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Abstract

Staying active is crucial for maintaining good health, feeling happy and enjoying life to the fullest. But research keeps
showing us that people tend to become much less active once they finish their teenage years. School physical education
lessons can really help young people develop a lasting love for exercise. This review brings together findings from various
studies that look at how school sports affect people's exercise habits over the years and what role physical education
plays in encouraging healthy lifestyles. Physical activity generally declines from childhood through adolescence, with
modest stabilization or recovery in some individuals during adulthood. But when physical education programmes are
done well focusing on building skills, creating a positive atmosphere and offering lots of fun activities they can really
make a difference in whether someone stays interested in sport long term. Physical education helps people remain active
throughout their lives by boosting their movement abilities, making them more willing to join in, building their
confidence that they can succeed and helping them feel good when they exercise. All of these factors lead to greater
independence and keep people exercising even after they leave school. It's worth noting that physical education works
best when it's part of a bigger school wide approach and when it's backed up by local community programmes. Even
though the results look promising, the current research has some real weaknesses like relying on people to report their
own behavior, using different ways to measure things, and having different approaches across various cultures and
schools. Future long-term studies need to focus on looking at how strong and thorough evidence actually affects
outcomes. To sum up, physical education is a vital but often undervalued way of encouraging regular exercise and good
health. When physical activity is sustained and high quality, it builds lifelong habits, skills and attitudes that support a
healthy and more active way of living.
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Introduction

Physical inactivity is widely recognized as a significant contributor to many non-communicable diseases,
including heart disease, type 2 diabetes, obesity and various types of cancer. Regular physical activity throughout life is
closely associated with healthy aging, improved mental health, better cognitive function and greater social and emotional
well-being. However, despite these well-documented benefits, physical activity participation often declines dramatically
in adolescence and continues to decline into adulthood. Global surveillance data indicate that more than 80% of
adolescents do not achieve the World Health Organization’s recommended daily physical activity levels, highlighting a
global public health problem. In this context, schools and physical education in particular, provide a unique and nearly
universal platform to influence the physical activity patterns of young people. Unlike optional sports or community based
initiatives, physical education is mandatory in most school curricula worldwide, providing access to a wide range of
socioeconomic, cultural and physical skills. This comprehensive content positions physical education as a key factor not
only in promoting immediate physical activity, but also in developing the skills, confidence and positive attitudes needed
to maintain an active lifestyle in adulthood. This narrative review examines two interrelated areas: the enduring impact
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of physical education on the development of lifelong physical activity habits and its role in promoting sustained exercise
practices over time. Drawing on longitudinal research, systematic evaluations and theoretical perspectives, this review
provides an overview of the effectiveness of well-designed physical education programs. High-quality physical
education, defined by inclusive strategies, age-appropriate skill development and motivational support, can lay the
foundation for lasting behavior change. Furthermore, physical education programs that prioritize personal development,
promote self-efficacy and enhance well-being are recommended. When implemented effectively, physical education has
enormous potential as a long-term health promotion strategy.

Methodology and Literature Search Strategy

This review, which synthesizes extensive evidence from longitudinal studies and systematic reviews over the
past decade, aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between school based physical education
and long-term physical activity trajectories. A structured and comprehensive literature search was conducted across
several leading academic databases to capture the evolution of research in this field. A strategic combination of keywords
and Boolean operators was used to maximize relevant literature. Key search terms included “physical education,”
“longitudinal,” “monitoring,” “lifelong physical activity,” “exercise,” “physical activity from youth to adulthood,”
“physical activity trajectories,” and “school-based interventions.” Additional filters were used to limit the search to
studies with longitudinal or follow up designs that examined long-term outcomes. In order to include both fundamental
and contemporary findings, the search was limited to peer-reviewed articles published in English from 1990 to the
present.

The inclusion criteria focused on studies that directly addressed the key themes of this review, the continuum of
physical activity behaviors from youth to adulthood and the impact of school based physical education. Longitudinal
cohort studies that followed individuals over a long period of time, particularly from childhood or adolescence to
adulthood, were prioritized. These studies provide valuable insights into the stability, evolution and influencing factors
of physical activity behaviors across the lifespan. In addition to primary longitudinal studies, the review included
systematic reviews and meta-analyses that synthesize findings from existing longitudinal research. This secondary
evidence provided a broad perspective on the consistency and variability of results across different settings and
populations, as well as highlighting methodological strengths and weaknesses within the existing evidence.

