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Introduction 
Schools can provide opportunities for young Canadians to participate in physical activity 
and sport, and motivate students to participate in lifelong physical activity. This section 
examines the implementation of policies used by schools to help support students’ 
physical activity at school. It looks at the availability of policies for daily physical 
education, daily recess, hiring trained personnel, the provision of a broad variety of 
activities, and funding of equipment. The data are analyzed by region of school locale, 
student population size, and other school demographics such as setting, type, language 
and general income distribution of the students’ families. The analyses also compare 
trend data over time where possible. This section concludes with policy and program 
recommendations. 
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Policy to provide daily physical education 
When asked if their schools, school boards, or Ministries of Education have policies 
requiring them to provide daily physical education to all students, 35% of Canadian 
schools report that such policies are fully implemented, 36% report that they are partially 
implemented, and 29% report that they have no such policy. 
  
Region Schools in Nova Scotia and British Columbia are less likely, whereas those in 
Saskatchewan and Alberta are more likely to report that policies for daily physical 
education are fully implemented. Schools in Quebec, British Columbia and 
Newfoundland, however, are more likely to report that they have no such policies. 
Schools in Ontario, however, are less likely to report that they do not have any policies 
and more likely to report that policies are partially implemented.  
 
Student Population Size Schools with fewer than 200 students are more likely to report 
that policies for daily physical education are fully implemented and less likely to report 
that they are partially implemented; the reverse is true for schools with 500 to 999 
students. Schools with 1,000 or more students are more likely than others to report that 
they have no policies in effect for ensuring daily physical education. 
 
School Setting Suburban schools are generally less likely than others to report having 
fully implemented policies for daily physical education, and more likely to report having 
partially implemented policies. 
 
School Type High schools are less likely than elementary to report having fully 
implemented policies for daily physical education, yet are more likely to have no policies 
in place. There are no significant differences between public and non-public schools in 
reporting such policies.  
 

POLICIES FOR DAILY PHYSICAL EDUCATION 
Overall trends, 2001-2006 
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Policy to provide daily physical education (cont’d) 
Language French schools are less likely than English schools to report that policies for 
daily physical education are partially implemented yet are more likely to have no such 
policies.  
 
Estimated Family Income The proportions of students’ with various levels of income is 
not related to the likelihood of schools reporting daily physical education policies. 
 
Community Size Schools in the smallest communities (those with fewer than 1,000 
residents) are generally more likely to report that policies for daily physical activity are 
fully implemented. 
 
Trends The majority of schools have some type of policy regarding daily physical 
education classes for students. Of these, roughly equal proportions of schools have fully 
implemented or only partially implemented policies. However, a notable 3 in 10 schools 
do not have any policy at all regarding daily physical education. This proportion of 
schools who report that they do not have any policy at all has dropped significantly over 
the past 5 years, and this is a promising finding. Schools with smaller student populations 
continue to be more likely to have a policy for daily physical education. 
 

POLICIES FOR DAILY PHYSICAL EDUCATION 
By student population size 

 POLICIES FOR DAILY PHYSICAL EDUCATION 
By school type 
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Policy to provide daily recess 
The majority (84%) of Canadian schools report that they have fully implemented policies 
to provide students with daily recess. A small number of schools (4%) report that these 
policies are partially implemented, while 13% report that they have no such policies. 
  
Region While Alberta schools are less likely than others to report having fully 
implemented policies for daily recess and more likely to report having no such policies, 
there are no other significant differences by region. 
 
Student Population Size There is a general decrease in the proportion of schools 
indicating that they have fully implemented policies to provide students with daily recess 
with increasing school population size. The converse is true, where larger schools are 
more likely to have no such policies compared to smaller schools.  
 
School Setting There are no significant differences between inner-city, urban, suburban, 
or rural schools in reporting having implemented policies ensuring daily recesses. 
 
School Type Elementary schools are more likely than high schools to have fully 
implemented policies ensuring daily recess, and are less likely not to have any such 
policies..  
 
