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Abstract 

Background:  Public health guidelines for children advocate physical activity (PA) and the restriction of continu-
ous sedentary time. Schools offer an attractive setting for health promotion, however school-based interventions 
to increase PA typically fail, and primary school children may spend most of the school day sitting down. Classroom 
movement breaks have been identified as an attractive opportunity to address this concern and may positively 
influence behaviour, but little is known about the barriers to implementing movement within lessons from a multi 
stakeholder perspective. The purpose of this study was to explore (1) the perceptions of primary school pupils, staff 
members and governors regarding classroom movement breaks, and (2) their perceived barriers and facilitators to 
implementing PA into the classroom.

Methods:  Thirty-four pupils (Key Stages 1 and 2, ages 5–7 y) took part in a focus group discussion. Sixty-four staff 
members and twenty governors completed a questionnaire and an optional follow up semi-structured telephone 
interview. Qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis.

Results:  Pupils, staff members and governors expressed an enthusiasm for movement breaks provided that they 
were short, simple, pupil-guided and performed at the discretion of the teacher. Time and concerns regarding tran-
sitioning back to work following a movement break were identified as key barriers by pupils and staff. Governors and 
some staff expressed that favourable evidence for movement breaks is needed to facilitate their adoption, particularly 
regarding the potential for improvements in cognitive functioning or classroom behaviour.

Conclusion:  There is a wide appeal for classroom-based activity breaks, when delivered in a manner that is not dis-
ruptive. Future research which examines the potential benefits of such activity breaks is warranted.
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Background
Current physical activity (PA) guidelines for children and 
young people recommend an average of at least 60 min 
of moderate to vigorous activity per day across the week 
and call for continuous daytime sedentary activities to 
be minimized or interrupted [1]. Primary schools have 
been identified as an important setting to promote PA 
due to their wide exposure for policy intervention and 
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also because this environment may account for ~ 40% of 
a child’s waking hours. Accordingly, schools have been 
encouraged to provide at least 30 min of moderate to vig-
orous activity per day [2, 3], however this is achieved by 
less than one quarter of children [4]. Furthermore, chil-
dren may be more sedentary [5] and experience more 
prolonged sedentary periods [6] at school compared to 
time spent outside of school, with 50–70% of school time 
spent sitting [7].

Several systematic reviews have concluded that efforts 
to increase PA in schools typically fail [8–10]. However, 
such interventions usually focus on providing “extra” 
opportunities for PA outside of scheduled class time. 
Instead, targeting the prolonged sitting time inside the 
classroom by interrupting it with PA is an attractive 
approach to both increase PA and decrease uninter-
rupted sedentary time. Indeed classroom-based PA is 
specifically advocated as policy in the prevailing Compre-
hensive School Physical Activity Program (CSPAP) in the 
United States of America [11], which is widely endorsed 
by leading public health bodies [12, 13]. Specifically, the 
CSPAP provides a holistic framework to promote oppor-
tunities for PA before, after and, importantly, during 
school by engaging, supporting and empowering schools, 
staff and the wider community. Accordingly, the CSPAP 
has catalyzed much of the implementation and research 
regarding PA in the classroom. This includes the role 
classroom-based interventions may have for increasing 
PA [14] and minimizing prolonged sitting [15], alongside 
improving time on task [15–17], student behaviour [14] 
and academic performance [18]. Given this encouraging 
potential, there is a need to understand how such class-
room-based movement breaks may be implemented and 
adopted.

The poor success rates of previous school based inter-
ventions have also been attributed to the ‘top-down’ 
approach utilised, whereby researchers and external par-
ties drive intervention design with limited input from key 
internal school stakeholders [19]. This approach can lead 
to a disconnect between what is provided and what is 
feasible for teachers, enjoyable for pupils, and supported 
by senior leadership staff, head teachers (or “principals”) 
and school governors. In the UK school system, it is the 
latter who are responsible for overseeing school strat-
egy, as opposed to head teachers and the senior leader-
ship team who perform the day to day management, and 
the teachers and teaching assistants who implement such 
policy. Whilst many papers have reported on the percep-
tions of teaching staff [20–23], our understanding of the 
perceptions of those who oversee (governors) school pol-
icy in contrast to the teachers who implement it, and the 
potential tension between the two, is limited. A collabo-
rative approach by all of these stakeholders, in addition 