Particular attention was paid to research evaluating the long-term effects of physical education interventions,
particularly interventions implemented within school settings. These programs typically include structured curricular
initiatives aimed at improving fitness, promoting active lifestyles and developing movement skills. The rationale for this
focus lies in the unique role of schools as environments where children and adolescents spend a significant portion of
their time, providing consistent and equitable access to physical activity opportunities. Although this work does not
follow the rigorous protocol of a systematic review, the narrative review format was deliberately chosen to allow for a
more flexible and integrated synthesis of diverse literature. This approach is well suited to topics with differences in
research designs, outcome measures and theoretical foundations. It facilitates a rich exploration of conceptual trends,
contextual factors and interactions across disciplines.

Through this method, the review identifies and analyzes central conceptual themes such as monitoring physical
activity over time, the influence of psychological and environmental mediators and the application of behavior change
theories in the context of physical education. It also critiques methodological limitations common in the literature,
including inconsistencies in activity measurement tools (e.g., self-report vs. objective observation), differences in study
time frames and differences in sample populations such as socioeconomic status, gender, and cultural background. A
notable outcome of the integrated approach is the identification of research gaps that require further investigation. These
include the need for more standardized methods across longitudinal studies to improve comparability, the increased use
of objective activity measures (such as accelerometers or fitness testing), and the increased use of physical education. In
addition, the review examines the broader socio-ecological context in which physical education operates, including at
the individual, personal, institutional, community and policy levels.
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Conceptual Model: How Physical Education Influences Lifelong Activity
Physical Education Quality
l

Motor Skills + Enjoyment + Autonomy Support

l
Self-Efficacy + Active Identity

l

Habit Formation

l
Lifelong Physical Activity

Findings
Track physical activity throughout life

Longitudinal studies have shown that physical activity continues from childhood and adolescence into adulthood,
but the associations are weak. Delama’s review concluded that while early activity is associated with later activity, many
people change their activity levels over time. Patterns of adherence are even stronger for participants in organized sport
or structured school physical education, especially when participation is frequent and sustained. Studies from multiple
cultural contexts, including Finland, the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom, provide consistent evidence
that established activity habits among young people are maintained into adulthood, but the degree of adherence is
influenced by social, environmental and individual factors. Cross-cultural differences reveal how policies and school
systems affect long-term outcomes. For example, Finland’s emphasis on physical education is associated with higher
activity levels throughout adulthood than in other European countries. The gender gap persists; while men show greater
stability in activity levels, women are more likely to face barriers such as social norms, safety concerns and lack of
opportunities outside of school.

The impact of physical education programs on lifelong physical activity behaviors

Several longitudinal cohorts have demonstrated that adolescent participation in school sports and physical
education is associated with higher levels of activity in adulthood. The mechanisms include motor skills, a supportive
environment, identity and habit formation. Beyond mere participation, the quality of physical education programs plays
a crucial role. Skill acquisition, motivational teaching and exposure to lifelong active activities such as swimming, cycling
and exercise sports are associated with higher levels of activity in adulthood. Case studies of Finnish and Canadian
schools show that when physical education is designed to promote autonomy and enjoyment, students report higher levels
of long-term participation in physical activity. Mechanistic studies point to the development of an “active identity” in
adolescence, which is a better predictor of adult activity than short-term activities. These results suggest that physical
education acts as a socializing agent for lifelong movement habits.

Physical education and the importance of lifelong exercise habits

In addition to activity frequency, physical education plays a key role in developing lifelong exercise habits.
Programs that teach students how to design their own exercise routines, interpret fitness test results and appreciate the
health benefits of activity have shown consistent results. Health related exercise programs, such as the Fitness Gram and
Shape Standards in the United States, not only assess physical fitness but also teach students how to interpret and use the
results for self-improvement. Longitudinal evaluations of these programs indicate that students who learn self-monitoring
and goal setting strategies are significantly more likely to maintain regular exercise routines into adulthood. However,
isolated exercise tests have been criticized for reinforcing negative attitudes; strong evidence supports integrating tests
with supportive instruction, goal setting and education about the benefits of fitness. Integrated approaches to child health
and play, such as programs such as sports and active recreation for children, show that early education about lifelong
fitness concepts translates into better health outcomes in adulthood.
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School & system wide provision

The impact of physical education on lifelong activity depends on the broader school provision. Whole school
approaches that integrate classroom instruction, extracurricular activities, active transportation and support policies
enhance the potential of physical education to promote lifelong activity. System wide provision is a key factor in
determining the long-term effectiveness of physical education. Whole school frameworks, such as the US Comprehensive
School Physical Activity Program, the European MOPA movement and the Australian Active Schools Initiative, have
demonstrated that extracurricular physical education activities, classroom interventions and support policies can achieve
sustainable changes in physical activity among young people.
Table 1. Key Longitudinal Studies Examining Physical Activity Tracking