Language A school’s language of instruction is not significantly related to its reporting 
of having implemented policies for daily recess. 
 
Estimated Family Income There are no significant differences in terms of the 
proportion of students’ with various levels of household incomes and the likelihood that 
schools have implemented policies for daily recesses. 
 
Community Size There is no relationship between community size and a school’s 
likelihood of reporting having implemented policies for daily recesses. 
 

PROVIDING DAILY RECESS 
Overall 

 PROVIDING DAILY RECESS 
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Policy to hire qualified personnel and provide training 
Nearly half (46%) of all Canadian schools report having fully implemented policies requiring 
them to hire teachers who have university qualifications in teaching physical education. A 
much smaller proportion (17%) report having partially implemented such policies, while 37% 
reportedly have no such policies. Very few Canadian schools (9%) indicate that they have 
fully implemented policies ensuring that their coaches have National Coaching Certification 
Program (NCCP) qualifications. Slightly more (15%) indicate that they have partially 
implemented these policies, but the majority (76%) report having no such policies in place. 
 

Region Schools in Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, and Quebec are more likely, whereas those 
in Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia are less likely, to report having fully implemented 
policies to ensure their physical education teachers have university qualifications. Atlantic 
schools are also more likely than others to report having partially implemented such policies, 
and less likely to report having no such policies, while Ontario schools and schools in Alberta 
and British Columbia are more likely to report having no such policies. Quebec schools are 
much more likely than others to report having fully implemented policies ensuring that their 
coaches have NCCP qualifications. Schools in Quebec are also less likely, while schools in 
Ontario are more likely, to report having no such policies.  
 
Student Population Size Schools with fewer than 200 students are less likely, while schools 
with 1,000 or more students are more likely, to report having fully implemented policies 
ensuring their physical education teachers have university qualifications. Further, those 
schools with fewer than 200 students are more likely, while schools with 500 or more students 
are less likely, to report having no such policies in place. Schools with fewer than 200 
students are more likely than others, while schools with 1,000 or more students are less likely, 
to report having no policies ensuring their coaches’ NCCP qualifications. Larger schools, 
however, are more likely to have fully implemented policies regarding this type of 
certification. 
 

School Setting Urban schools are more likely to report that they have fully implemented 
policies ensuring their physical education teachers’ qualifications compared to rural schools. 
There are no significant differences among inner-city, urban, suburban, or rural schools in 
reporting having implemented policies to ensure that their coaches have NCCP qualifications. 
 

HIRING OF QUALIFIED PERSONNEL 
Overall trends, 2001-2006 

 PROVISION OF TRAINING/CERTIFICATION 
Overall 
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Policy to hire qualified personnel and provide training (cont’d) 
School Type High schools are more likely than elementary schools to report having 
fully implemented policies ensuring their physical education teachers’ qualifications. The 
opposite (high schools being less likely and elementary schools being more likely) is true 
for reporting having no such policies.  
 
Language English schools are less likely, while French schools are more likely, to 
indicate having fully implemented policies ensuring their physical education teachers’ 
qualifications. English schools are more likely to indicate having no such policies in 
place. English schools are less likely than French schools to report having fully 
implemented policies ensuring coaches’ NCCP qualifications.  
 
Estimated Family Income There is no significant relationship between the proportion 
of students with various household income levels and their schools’ having policies 
ensuring their physical education teachers’ qualifications and policies ensuring coaches’ 
NCCP qualifications.  
 
Community Size Community size does not appear to be related to schools reporting 
having policies ensuring coaches’ NCCP qualifications. 
 
Trends Compared to 2001, a greater proportion of schools report that they have do not 
have policies regarding the hiring of teachers specially trained for teaching physical 
education or physical activity. Schools in Ontario and in the West continue to be more 
likely than the average to report that they have no policies regarding the provision of 
trained personnel for teaching these subjects, whereas Quebec schools continue to be 
more likely to have such policies. Further, the relationship where schools with smaller 
populations are more likely not to have any policies regarding the hiring of trained 
personnel still persists. 
 

