities are key pillars of provision
that are in need of intervention. Despite the adoption of a variety of policies that advocate
for many components of school physical education, physical activity and sports provision,
and, indeed, a systems-wide, whole-school approach to physical activity, paralleled with
significant investment, a gap between policy and practice is evident. Future research should
consider addressing such gaps via strategies that adequately prioritize and successfully
implement the aforementioned pillars of school provision, namely, physical education,
physical activity and sports effectively, for the betterment of adolescent health. Further-
more, the standardized framework for evaluation of school physical education, physical
activity and sports using a validated provision evaluation index should facilitate future
international comparisons to highlight best practice and indicators in need of addressing.

Strengths and Limitations

The current study is the first to conduct a systems wide evaluation on the key pillars
of physical education, physical activity and sports provision in secondary schools in the
Republic of Ireland. The sample is nationally representative of school type, size, state
demographic and social–economic status. Therefore, the findings in the current study
are generalizable to secondary schools nationwide. Data were collected via the school
provision of physical education, physical activity and sports evaluation index, previously
informed by a mixed-method group concept mapping approach that gathered, integrated
and visually and numerically represented the composite thinking of a group of multi-
disciplinary stakeholders into a conceptual framework. The concurrent examination of
school physical education, physical activity and sports allowed for a thorough evaluation
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of national provision. Gradation via indicators of provision allows for benchmarking for
future country comparisons. Lastly, suggested recommendations on each component of
provision are provided.

However, there were some limitations. Data collected via the provision evaluation
index are self-reported and subjective from the perspective of the head physical education
teacher; therefore, the concept of participant bias cannot be ruled out. It must be noted that
perspectives of adolescent populations were not included in this study. The Republic of
Ireland is considered a high-income country [97]; therefore, while country comparisons
are envisaged, comparisons with low-income countries may be problematic. Lastly, the
cross-sectional nature of the current study limits the ability to measure cause and effect.
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