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The new public school in Denmark

Under the slogan Make a good school better, the current government in Den-
mark has, with broad cross-party agreement, initiated the biggest reshap-
ing of primary and lower secondary schools in forty years. The immediate
outcome is a school day in which both pupils and teachers are present at
school for a greater number of hours — a school day in which the ambition
is to alternate between teaching, play, movement, projects, workshops and
so on. Once the reform has been rolled out in its entirety, there will be clear
changes in the time frame, in the content and in the ways in which resources
are used for teaching — ensuring, ideally, that all pupils realize their full
learning potential.

Active Schools

From the very early discussions, in 2012, of the ongoing reform process,
there has been broad agreement among political parties, employers and em-
ployees in the educational world and the principle voluntary sports orga-
nizations that children and young people should be more physically active
during the course of a school day.

It is, therefore, part of the reform program that physical activity form
part of the syllabus for all year groups at public schools corresponding on
average to 45 minutes per day. The aim is to promote health and well-being
among children and young people and to support motivation and learning
in school subjects. Exercise is to form part of subject teaching, including
Physical Education (PE), and of so-called support teaching'. As part of the
school reform process, PE will also become an examination subject in 9th
grade. The purpose of this is to underline the importance of human move-
ment and to strengthen what the pupils can learn from the subject.

There remains, however, uncertainty as to the precise positioning and
status of the PE area in the transformed Danish school system. Taking this
uncertainty as an inspiring challenge, the present article focuses on the fol-

1 Support teaching (in Danish: “Understgttende undervisning”) is from now on part of the
curriculum in public schools. Support teaching is yet to be defined in more detail and put
into continuous practice, but basically it is weekly hours where teachers and pedagogues
can focus on additional curriculum activities such as physical activity, Danish and math.
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lowing question: How is PE and, more generally, physical activity to be
addressed in the public school of the future?

Future scenarios

A number of questions immediately present themselves: How and to what
extent is PE as a school subject to be integrated with an increase in school
time for other activities involving play and movement? What qualifications
and competences are to be expected of the educators who are to deliver ac-
tivities involving PE, play and movement? Are the professionals who are to
take charge of this area expected to have qualification as teachers, as teach-
ing assistants or as something else? Is it something that teachers, teaching
assistants and others are to work together to develop — and what role should,
can and will the voluntary sector play?

The questions are many and various. And — just to clarify expectations
— this article will not provide definitive answers. Instead, in what follows,
two scenarios will be sketched as regards physically active schools of the
future. Building scenarios, understood as formulating aspects of possible
futures, is a useful way to challenge our ideas of developments-to-be. Sce-
nario processes can initiate creative considerations as to the opportunities
the future can offer, and as to which of these we would like to grasp hold
of and influence. In other words, scenarios do not constitute a set of future
possibilities carved in stone. They are first and foremost tools to encourage
thinking that leads to action. In this context the aim of these scenarios is
to stimulate action-oriented thought processes about human movement and
PE as an active part of everyday schooling for Generation Z — children and
young people born since around 2000.

The i1deal scenario 2020

All Danish schools are offering children and young people an active school
day, which involves a minimum of 45 minutes of exercise. The PE teachers’
traditional target of One Hour a Day, as proclaimed by the 1814 Education
Act, has been almost achieved for the first time. The positive situation has its
roots in well-coordinated collaborations between many parties, all of whom
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provide solid support for the overall ambition regarding physical activity
and PE as a subject. This collaboration has proved to be sustainable and is
meaningful locally — among pupils, for teachers and teaching assistants, for
the management and administration of schools, for parent groups, the school
board and voluntary, community-based sports organizations. Physical activ-
ity is simply part of the school’s everyday practice and it has found its place
as an active element in subject teaching, in breaks, in support teaching and
in the transition to after-school time.

The unfortunate scenario 2020

Danish schools have acted in very varying degrees upon the requirements of
the latest school reform to introduce more exercise in all their year groups.
Schools, of course, maintain that they are achieving the general aim to pro-
vide just under an hour’s activity per day, and they point to the fact that PE is
now an examination subject in the 9th year. Not all the country’s municipali-
ties, however, have formulated precise aims and visions for physical activity
in their schools. At the same time, local administrative organs across the
country are struggling to find ways for practice and development that ac-
tively contribute to achieving the targets that have been set up for this area.
Furthermore, school management, school boards and local sports associa-
tions do not in this respect always prove to be willing partners. The pupils
are the real losers. They are not reaping the many rewards that a balanced
policy on physical activity and education could provide for their learning,
their health and their well-being.

How to promote the ideal 2020 scenario?

In the first place the relevant decision-makers should be constantly reminded
that human movement is good for body and soul. For many years the coun-
try’s schools have been obligated to formulate aims to increase children’s
motivation for and enjoyment of physical activity — both as an aim in itself
and, even more importantly, as a way to strengthen their health, general
development and well-being. With the new school reform, physical activity
moves even more to the fore as part of the structured activities and learn-
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ing offered by schools. In this regard it is important to stress that children
and young people who go to schools that have well-planned strategies and
initiatives in the area of exercise and physical education delivered by com-
petent professionals may very well have better conditions for academic per-
formance. Thus, recent research suggests that physical activity and aerobic
fitness levels are associated with improved cognitive function and academic
attainment — and it does not appear that time ‘taken away’ from academic
subjects, to make room for physical activities, has a negative effect on the
academic ability of children and young people. In other words: It’s not a
‘zero-sum game’. Actually it is more likely that, for instance, academic per-
formance and physical activity work in a synergistical manner. At the same
time it has, over the past decades, become ever more evident that regular
physical activity contributes independently to strengthen both general well-
being and specific aspects of physical, psychological and social health in
children and young people.