QUALIFICATIONS OF PERSONNEL 
By school type 

 QUALIFICATIONS OF PERSONNEL 
By student population size 
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Policy to provide a broad range of physical activities 
Just over half (53%) of Canadian schools report that they have fully implemented policies 
which require them to provide a range of physical activities to students (such as offering 
competitive versus non-competitive and structured versus unstructured activities). About 
half as many (26%) indicate that such policies are partially implemented, while the 
remaining 21% indicate that they have no such policies. 
 

Region Alberta schools are more likely, while Newfoundland schools are less likely to 
report having fully implemented policies ensuring that they provide a range of physical 
activities to students. 
 
Student Population Size Schools with 500 to 999 students are less likely than others to 
report not having any policies ensuring that they provide a range of physical activities to 
students.  
 

School Setting and type There are no significant differences among inner-city, urban, 
suburban, or rural schools nor among elementary schools, high schools, middle schools in 
reporting having policies ensuring a range of physical activity. 
 

Language A school’s language of instruction does not appear to be related to 
implementation of policies ensuring a range of physical activity.  
 
Estimated Family Income The proportion of student with various household incomes 
does not appear to be related to schools’ implementing policies ensuring a range of 
physical activity. 
 

Community Size Community size does not appear to be related to schools’ 
implementing policies ensuring a range of physical activity. 
 
Trends Compared to 2001, slightly more schools indicate that they do not have any 
policies in place regarding the provision of a broad range of physical activities. 
Interestingly, where there were differences among the type of school (grade levels and 
public versus non public) and the provision of such policies in 2001, these differences no 
longer appear in 2006. 
 

BROAD RANGE OF ACTIVITIES AVAILABLE 
Overall trends, 2001-2006 

 BROAD RANGE OF ACTIVITIES AVAILABLE 
By region 

 

 

 
2001 & 2006 Survey of physical activity in Canadian schools, CFLRI  2006 Survey of physical activity in Canadian schools, CFLRI 

 



School policies related to physical activity 63 

Policy for inclusive physical activity opportunities 
Approximately one-quarter of Canadian schools report having fully implemented policies 
ensuring an approach to physical activity that specifies that no student is cut from a team, 
and that every student is allowed to play if they wish. A further 18% have partially 
implemented such policies, while 58% have no such policies in place. 
 
Region Ontario schools are less likely than others to report having fully implemented 
“no cut” and “everyone plays” policies and more likely than others to report having no 
such policies, Quebec schools are more likely to report these policies.  
 
Student Population Size and school setting The largest schools are more likely to 
report that they have do not have “no cut” or “everyone plays” policies in place. There 
are no significant differences among inner-city, urban, suburban, or rural schools for 
schools implementing “no cut” and “everyone plays” policies. 
 
School Type Elementary schools are generally more likely to report having fully 
implemented “no cut” and “everyone plays” policies. They are however, less likely, 
while high schools are more likely, to report having no such policies. Non-public schools 
are more likely than public schools to report having fully implemented these policies.  
 
Language English schools are less likely than French schools to report having fully 
implemented “no cut” and “everyone plays” policies, and more likely to report having no 
such policies.  
 
Estimated Family Income The proportion of student with particular household income 
levels does not appear to be related to schools’ implementing “no cut” and “everyone 
plays” policies. 
 
Community Size Community size does not appear to be related to schools’ 
implementing “no cut” and “everyone plays” policies. 
 

INCLUSIVE PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES 
By region 

 INCLUSIVE PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES 
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Policy for funding of equipment 
Two out of five Canadian schools report that they have fully implemented policies to 
ensure ongoing funding for adequate physical activity equipment to meet the needs of 
students. Even proportions (30% each) report that such policies are partially implemented 
or that they have no policies for this. 
 
Region Schools in Nova Scotia are less likely than others to report having fully 
implemented policies for funding equipment, whereas schools in Saskatchewan are more 
likely to report this. Schools in Saskatchewan are also less likely than others to report 
having no such policies in place, while schools in Alberta are more likely to report this. 
 