to pupils who shape any implementation by the teacher 
[24], is needed to create a comprehensive understanding 
regarding the barriers and facilitators regarding class-
room-based movement breaks. This holistic approach 
has been specifically called for [19, 25, 26] and is a central 
tenet of the CSPAP framework [11]. Previous research 
has mainly reported the perceptions of teachers regard-
ing the integration of activity into the classroom, and 
mostly focused on the ability to integrate activity as part 
of the learning activity [20, 22–24, 27]. Thus, our under-
standing of the acceptability of movement breaks, which 
may be unrelated to learning, is typically limited to teach-
ing staff. There is a dearth of information regarding the 
perceptions of governors, and few studies have sought to 
simultaneously consider the views of pupils. This study 
seeks to address this important gap. Specifically, the aim 
of the present study is to use a multifaceted approach 
to better understand (1) the perceptions of classroom 
movement breaks from a wide range of stakeholders, 
including pupils, school governors and across the hierar-
chy of school staff (teaching assistance, teachers, senior 
leadership team, head teachers (principles)), and (2) to 
identify the perceived barriers and facilitators regarding 
the delivery, implementation and adoption of classroom 
movement breaks according to these stakeholders.

Methods
Design
Our study was exploratory, and utilised a sequential, 
mixed methods design which included: (1) an online 
questionnaire for school staff and governors, (2) semi-
structured telephone interviews with staff and gover-
nors, and (3) pupil focus groups. Data was collected 
between November 2019 and December 2020. Ethical 
approval was secured from the institutional ethics com-
mittee prior to study commencement, and all aspects of 
the study were in line with the Declaration of Helsinki. 
Teachers and governors provided written informed con-
sent, whilst pupils and their parents/guardians provided 
assent and informed consent, respectively.

Participants
Opportunistic sampling was used. The Somerset Activ-
ity and Sport Partnership assisted recruitment by initiat-
ing contact, via email, with 234 primary schools across 
Somerset, a county in the southwest of England. Quali-
tative questionnaire and follow-up interview data were 
collected from current primary school staff (n = 64) and 
governors (n = 20) from 41 different primary schools. 
Focus groups were conducted with 34 primary school 
Key Stage (KS) 1 and 2 (ages 5–7 and 7–11 y) pupils (10 
boys, 24 girls) from one federated school in Somerset.
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Protocol
Questionnaire
Staff completed a 39-item questionnaire, and governors 
completed a different 41-item questionnaire using the 
platform Qualtrics (Qualtrics XM., Provo, Utah, USA). 
Staff members included Key Stage 1 (aged 5–7 years) 
teachers (n = 10), Key Stage 2 (aged 7–11 years) teach-
ers (n = 12), physical education teachers (n = 17), teach-
ing assistants (n = 7), head teachers (n = 12) members of 
senior leadership (n = 5) and those who described them-
selves as “other” (n = 6).

The staff questionnaire primarily focused on current 
attitudes, preferences and barriers surrounding the fea-
sibility and acceptability of implementing movement 
breaks within lessons. The questionnaire also allowed 
teachers and staff to specify how often and what types of 
classroom PA they currently or would like to utilise. The 
governor questionnaire was primarily focused on gover-
nor’s main priorities when implementing change within 
the school environment and how likely they would be to 
support the implementation of classroom-based PA at 
a future governor meeting. Participants were given the 
option to leave their contact details so that they could be 
invited to take part in a semi-structured interview with 
the research team. Example questions from this ques-
tionnaire are presented as a supplementary file.

Semi‑structured interviews
Following the completion of the questionnaire, the 
primary investigator contacted participants who had 
expressed an interest in further discussion. Individ-
ual semi-structured telephone interviews were con-
ducted with staff and governors to clarify questionnaire 
responses and facilitate a deeper understanding of 
their perceptions regarding the value and feasibility of 
integrating movement breaks into the primary school 
classroom.

Interviews were recorded and carried out via tel-
ephone conducted by one member of the research team 
(RC) and lasted 15–25 min. The five interviewed staff all 
undertook varying roles within the primary school set-
ting (Key Stage 1 teacher, Key Stage 2 teacher, physical 
education teacher, teaching assistant and head teacher), 
which provides insight across the breadth of school hier-
archy. A semi-structured topic guide was developed for 
teacher interviews to ensure standardized enquiry. The 
topic guide is included as a supplementary file, and cov-
ered four main areas: (1) attitudes towards school-based 
PA, (2) current incorporation and knowledge of class-
room movement initiatives, (3) barriers and facilitators 
of movement implementation, and (4) potential ideas 
for future incorporation. The order of topics and specific 

wording of questions altered across interviews with the 
aim to achieve data saturation. The researcher followed 
the interview guide but maximised opportunities to ask 
additional probing questions to allow participants to 
further elaborate on their answers [28, 29]. The ques-
tionnaires, topic guide and interview proceses were first 
piloted with three physical education student teachers 
and then refined before use with participants.

