CANADA – Maple High School

Physical education (PE) at Maple High School in Canada represents a clear example of how the subject has evolved over the years. PE in the school is a mandatory subject just like Maths and English, and everyone in the school and the community understands why PE is so critical. This extends to the local primary schools where PE is delivered by a primary PE specialist. As one teacher in the department claims:

“Specialists…know how to teach phys ed and physical literacy and develop it right from the early ages. Because if not it gets neglected. And by the time they get to High School it's too late.”

The importance of the subject at Maple High is evidenced in the way the PE department talk about the need for young people to learn about their physical health. As one teacher states:

“But like what's right with PE is that physical education and educating people on physical health and well-being and physical self needs to happen.”

In Maple High School, PE is a space where young people can move. It's an opportunity for them to be active, to move around and interact with others, and for some this may be their only opportunity to do so. PE at Maple High promotes young people's physical literacy, which along with physical health education is an important and well-developed component of the PE curriculum here. While a focus on physical health is evident (and well-developed) within the school, the teachers also recognise the stresses that young people face and see PE as a space where they can work in a fun environment and enjoy themselves.

Importantly, while physical activity and physical health are important for the PE department at Maple High, these are also valued within the whole school and the wider community - recognising that PE is more than just learning to throw a ball or teaching sport, and that classes no longer adopt a one size fits all approach. PE at Maple High is inclusive, catering for all students, delivering a range of activities and no longer emphasises the importance of competitive sport. As one teacher suggest:

“I also think that maybe for a long time it was like a one size fits all like we're going to do traditional things we're going to do fitness testing that's a part of physical education and that was very detrimental to the people participating in physical education.”

The teachers at Maple High School also pay great attention to their assessment procedures and have developed resources to ensure they are knowledgeable about assessment and engage in a high quality and consistent process. However, they also recognise the diversity of their learners, and so have developed a range of resources so that they can be versatile to suit their diverse needs.

Through mandatory participation, a focus on physical literacy, provision of activity opportunities, an emphasis on fun and quality assessment, the PE curriculum at Maple High School is excellent. This PE curriculum is a shining example of what is right with PE, making a lasting impact on the lives, physical health and physical literacy of all students and the community.






ENGLAND – Rose High School

The physical education (PE) curriculum at Rose High is contemporary, progressive, diverse, and fit for purpose. All the young people who attend this school, regardless of gender, disability, or experience, have meaningful and enjoyable experiences that have a lasting impact on their future engagement in physical activity. 

Engagement is a key focus for the PE department, who understand the potential that PE has for learning. Unlike in some schools where PE is understood as an hour to release energy, at Rose High, it has real purpose. Teachers work hard to ensure that every lesson is engaging and meaningful, encouraging students to learn actively rather than passively.
Part of the reason for this is the fact that, because of the flexibility of the national curriculum in England, the PE staff at Rose High have the freedom to create a curriculum that is localised to the unique needs and interests of their students. As one of the PE teachers in the department explains:
“I think certainly in England the national curriculum is pretty open which is I think the beauty of it. It's not necessarily a national curriculum it's more of a local curriculum because you choose what you do and how you approach it. So, it's not very prescriptive.”
This less ridged, less prescriptive national curriculum has enabled the PE department to include a range of physical activities, from traditional sports to adventurous pursuits like caving. These activities provided experiences far beyond the confines of a math class, fostering a sense of freedom. 
[bookmark: _Hlk177107466]Central to this diverse and inclusive PE curriculum are the PE teachers. They understand PE as an important subject within the school curriculum and are all extremely progressive, knowledgeable, and open to change, always learning and always evolving. This may also be because the teachers within the departmental have different PE experiences themselves, they do not represent typical PE teachers, in other words, sporty, successful, and competitive games players. Because of this, there is an emphasis on inclusion, where girls’ participation is high. All pupils are offered the same activities rather than, for example, football for boys only and netball for girls only. Additionally, at Rose High school, learners with additional support needs are recognised for their strengths and capabilities. There is such an emphasis on this that all the PE teachers in the department at Rose High are timetabled to work with the young people with additional needs. As one teacher points out:
“All the PE teachers [have neurodiverse young people] on their timetable. So, they have set lessons they've got to be with them…I think people overlook things and they think to themselves like oh they're uncapable [but we all know what they can achieve, and this is our focus].”  