Student Population Size and School Setting There are no significant differences in 
terms of student population size not among inner-city, urban, suburban, or rural schools 
in having policies for funding equipment. 
 
School Type Non-public schools are significantly more likely than public schools to 
report having fully implemented policies for funding equipment.  
 
Language There is no significant relationship between a school’s language of instruction 
and reporting having implemented policies for funding equipment. 
 
Estimated Family Income Schools with more students from higher income families are 
more likely than those with mainly students from lower income families to say that they 
have fully implemented policies regarding the funding of equipment.  
 
Trends Generally, there has been no change in the proportion of schools reporting 
policies to ensure ongoing funding for adequate equipment to meet the needs of students 
between 2001 and 2006. Non-public schools are more likely to have these policies, and 
this is a relationship that has continued since 2001. Similarly, schools with mostly low 
income students continue to be less likely to have a policy regarding funding of 
equipment. 
 

FUNDING OF EQUIPMENT 
Overall 
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Summary of section  
All Canadian schools and their boards are faced with the need to create and adhere to any 
number of policies to ensure the best possible environment for their students. Policies 
geared specifically towards students’ physical activity, however, appear to vary widely in 
their implementation: 
 
• 84% have fully- and 4% have partially-implemented policies to provide daily recess.  
• 53% have fully- and 26% have partially-implemented policies to provide a range of 

physical activities to students 
• 46% have fully- and 17% have partially-implemented policies to hire teachers with 

university qualifications in teaching physical education, whereas only 9% have fully- 
and 15% have partially-implemented policies ensuring that coaches have NCCP 
qualifications 

• 40% have fully- and 30% have partially-implemented policies for funding equipment 
35% have fully- and 36% have partially-implemented policies to provide daily 
physical education to all students  

• 24% have fully- and 18% have partially-implemented policies for inclusive physical 
activity opportunities. 

 
As would be expected, the implementation of the above policies differs from school to 
school, as can be noted in Table 1 below. 
 
Table 1: School characteristics associated with full policy implementation and change in 
policy since 2001 
 
 Region School descriptors Language of 

instruction 
Change  
since 2001 

Daily PE Saskatchewan, 
Alberta 

Smallest schools 
Elementary schools 
Schools in smallest communities 

 More have some 
policy 

Recess  Smallest schools 
Elementary schools 

 Not asked in 
2001 

Range of PA  Alberta   Fewer have 
some policy 

Qualified PE 
personnel 

Newfoundland, 
Nova Scotia, 
Quebec 

Urban 
Largest schools 
High schools 

French Fewer have 
some policy 

NCCP certified 
coaches 

Quebec Larger schools 
 

French Not asked in 
2001 

Inclusive PA Quebec Elementary schools 
Non-public schools 

French Not asked in 
2001 

Funding equipment Saskatchewan Non-public schools 
Schools with more higher income 
students 

 No change 

 

The proportion of schools who report that they do not have a policy at all regarding daily 
physical education classes for students has dropped significantly over the past 5 years, 
and this is a promising finding. However, during this same time period, there has been an 
increase in the proportion of schools report that they do not have any policies regarding 
the hiring of teachers specially trained for teaching physical education or physical activity 
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and in the proportion who do not have any policies in place regarding the provision of a 
broad range of physical activities. Although schools with smaller student populations 
continue to be more likely to have a policy for daily physical education, they are more 
likely not to have any policies regarding the hiring of trained personnel. 
 
Discussion, Implications and Recommendations 
With the considerable amount of media coverage about escalating paediatric obesity rates 
in Canada,36 increasing physical activity levels of children and youth is an important 
policy issue. Findings from this section illustrate the extent of implementation of school 
policies to support students’ physical activity at school. While we see from this section 
that some policy improvements are occurring, there are still areas where they are lacking. 
Three out of every ten schools report that they have no policies at all regarding daily 
physical education. However, the percentage of schools that cite no such policies has 
dropped significantly over the past 5 years, and this is indeed a positive finding. What is 
concerning, however, is the fact that while 71% of schools report that they have a policy 
regarding daily physical education for students,  44% of Canadian children receive 
physical education at school 1 to 2 days a week, 25% do so 3 to 4 days a week, and only 
22% actually receive daily physical education according to parental reports. The 
remaining 9% reportedly receive no physical education at school.4 Why is there is a 
discord between the reported availability of policies for daily physical education at school 
and it’s translation into practice? 
 