Pupil focus groups
Five focus groups were conducted, each following the 
topic guide presented in the supplementary file. Each 
focus group consisted of 6 or 7 children as recom-
mended [30]. A mixture of boys and girls participated 
in each focus group to ensure heterogeneity within 
the groups. Focus groups were kept short (between 
29 and 40  min; mean = 34  min) to ensure that chil-
dren remained engaged with the discussion topics [31]. 
Two focus groups consisted of Key Stage 1 Pupils (aged 
5–7 years) and the following 3 consisted of Key Stage 2 
pupils (aged 7–11 years), as described in Supplementary 
Table  1. Focus groups were held at schools in vacant, 
quiet classrooms and were facilitated by two members of 
the research team. Children were positioned around the 
moderator in a circular position to project a non-author-
itarian climate [31]. To reduce the power imbalance 
that can arise when an adult facilitates a children’s focus 
group, it was made clear the moderator was not a teacher, 
there were no right, or wrong answers and the children 
were free to express their own opinions [32]. Such strate-
gies contribute to the credibility of the focus group data 
[33].

Following an ice breaker activity, an open discussion 
with the children was performed using a semi-struc-
tured topic guide, which featured open-ended questions 
exploring children’s opinions regarding; (1) the impor-
tance of PA within their school day, (2) their experiences 
of movement initiatives within lessons so far, including 
problematic elements or what went well, and (3) how 
attractive and successful classroom-based movement 
breaks might be designed. To help convey their percep-
tions [34], children were allowed to write or draw ‘good’ 
or ‘bad’ aspects about sitting down and moving in their 
lessons using felt tip pens and two large pieces of paper. 
These drawings were anonymised and used to engage the 
children in conversation and to clarify main concepts of 
the focus group, but were not analysed directly [34].

Moderators made efforts to involve quieter group 
members and ensure all participants were asked ques-
tions. The pupils were encouraged to express their opin-
ions, even if these differed from peers. The moderators 
employed active listening, natural curiosity and allowed 
natural conversation between participants to flow in 
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order to create a comfortable and informal focus group 
environment.

Analyses
Quantitative data were analyzed and presented descrip-
tively. Qualitative data were analyzed to interpret and 
build on quantitative findings [35]. All interviews and 
focus groups were transcribed in full by the lead author 
(RC) and analysed using the concept of reflexive the-
matic analysis [36]. A semantic inductive approach was 
used whereby coding is directed by the content of the 
data and development of themes reflect the explicit con-
tent of the data. Data were uploaded and stored using the 
computer software QSR NVivo12 (QSR International, 
2012). Following the stages of thematic analysis, codes 
were assigned to raw data. Initial themes were generated 
through examination of codes to identify clusters of simi-
lar codes, and patterns and meaning within and between 
codes. The team met regularly to discuss themes in rela-
tion to the existing quantitative and qualitative data set 
as well as existing theory. Themes were then checked 
against the data set to ensure the themes provided a per-
suasive account of the data. At this stage, the research 
team looked for potential patterns in occurrence of 
themes within and between the three participant groups 
and explanations sought for any instances in which 
occurrence of themes differed between the groups. In the 
final two phases, themes were named and defined. Mul-
tiple strategies were used to enhance transparency and 
rigor. This included prolonged engagement with the data, 
keeping a clear audit trail of the process in which ideas 
about potential codes, themes, patterns and relation-
ships were noted, triangulation of data against quantita-
tive data and theory, and active seeking of disconfirming 
cases.

Results
Importance of PA
Most staff members (53/58) and all head teachers 
within this study valued PA for children as ‘highly’ or 
‘extremely highly’ in the questionnaire, although they 
provided contrasting reasons. Key supporting quotes 
from the follow up interviews are provided in Supple-
mentary Table 2. The most common supporting reason 
for valuing PA in the questionnaire was to promote the 
day to day physical and mental wellbeing of pupils, as 
highlighted by a member of the senior leadership team 
“physical development is a prime area and is age criti-
cal in the development of young children”. Many staff 
also commented on the benefits of PA inside of school 
to stimulate the pupils to assist and reinforce learning, 
improve behaviour and to aid refocusing. One teacher 
felt that “children sitting still for long periods of time has 

a negative effect on learning and being active for a mini-
mum of 60 minutes is something we value”.