The curriculum at Rose High exemplifies what is right with PE: curriculum flexibility, diverse activities, inclusive opportunities, student engagement, and support for neurodiverse students. These elements combined with PE teachers who can empathise with their learners and who understand the value of active learning (rather than passive) create a socially just curriculum that is not only educational but also enjoyable and beneficial for every student.








Ireland – Emerald Academy

Emerald Academy is a progressive school in Ireland. The physical education (PE) curriculum there is broad and incorporates a range of different activities, where young people experience learning across a range of domains, as one teacher highlights:

“PE enables education in so many different domains cognitive and social emotional and psychomotor. It's genuinely holistic.”

That said, it is important to note that the curriculum is not overcrowded, and teachers do not feel rushed to cover content or activities as they move through each term. 

A key feature of PE at Emerald Academy is the staff. They are knowledgeable, can teach across a range of activities and are motivated to continue learning to do the best for their learners. This also goes for the primary PE teachers in the local area - where there is a strong partnership with Emerald Academy. There is also a strong partnership between the PE teachers in the school at the local university, which offers professional learning for all their needs. The staff are very self-reflective and self-aware, and motivated to engage with the university to take part in professional learning activities. This motivation comes from their own values around education and PE. They feel privileged to work with young people and to advocate for PE.

This motivation to keep learning has resulted in PE lessons that are well planned and organised - they have structure, purpose, meaning and are learner-centred. Through this they are able to cater for all learners, and especially girls who engage fully in PE lessons because they understand them as meaningful and a place where they belong.

PE at Emerald Academy is mandatory and highly valued - the purpose of PE is understood by everyone - it's on the agenda. PE offers young people so much here. It is a place for them to learn through movement and engage in physical activity. This is important because for many young people PE is the only opportunity they have to engage in physical activity or sport. 

“Some children's only experience of physical activity is during their lessons in school. Children are only exposed to certain sports through physical education.”

While PE is valued as much as other subjects in the school, there is also the recognition that it is different from other subjects and to some extent can offer a useful break from the classroom. Importantly, the teachers and the young people understand that PE is more than just physical activity. PE can also teach young people about society more broadly, for example:

“What happens in society reflected in sports and what happens in sports reflect on society. So, I think that we have a brilliant tool there to work with our students.”

The PE curriculum at Emerald Academy highlights progress, curriculum breadth, gender inclusion, structured lessons, holistic development, professional support, and learning through and the joy of physical activity.






Norway – Oslo Academy

At Oslo Academy in Norway, the teachers in the physical education (PE) department are proud to say that learning through movement remains central to their curriculum, unlike some schools that focus more on knowing about the body rather than through the body. Learning through the body and knowledge acquired through the body is valued by all the PE teachers, as well as other teachers in the school including the senior leadership team. At Oslo Academy, PE is understood as more than just a break from more ‘academic’ work. This focus on movement and the value of learning through movement is also understood by the pupils who are clear on the purpose of PE and, therefore, the value of PE. A clear understanding of the purpose of PE by the pupils has also been supported by their experiences in the local primary schools. The teachers responsible for delivering PE in the primary schools that feed into Oslo Academy are extremely confident and competent in what they do, providing young people with meaningful and worthwhile PE experiences. Overall, the pupils learning experiences are inherently educational but also enjoyable – a positive experience for all.

The PE teachers at Oslo Academy describe their curriculum as holistic, attending to learning and development across the cognitive, emotional imported dimensions – they feel privileged to work within a subject that enables such a holistic approach (unlike many other school subject). As one teacher highlights:

“PE in my perspective is one of the few subjects where we're actually able to work with like all the dimensions of schooling the cognitive and emotional and the social and embodied dimensions. I think that's like a privilege with teaching PE.”