Researchers examining participation in physical education among high school students in 
Ontario between 1999 and 2005 found a linear decrease in the number of students taking 
physical education classes,37 and that girls and older students were the least likely to do 
so. Teens are nine times more likely than younger children not to participate in physical 
education at school at all.4 This is an important finding, given the parallel decreases in 
overall physical activity levels that are evident among adolescent children. A review of 
studies found that children generally have positive attitudes towards physical education 
but these opinions are less evident as children age, suggesting that developing an 
understanding of the reasons why these opinions change with increasing age is key.38 
However, it is interesting to note findings in this section, that high schools are also less 
likely to have fully implemented policies regarding daily physical education. One can 
speculate that perhaps the social norms of the school may also contribute to the changes 
in attitudes or opinions about physical education with the transition of childhood into 
adolescence. This warrants further investigation.  
 
Engaging specially trained teachers, specialists and coaches is important to provide 
motivation, impart the importance of appropriate physical activity and sport, and to 
encourage lifelong participation (see an earlier section in this report entitled “Physical 
activity programming, curricula, and instruction”). However, roughly 4 out of 10 schools 
do not have any policies regarding the hiring of teachers who have university 
qualifications in teaching physical education. Moreover, three-quarters of schools do not 
have any policies in place to ensure that their coaches have appropriate coaching training 
and certification.  
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The quality of the programming is also important and is discussed in greater detail in an 
earlier section of this report. However, it is also important to note from this section that 
the majority of schools have some sort of policy pertaining to the provision of a broad 
range of physical activities, and this also appears to be supported in practice (see section 
entitled “Physical activity programming, curricula, and instruction”). Both physical 
education and extracurricular physical activity programming should encompass a variety 
of age-, skill- and developmentally-appropriate activities, in order to let those who want 
to participate, actually take part. Interestingly, however, policies to ensure inclusiveness 
of programming do not exist in most schools—58% have no such “everyone can play” or 
“no-cut” policies. This lack of policy to include all students is more highly evident 
among high schools; elementary schools are more likely to report having a policy in 
place. This lack of policy at the high school level may be particularly important for 
adolescent girls, as they typically have lower levels of confidence in their abilities as well 
as lower activity levels.25  
 
In order to rectify the discrepancy between policy and practice, system-level changes 
attributing higher priority to physical education and activity in schools are warranted. 
This includes provision of a quality physical education program that: maximizes the 
amount of time that a child is active during these periods; provides a variety of age- and 
developmentally appropriate programming; is provided on a daily basis; and is provided 
by qualified and trained personnel. CATCH is one such program that has been shown to 
be effective in increasing the physical activity level of children through curriculum based 
goals.30  

 
Findings from this section reveal that the majority of Canadian schools report that they 
have fully implemented policies to provide students with daily recess. As discussed in 
another section of this report (see section entitled “Availability of facilities at school and 
in the community for physical activity”), researchers found that middle-school age 
children are more likely to be active during recess if there is more equipment for physical 
activity and more activity structures, like basketball hoops.7 Moreover, educating staff to 
prompt physical activity among students during this time may be valuable, as research 
has shown that activity levels increase with adult supervision.7 Although policies 
regarding the frequency and duration of recess breaks are important, research shows that 
children spend much of this time being inactive.8 Providing active equipment, structures 
and options at recess are important. However, data from this section show that 3 out of 10 
schools do not have policies in place to ensure sufficient physical activity equipment to 
meet the needs of their students. Inadequate resources or equipment have the potential of 
resulting in inactivity, as students wait for the opportunity to access equipment and 
resources.9 This is particularly important among lower income students who may not 
have access to facilities and opportunities outside of school time. 
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