Five staff members, including Key Stage 1 teachers 
(n = 2), a Key Stage 2 teacher, PE teacher and a teach-
ing assistant, valued PA as ‘low’ or ‘moderate’. A major 
theme for the lower value placed on PA was ‘time’. A 
Key Stage 2 teacher who valued PA as ‘low’ stated that 
“there are lots of other things that come above PA”. These 
individuals also expressed concerns that PA could 
reduce quality of learning “It’s good for the children to 
be up and moving, completing practical tasks. However, 
it is also important they have a full understanding of 
what they’re being taught which might consist of simply 
listening” whilst a teaching assistant perceived PA as 
‘moderate’ due to “lack of space and safety” and many 
classes include children with behavioral needs who 
“can become either overexcited or distressed with such 
activity”.

All Governors within this study (n = 20) valued PA 
for children both in and outside of school as high or 
extremely high. The main reasons given for this included 
perceived benefits to mental and physical health and 
behaviour. PA was also considered to be a positive deter-
minant of future health, important for personal and 
social development, critical to aid focus and learning, and 
offer relief from sitting at a desk. Governors were gener-
ally in support of utilising classroom movement oppor-
tunities with one Governor stating that “any corrective 
intervention that will help this nation reduce a tendency 
toward obesity and long term physical and mental health 
conditions needs to be integral to education at the earli-
est opportunity”. Academic results and Ofsted (Office for 
Standards in Education) inspections featured most com-
monly as the Governors’ lowest priorities.

The pupils’ perceptions are provided in Supplementary 
Tables  1, in pseudonymised form (“P” = participant). 
Most pupils felt that being physically active in the class-
room was important as “it could improve our brains…if 
we understand the work better” (P5, Group 4, Key Stage 
2) and “sitting down all lesson is really not good for your 
health” (P4, Group 4, Key Stage 2). However, some pupils 
did express that they would prefer to be sat down for the 
entirety of the lesson as breaks could interrupt learn-
ing. For example, one pupil said “I get distracted when I 
have to get up and move” (P3, Group 2, Key Stage 1) and 
another preferred sitting down as “it’s calmer” (P7, Group 
2, Key Stage 1). In contrast, most pupils mentioned feel-
ing stiff, sad, bored and tired when sat down for long 
periods. A pupil stated that they “learn less sat down” 
(P1, Group 5, Key Stage 2). Some pupils felt extremely 
frustrated when describing how they felt when sat down 
all lesson with one pupil stating they feel “limited” (P5, 
Group 2, Key Stage 1), whilst another drew a picture of a 
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cage and stated they “feel locked away when sat down all 
the time” (P1, Group 2, Key Stage 1).

Current PA practices
Most staff members reported incorporating some form 
of activity in their lessons ‘once a week’ (n = 15) or ‘1–2 
times a week’ (n = 14). Forty-five staff members stated 
that they would like to incorporate more PA into their 
classroom or school. Despite the value placed on PA by 
most staff members, eight stated that they ‘never’ incor-
porate PA, three of these were Key Stage 2 teachers.

The majority of staff were aware of, and had used, 
PA initiatives in their own lessons (n = 50) compared 
to those who had not (n = 8). The most popular initia-
tives used included Wake and Shake, Go Noodle, Fitter 
Futures, Joe Wicks®, BBC Super Movers, Active Math’s, 
Take 10 and the Golden Mile®. Many staff members 
who incorporate movement breaks utilise ‘videos with 
music/activities they can follow”. Of those staff members 
who used PA initiatives, most individuals found them 
‘extremely useful’ (n = 23) or ‘moderately useful’ (n = 19).

In line with the staff responses, most pupils identified 
“videos in the classroom” as the main form of movement 
they have tried in their lessons, in particular “Go Noodle”, 
“Be active” and “Just Dance”. Other pupils have tried “star 
jumps”, “jogging in one space”, “yoga/stretches”, “copying 
the teacher’s movements” and “wake and shake”. Pupils 
cautioned that movement interventions “need variety” 
and should be “something where everyone is involved 
and moving the whole time” (P4, Group 5, Key Stage 2). 
For example, one pupil mentioned that “it can get quite 
repetitive on an easy video after a while” (P7, Group 5, 
Key Stage 2) with another stressing that “it is hard to find 
videos both girls and boys like…some people don’t like 
dancing and people feel self-conscious” (P5, Group 4, Key 
Stage 2). Types and format of PA appeared important, 
with one pupil highlighting that “sometimes after, people 
go a bit crazy and start jumping around and not listening, 
people settle down slowly if the video is too energetic” (P2, 
Group 3, Key Stage 2), on the other hand, another pupil 
described the opposite effect as “yoga made me sleepy” 
(P7, Group 4, Key Stage 2).