In the second place the many suggestions and specific attempts to involve
the major sports organizations and local clubs in the delivery of school sport
and exercise activities should be further expanded and improved upon. Col-
laboration between schools and sports associations is nothing new in Den-
mark. What is new, however, is the focus and weight that are attached to
more formalized public—voluntary partnerships on the delivery of school-
based physical activity and, even, PE. It is likely that, at the level of the mu-
nicipality and the individual school, we will see agreements in greater num-
bers and broader in nature being entered into between public and voluntary
parties in the area of school sports. The latest extensive Danish mapping of
PE as a subject (the so-called SPIF report) shows that collaboration between
schools and sports associations increased during the period 2004-2011. This
development is certainly to be welcomed. At the same time it is clear that
there is a whole raft of challenges associated with this — among them secur-
ing up-to-date teaching and learning strategies delivered by teaching staff
that receives necessary supervision and are engaged in continuing profes-
sional development. Committed and efficient school management is, also in
this instance, crucial in order to consolidate well-working public—voluntary
partnerships that contribute with the greatest effect to the end goal of creat-
ing a school day in which physical activity is integrated as a usable learning
and health promoting tool.

In the third place involved teaching staff must receive continuous op-
portunities for targeted competence building and professional sparring. This
kind of further training must (naturally) be carefully prepared and should
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be tailored to the needs, wishes and challenges experienced by well-defined
target groups. More than structured competence development is needed,
however, if knowledge and qualification are to be increased. Collaborative
structures, connecting professional groups and crossing municipal boundar-
ies and ministerial areas of responsibility, must also be established — in order
to reap full value of the further involvement and acquired skills of the teach-
ing staff in relation to physical activity and PE. It is a matter of building up a
shared professional mind-set as regard efficient ways to design a physically
active school setting for a diversified group of pupils. The contribution of
physical activity to children’s well-being and learning performance is condi-
tional on the context and especially the social climate generated by teachers
and other significant adults. For example, positive experience with physical
activity will form part of a “virtuous cycle” and improve self-concept and
overall well-being, while negative experiences will transform the relation-
ship to a “vicious cycle” through which the person becomes more and more
disaffected in relation to physical activity. PE and physical activity as part of
recess and during other curricular activities have the potential to strengthen
the psychosocial well-being of children and adolescents. However, research
shows that too often the experiences have the opposite effect on subgroups
of students. These students see no purpose in the activities, fear failure and
experience destructive relationships. In Denmark, a recent survey of PE in
public schools has documented a polarization of students as “sportive stu-
dents” and “non-sportive students”. The “sportive students” dominate PE
and outperform the “non-sportives”. Thus, there is a need for further devel-
opment of approaches to integrate physical activity and movement compe-
tences in the school day in ways that include all students and promote their
well-being. One obvious starting point is the long tradition, in both the Dan-
ish school system and teacher training programs (bachelor of education),
with adhering to the principles of differentiated learning. Building on well
integrated strategies to differentiate education according to students’ needs,
educators can be further qualified to carry out formative assessment, dif-
ferentiate instruction and activities and support student motivation for and
engagement in school based physical activity.

In the fourth place we need to remember that the links between sport,
exercise, well-being, health and learning are by no means solely about keep-
ing the individual, in this case the child/young person, fit and in good physi-
cal condition. A broad-based promotion of health, of which physical activ-
ity can form a part, covers °....the process of enabling people to increase
control over their health and its determinants, and thereby improve their
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health’, to quote WHQ'’s ideal definition of health promotion. In schools it
is, then, a matter of reinforcing and focusing on individual, social and struc-
tural resources, which can support and develop children and young people
in their everyday life. It goes without saying that a task such as this cannot
be achieved within a single subject area such as PE. It is one that has to be
a matter for the whole school in close cooperation with parents, the local
community and policy makers at local, regional, national and, even, interna-
tional level.

The 21st century version of the link between physical activity, health,
well-being and learning may well end up adding an increased recognition
of — and thereby increased space and time for — bodily movement and physi-
cal activity in that part of the daily life of children and young people that is
occupied by the time just before, during and immediately after the school
day. At the center of this development stands that segment of the school’s
teaching staff that has special professional competence and interest in mat-
ters related to physical activity. Whether these members of staff are called
PE teachers and whether they will have a particular subject, i.e. PE, as a
primary point of departure is difficult to say. In time they will perhaps form
part of the school’s health promotion team, whose overall mission was so
aptly expressed back in the 1950’s by L.M. Jakobsen, the then chairman of
the school medical staff in Denmark:

There is scarcely any other teacher who, as the PE teacher, has the
opportunity to direct developments towards what presents itself as
the goal itself...: that the whole child physically, psychologically and
socially is allowed to grow and to mature... and thereby is given bet-
ter opportunities and an easier access to take their place in society at
large when life outside school calls them.

The sentence may well have echoes of the olden days and lack finer shades
of meaning, for example as regards how the school can contribute to
strengthening the individual child’s and children’s acquisition of knowledge
and experience in order to support their build-up of competencies for both
education and life. But the ideal target and intention for the school’s efforts
in the broad area of well-being and health today bear a strong resemblance
to that outlined by Jakobsen nearly 60 years ago.

Physical activity, whether as a subject or as a phenomenon, has much to
offer in this respect - a point worth stressing at a time when the most sweep-
ing school reform for decades in Denmark is being turned into reality.
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