One of the ways in which the PE teachers at Oslo Academy are able to create these holistic and positive learning experiences is through the way the curriculum is organised. They have organised a broad curriculum that includes a range of activities including- but without a focus on - traditional ball games. Alternative movement activities like dance or yoga are prevalent within the PE curriculum. For the PE department, they see this diverse curriculum as a more inclusive curriculum - allowing opportunities for all young people to succeed. Furthermore, all PE classes are mixed sex, giving both boys and girls the same opportunities to engage in and through a wide range of physical activities. As one teacher states:

“In a gender perspective I think it's a good thing that Norwegian physical education classes it's gender mixed classes it's like more of a diversity maybe. And it's not like that the boys do one thing and the girls do something else. But it's like everyone gets to try everything.”

This broad and holistic approach to curriculum organisation is also reflected in the way that young people are assessed in PE. Assessment does not involve grading individual skills, rather a range of skills are assessed in context and overtime so that the teachers can develop a wider picture of the young person's overall development. Importantly, young people are not over-assessed, and teachers have time to engage in meaningful assessment.

It is important to say that the success of this PE curriculum would not be possible without the teachers in the department and the opportunities they have to engage in professional learning. The teachers at Oslo Academy are engaged and passionate:

“We have really engaged teachers who are really passionate about physical education.”

They are also keen to take part in teacher education programmes that are progressive and help them to meet the needs of their learners now and in the future.
Overall, this Norwegian curriculum exemplifies the best practices in PE, emphasising movement, holistic learning, a clear purpose understood by all, inclusion, enjoyment, and teacher passion and professional learning. 

SCOTLAND – Alba Academy

Alba Academy is a school renowned for its exceptional physical education (PE) programme, where PE is valued just as much as any subject, including those deemed more ‘academic’ in nature. The PE teachers understand and can justify PE as a core curriculum area, and everyone across the community recognises and understands how important the subject is for all young people. PE is not just an afterthought at Alba Academy; it is a celebrated and integral part of the school’s educational framework, understood and valued by pupils, staff and the senior leadership team. This recognition ensures that physical activities and school sports are given their due importance within the school and across the community through connections with local primary schools, clubs, and the promotion of lifelong physical activity. Connections with the local primary school are especially important to ensure that pupils have strong foundation for PE in the secondary school as well as a coherent learning experience.  

The PE curriculum at Alba Academy adopts a holistic approach, addressing not just physical development, but also cognitive, emotional, and social development, as one of the teachers highlighted:

“we're quite holistic and teach about the cognitive, emotional, social as well as the physical.”

In particular, the teachers in the department recognise the benefits of physical activity for mental health. Regular exercise is promoted not just for its physical benefits but also for its positive impact on mental wellbeing. This holistic view helps students understand the broader importance of staying active. While it is recognised by the teachers that the articulation of this approach is sometimes challenging, their commitment to a well-rounded education is evident. The teachers at Alba Academy aim to create meaningful experiences that inspire students to remain physically active throughout their lives. As one of the teachers reinforced:

“You do want to create that meaningful experience now so that they want to continue to be physically active in a range of ways.”

One of the ways in which the PE department aim to achieve this is through offering their learners a choice from a wide range of activities, from traditional team sports to more contemporary activities such as yoga and pilates. This diversity caters to all interests, ensuring that every student can find something they enjoy. One of the teachers in the department emphasised the extent of this choice saying:

“Certainly, at the moment we offer so many different sports. Like it's getting crazy the amount of different sports that we give pupils the choice to do. So, I think that's really good because we've been doing a lot of yoga and pilates. And there's so many pupils that wouldn't generally like team sports. And they've really enjoyed that.”

While the curriculum is an important feature of PE at Alba Academy, the PE teachers also play a critical role in its success. In fact, the supportive and inclusive teachers are the key drivers of this PE curriculum. They are passionate advocates for PE, believing it should be accessible to everyone, as one teacher states, they just “want to do their best for young people”. Their dedication to their pupils and their curriculum creates a welcoming environment where all students feel encouraged to participate, and where they learn to respect each other, regardless of previous experiences, strengths, or weaknesses.

In summary, the PE curriculum at Alba Academy embodies what is right with PE: community links, a holistic approach, curriculum recognition, promotion of lifelong activity, diverse sports offerings, supportive teachers, and an emphasis on overall wellbeing. It is a curriculum that nurtures healthy, happy, and active students, making a lasting impact on their lives.