Most Governors were not aware of PA initiatives and 
did not know of any currently being used in their school, 
which likely reflects that the Governor role is rarely 
involved in the day-to-day operational side of the school.

Experience of incorporating PA into the classroom
Pupil enjoyment of classroom movement breaks was 
reported by all staff members in this study. A Key Stage 
1 teacher noted that “children are generally very excited 
when doing PA, they are motivated and engaged” they par-
ticularly enjoy a “a break from the norm” the “spontaneity” 

and “child led elements”“They enjoy the chance to dance, 
stretch and move away from sitting in chairs”.

Most staff within this study agreed that classroom 
movement breaks have a moderately positive (n = 24) or 
extremely positive (n = 20) impact on pupils because of 
its perceived benefits for pupil’s attention and readiness 
to learn. Relevant comments included: “after the PA their 
concentration improves and they’re in a better place ready 
to learn” (Key Stage 1 teacher), “the child I look after can 
listen and concentrate better for the next 10/20 minutes” 
(teaching assistant), “pupils are generally more produc-
tive which leads to an improved attitude to learning and 
less poor behaviour”. A head teacher highlighted that “As 
a general rule, if implemented and managed properly, this 
kind of intervention definitely leads to a sustained period 
of concentration and good behaviour”.

In contrast, two staff members reported experienc-
ing an overall negative experience of incorporating PA 
into the classroom. A Key Stage 2 teacher cautioned 
that movement breaks “can wind them up too much if it’s 
been energetic…it can make them too hyper and can be 
difficult to bring them back down for learning”. A teach-
ing assistant who stated the incorporation of PA had an 
‘extremely negative’ effect on their pupils further sup-
ported this as “it takes too much time for the children to 
settle back down to focus. Once settled, their concentration 
and attention is much the same as before. SEN[special 
educational needs]and behavioral needs children need 
extra time after to calm, some need up to 30 mins before 
they can return to task”. A consensus among teachers was 
that following movement breaks “it can take a while to 
settle back down to a concentrated work level” however, 
once settled it generally shows positive affects in terms of 
pupil’s concentration, focus and behaviour.

Most pupils felt that they learnt better after a move-
ment break as they could “concentrate on work” (P3, 
Group 3, Key Stage 2), “think a bit clearer” (P4, Group 
3, Key Stage 2) and felt “more awake” (P3, Group 2, Key 
Stage 1). One pupil drew a picture of a brain with a smiley 
face in it. One pupil said they felt “powerful” (P2, Group 
3, Key Stage 2) when they danced, with another report-
ing feeling more “motivated” and “energetic” (P2, Group 
3, Key Stage 2) afterwards. Most pupils also agreed that 
their learning was worsened when sat down for the whole 
lesson, “I lose interest in what the teacher is saying” (P2, 
Group 5, Key Stage 2), and “mind goes blank” (P5, Group 
5, Key Stage 2). All pupils agreed that theirs, or their 
classmates, behaviour deteriorated when they were sat 
down for too long, relevant comments included “peo-
ple start flicking pens”, “get distracted” (P3, Group 4, Key 
Stage 2), “drift off into your own world instead of listen-
ing” (P2, Group 4, Key Stage 2), “I wiggle a lot” (P4, Group 
4, Key Stage 2). Alternatively, some negative aspects of 
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movement breaks were highlighted as “people settle down 
slowly if the video is too energetic” (P3, Group 5, Key Stage 
2), and “sometimes after Just Dance people are crazy and 
start dancing around and not listening” (P2, Group 4, 
Key Stage 2). One pupil stressed that movement breaks 
are an investment for teachers as “it would take a bit of 
time afterwards but it helps you concentrate and think a 
bit clearer so it saves time afterwards” (P4, Group 3, Key 
Stage 2).