Follow-up Main R
Study Country | Sample Duration Findings Strengths Limitations
Moderate
tracking
Telama et al. Finland 2300+ 21 vears from Lol?g i(l)iloew— Self-report
(2005) ’ y childhood P, arg PA
to cohort
adulthood
Adolescen
. t sport . ..
Tammelin et Finland Adolesc 20 years predicts Prosp@ctlve L}mlt@d
al. (2003) ents design diversity
adult
activity
MVPA Objective .
Janz et al. Iowa tracks Regional
USA 9 years measures
(2005) cohort moderatel . sample
y included
Corder et al. . Meta- Adolescence | Decline in Large pooled | Heterogeneo
(2019) Multiple analysis —carly PA across data us measures
adulthood transition
Sharp
decline in Short
Nader ct al. USA 9-15 yrs 6 years MV.PA Objective adulthood
(2008) during accelerometry
follow-up
adolescenc
e

Table 2. Mechanisms Linking Physical Education to Lifelong Physical Activity

Mechanism Supporting Evidence Long-term Impact
Motor Skill Competence Kriemler et al., 2011 Increased participation in adulthood
Self-Efficacy Garn et al., 2011 Greater exercise persistence

Active Identity Formation

Telama et al., 2005

Strong predictor of adult PA

Enjoyment & Autonomy

Finnish case studies

Sustained intrinsic motivation

Self-Monitoring Skills

Fitness Gram
evaluations

Independent exercise behaviour
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Table 3. Methodological Strengths and Weaknesses in Longitudinal Research

Issue Description Impact on Findings
Self-report bias Over/under-reporting PA Inflated associations
Measurement inconsistency Different PA definitions Poor comparability
Attrition Loss of participants over time Selection bias
- Different Physical Education Context-specific
Cultural variation
systems outcomes
Limited objective measures Few accelerometer studies Reduced validity

Discussion

This narrative review synthesized longitudinal evidence examining the role of physical education in promoting
lifelong physical activity. Overall, findings suggest that while physical activity tracking from childhood to adulthood is
modest, participation in structured, high-quality physical education during adolescence is positively associated with
sustained physical activity in later life. However, the relationship is neither automatic nor uniform, and appears to be
mediated by psychological, social, and environmental factors. Consistent with previous longitudinal reviews (e.g.,
Telama et al., 2005; Corder et al., 2019), physical activity demonstrates moderate stability across the life course.
Correlation coefficients reported in long-term cohort studies typically range from low to moderate, indicating that
although early activity levels are predictive of adult behaviour at the population level, substantial inter-individual
variation exists. This finding reinforces the notion that physical activity is dynamic rather than deterministic.

The marked decline in activity during adolescence remains a critical transition period. Biological changes,
academic pressures, social reorientation, and reduced structured opportunities contribute to this decline. Importantly, the
literature suggests that structured contexts such as organized sport and school-based physical Education serve as
protective factors against steep behavioural decline. Thus, PE may function less as a direct causal determinant and more
as a stabilizing scaffold during vulnerable developmental transitions. A central theme emerging from the evidence is that
quality of physical education matters more than mere exposure. Programs emphasizing motor skill development,
autonomy-supportive instruction, inclusive participation, and lifelong activity competencies show stronger long-term
associations with adult activity.

This aligns with Self-Determination Theory, which posits that fulfilment of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness needs enhances intrinsic motivation. PE environments that support student choice, skill mastery, and positive
social climates are more likely to cultivate internally regulated motivation, which predicts behavioural persistence beyond
structured settings. Similarly, Social Cognitive Theory highlights self-efficacy as a key determinant of long-term
engagement. Students who develop perceived competence in movement skills are more likely to overcome barriers and
sustain activity in adulthood. The development of an “active identity” during adolescence may represent an integration
of motivational and self-efficacy processes, serving as a durable cognitive anchor for future behaviour. Therefore,
Physical Education’s long-term impact appears to operate indirectly through motivational and identity-based mechanisms
rather than solely through increases in activity minutes during school years.

Conclusion

Longitudinal evidence suggests that well designed physical education can contribute to lifelong physical activity
by developing skills, enjoyment and pathways that last beyond school. Physical education plays a key role in promoting
lifelong physical activity by developing skills, confidence and positive attitudes toward exercise from an early age.
Effective programs that emphasize enjoyment, skill development and supportive environments can significantly improve
continued physical activity participation beyond adolescence. To maximize these benefits, physical education should be
integrated into broader school-based efforts and community support systems. Despite some limitations in the current
research, it is clear that sustained, high quality physical education is essential for establishing long-term healthy habits
and improving overall wellbeing throughout life. Future research should focus on addressing existing gaps through more
rigorous, culturally sensitive and comprehensive longitudinal studies.
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