Barriers to implementation
Staff members (n = 22) most commonly found it ‘mod-
erately easy’ to integrate movements into the classroom 
with thirteen staff members finding it ‘neither easy nor 
difficult’ and eleven finding it ‘moderately difficult’. How-
ever only four staff members found it ‘extremely easy’ to 
implement movement into the classroom.

The three most prevalent barriers that staff members 
reported were time constraints, curriculum demands 
and perceptions regarding the ease of transitioning back 
to work following any movement break. Of these rea-
sons, the foremost barrier was time, and this was directly 
related to curriculum pressures. A Key Stage 2 teacher, 
who found the incorporation of PA as ‘moderately diffi-
cult’, stated that the “Ever increasing demands of the cur-
riculum meaning time is precious. Having taught for 7 
years, I’ve seen a dramatic shift towards filling every spare 
minute with some additional learning”. One Key Stage 1 
teacher shared their frustration “time, it’s always time, 
there’s never enough time”. This was supported by a head 
teacher as “in an already crowded curriculum there are 
so many expectations on what a school should be now”. 
Conversely, one head teacher disagreed “the most effec-
tive strategies really don’t take much time. This is not a 
massive barrier”.

More staff described themselves as moderately confi-
dent (n = 25) than moderately unconfident (n = 7) about 
implementing movement breaks in the classroom. They 
felt their school could do more to support this, by allo-
cating more time for movement, utilising workshops to 
promote activity with core subjects, and offer awards. A 
head teacher reflected that staff might perceive incorpo-
rating movement breaks as an unnecessary risk, “because 
results at primary school matter, people will naturally 
take the safest option and sometimes that’s the head 
teachers fault”.

Most governors shared teacher concerns and felt 
unsure whether movement breaks would disrupt the 
class or enhance their learning, but would be support-
ive of movement breaks if favourable evidence were pre-
sented “you’ve got a finite amount of teaching time so you 
have to justify that…. if you can show that actually stand-
ing up and moving periodically improves concentration 

and therefore helps your learning I can get behind that 
argument”. Data regarding the effect on pupil behaviour, 
engagement and learning was highly valued, but Gover-
nors differed in their views regarding the nature of this 
supportive evidence. One Governor felt that “a report 
from the class teacher should be enough, detailing how the 
intervention impacted on the class and how it improved 
engagement and concentration in class”. In contrast, one 
Governor stated that “we’d probably want to see that it 
has worked somewhere else first as it would be quite dis-
ruptive to implement something that didn’t work out”.

Recommendations for the sustainable adoption 
of movement breaks
There was a consensus between all stakeholders that 
future delivery of classroom movement breaks should 
occur using a variety of online resources. For example, 
a head teacher stated that their school classrooms “had 
utilised Just Dance via YouTube which seemed to have 
longevity”. A Key Stage 1 teacher agreed “there’s so many 
online things that you can whip out, it seems more inter-
esting for the pupils to watch a video”, and added that 
“having these programmes is useful, they’re free, eas-
ily accessible as everybody has interactive whiteboards 
in their classrooms”. Readily available resources were 
identified as being important for more reluctant staff to 
engage with movement breaks. A Key Stage 2 teacher 
commented “before I discovered Go Noodle there were 
some teachers not sure of what to do and having the confi-
dence to do it”, on the other hand, she did stress that “it is 
only useful if you have a good interactive whiteboard and 
screen that works as I know some classrooms don’t have 
that”.

All staff members agreed that future interventions 
should include the pupils in decision making process. For 
example, a Key Stage 2 teacher stated that “it is good to 
give them a choice and ownership so they’re more inter-
ested but it’s still within the teacher’s control”. When 
asked what they would like to see in future classroom 
movement breaks the pupils were positive about using 
videos and music chosen by them but valued the control 
of the teacher. Relevant comments included “music is 
best” (P3, Group 2, Key Stage 1), “we can have fun copy-
ing videos” (P5, Group 2, Key Stage 1), “I would rather 
the teacher tell me what to do because it works better” 
(P7, Group 3, Key Stage 2) and “we could take it in turns 
choosing the videos” (P6, Group 4, Key Stage 2).

When asked which periods of the day would be best to 
incorporate PA, the majority view was that there should 
be no set time for PA as “it depends on the pupils, the 
activity and the teacher to be most effective” and should 
be used “with the teacher’s judgment of how they inte-
grate based on how the class is performing, behaviour or 
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well-being”. A PE teacher advised “there’s not one size fits 
all…if you want maximum impact you have to put it into 
the hands of the class teacher to choose their timing”. A 
head teacher agreed with this view and stated that “let-
ting the teacher pick the time point of the activity within 
their lesson would be perfectly realistic. I think as an expe-
rienced teacher you can read your class physicality…and 
see clearly when they may need a movement break”. There 
was no consensus regarding when pupils thought move-
ment breaks would be best, for example . (P3, Group 1, 
Key Stage 1), “I feel a bit tired after lunch so copying vid-
eos would make me feel better” (P7, Group 2, Key Stage 1). 
Most pupils agreed that it depends on the day, topic and 
how long they have been writing/listening for, and agreed 
that any activity should be performed at the teacher’s dis-
cretion when he/she notices them becoming tired.

Most staff who have utilised classroom movement 
breaks felt that “in terms of breaking up lessons, 5 min-
utes is a realistic amount”. A Key Stage 1 teacher stressed 
that “5 minutes is just the perfect amount of time as it 
doesn’t eat too much into your lesson time and you don’t 
have to leave the classroom to do it…something you can 
do quickly in the classroom”. This aligned with the feed-
back from pupils, who identified that 2–7 min of move-
ment is appropriate, with 5  min as the optimum length 
per lesson. One pupil said “my legs get tired when I stand 
up for too long…if its minutes I will do it” (P6, Group1, 
Key Stage 1). One pupil disagreed and felt that slightly 
more than 5 min may be beneficial as “sometimes we do 5 
minutes or 2 minutes and it just doesn’t feel very long so I 
think maybe like 7 minutes would be better” (P7, Group 3, 
Key Stage 2).

The majority of Governors stated that they, and their 
fellow governors, would be moderately to extremely likely 
to support the implementation of such movement break 
ideas highlighted by staff and pupils in this study. Despite 
this two Governors disagreed by stating they would be 
moderately unlikely to support a classroom-based move-
ment intervention as they felt that, although PA had a 
place in the school day, they were sceptical about its ben-
efits in the classroom / curriculum.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to provide a greater under-
standing of the perceptions regarding classroom based 
movement breaks in primary education from a range of 
key stakeholders, and their perceived barriers and facili-
tators, which will be valuable in informing future imple-
mentation. We report here that the majority of staff 
(across the school hierarchy) and pupils had positive 
perceptions of classroom based movement breaks. Our 
findings also indicate that there is an appetite for their 
wider adoption, and that this may be supported by school 

governors. Studies addressing the acceptability of future 
classroom activity breaks, and their impact on valued 
outcomes such as behaviour and academic performance, 
are now warranted.

Our data indicate that most primary school staff, 
pupils and governors are supportive of classroom based 
activity breaks, whilst many staff highlighted a desire to 
include more movement breaks. In line with previous 
research [37], this appears to be driven mostly by a per-
ceived link between interrupting continuous sitting time 
and improvements in sustained concentration or class-
room behaviour, rather than concerns regarding health 
promotion. Specifically, staff (and pupils) identified that 
the ability to concentrate can be improved following an 
activity break, when appropriately delivered. Such data 
support a growing body of evidence which suggests that 
interrupting a class with an unrelated movement break 
might benefit the ability to remain on task [14, 18, 38]. 
This appears to highly valued by the staff in this study, 
and may be a key driver for the wider adoption of move-
ment breaks [20, 39]. Further study is needed to explore 
the potential of movement breaks to favourably influence 
classroom behavior, particularly to convince school lead-
ership teams and governors that such time taken “away” 
from a lesson is worthwhile [40].

Our findings indicate that the increased availability of 
technology in classrooms and online resources available 
have made the delivery of movement breaks more fea-
sible and palatable to teachers. Such technology likely 
diminishes the role of teacher confidence as a barrier 
to implementing some activity, which has been raised 
regarding active learning [21, 41]. Additionally, a move-
ment break can be, by design, a break from learning, 
which offsets the need to plan how activity can be effec-
tively integrated as part of a lesson. Consequently, inter-
rupting, rather than complimenting learning with some 
activity, might be the preference of some teachers given 
that little expertise appears to be needed.

A key staff barrier to implementing, or increasing the 
provision of, movement breaks was a sense of limited 
time and competing demands of the curriculum, which 
is consistent with existing studies across different coun-
tries [42]. However, arguments were made that brief 
(≤ 5  min) bouts of activity, performed at the teacher’s 
discretion and including some element of student choice 
would be feasible for staff and enjoyable for pupils. 
Some staff identified a concern that a school might not 
be supportive of such activity. However, there was sup-
port across our sample of head teachers and members of 
school senior leadership teams. Governors also expressed 
an enthusiasm for movement breaks, but would be more 
supportive in the face of favourable evidence, particularly 
regarding the longevity of classroom activity breaks, and 
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whether outcomes such as classroom behavior or cogni-
tion can either be maintained or improved. This evidence 
appears to be the necessary precursor for wider adoption 
from the perspective of Governors. However, we report 
here that both staff across the school hierarchy (includ-
ing those that do not teach physical education) and Gov-
ernors appear to be supportive of implementing activity 
breaks, which is encouraging given the appetite dem-
onstrated by the pupils. Interventional studies are now 
needed to determine whether benefits to behavior and/or 
cognition are possible.

A key strength of our study is that staff and pupils 
contributed recommendations regarding how an activ-
ity break could be successfully implemented. Our data 
indicate that staff should have autonomy regarding when 
(and if ) a movement break should be delivered, which is 
in line with recently published work [27]. Importantly, 
this view was also echoed by the Governors and head 
teachers. Supporting staff to take ownership of this deci-
sion making is likely to be crucial to the longevity of any 
initiative to include activity breaks. Thereafter, our data 
from pupils and teachers indicate that a break of up to 
5  min in length appears to be optimum, with students 
being provided some level of choice from a bank of read-
ily available resources. We believe that the provision of 
resources (such as Go Noodle), or access to online music 
or videos, may also help the delivery of such activity 
breaks. We hope that future interventional designs will 
consider these recommendations, in the hope that their 
co-design by pupils and teachers will improve the accept-
ability of classroom based activity to both parties, and 
more easily implemented into the existing school day. 
These interventions should be accompanied by imple-
mentation outcomes and process evaluations in order to 
understand their longevity.

Whilst our focus on activity breaks compliments the 
growing area of “active learning”, our findings should 
be considered against a number of limitations. Firstly, 
we were not able to include the perceptions of parents 
and carers in this work as a “fourth stakeholder”. Such 
approval and support may influence a school’s decision 
to routinely incorporate movement breaks. Indeed, the 
role of family in the adoption of PA is specifically identi-
fied in the CSPAP framework [11]. To this end, discus-
sions with local and national educational authorities 
will also become more pertinent in the future. Secondly, 
our data were exclusively collected in the South West of 
England, which has the highest percentage of physically 
active adults and children in England [43]. It is possi-
ble that the specific value a member of staff or governor 
places on PA will influence their desire to incorporate 
movement breaks [20, 44]. With this in mind, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that response rates for staff member 

questionnaire data were low (64 staff members from 41 
different primary schools), which may impact on the gen-
eralisability of findings to all primary school staff mem-
bers, and potentially bias towards individuals who more 
highly value PA. However, there was evidence of having 
achieved data saturation in open-ended responses in 
that no new knowledge and/or themes emerged as the 
number of responses analysed increased. One consid-
eration is that the data may have been subject to sample 
or interview bias. For example, almost a quarter of the 
staff who responded to the questionnaire identified as a 
“physical education teacher”. However, we did not find 
that the perceptions of staff regarding classroom PA were 
constrained by job role, and it their insight is of value 
when considering what sorts of activity might be feasible 
within a conventional classroom setting. Additionally, 
interviewees may have been providing information they 
thought the researchers wanted to hear, however due to 
the impartial interview techniques used, the researchers 
do not believe this impacted the study findings. A final 
limitation is the exploratory nature of this work. Our goal 
was to simultaneously understand the initial perceptions 
of classroom-based PA across these key stakeholders. To 
this end, we now call for implementation outcomes to 
be considered alongside any formal design of classroom-
based PA in order to capture the acceptability of future 
intervention designs according to these groups, prefer-
ably with the additional consideration of parents. Such 
studies should also be accompanied by appropriate pro-
cess evaluation to provide insight regarding their feasibil-
ity and potential longevity.

Conclusion
Our findings demonstrate that classroom-based PA 
breaks may be attractive from a multi-stakeholder per-
spective. Specifically, there is wide enthusiasm for PA 
breaks from those who would steer (Governors), manage 
(head teachers and senior leadership team) deliver (teach-
ers and teaching assistants) and receive (pupils) such a 
change in school policy. We also provide suggestions for 
how such breaks might be successfully implemented in 
the future. Further work is required to scrutinize the sus-
tainability of activity breaks, which will likely be driven 
by favourable evidence regarding classroom behavior.
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