Baltic Journal of Health and Physical Activity 2020; 12 (2): 83-87
Journal of Gdansk University of Physical Education and Sport
e-ISSN 2080-9999

OPINION
doi: 10.29359/BJHPA.12.2.09

Physical activity of school children
and youth
Leszek Tomaczkowski, Joanna Klonowska
Gdansk University of Physical Education and Sport in Gdansk, Poland

abstract
Background:

Physical activity is a key element of a healthy lifestyle, especially in relation to children and adolescents.

Background:

An insufficient level of physical activity among children and adolescents, in comparison to the needs,

Key words:

It is crucial for proper physical, psychological and social development. Systematic physical activity
tailored to individual needs stimulates development in childhood and adolescence and increases health
resources.
is a problem occurring more and more commonly on a global scale. It has been confirmed in numerous
research studies.
physical activity, health, children and adolescents.
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introduction 

Kasperczyk [1] states that movement is the most important factor after
nutrition that affects our health. “In the improvement of the body’s regulatory
autosystems, it is undeniably the top priority”. Physical activity models the
morphological and functional state of the body the most favorably and it shapes
mental features. According to the definition by Caspersen et al. [2, p. 126],
“physical activity is any body movement triggered by muscles that causes energy
expenditure”. Physical activity suitably adapted to age and physical fitness is
the best way to maintain health, well-being and longevity [3]. There are three
important reasons for practicing systematic, rather intense and appropriately
long-lasting physical activity by children and adolescents. Firstly, physical
activity creates an opportunity for optimal physical and mental development and
social. It is also fundamental to the development of the body’s health resources.
Secondly, through physical activity, we shape a healthy lifestyle for children and
adolescents that they can bring into adult life. Thirdly, regular physical activity
reduces the risk of diseases in both childhood and adult life [4].

physical activity in children and youth 

The World Health Organization recommends that children and adolescents aged
5–17 participate in physical activity on a daily basis, for a total of at least 60 minutes
during the day, at least moderate intensity activity, with a higher dose of physical
activity providing additional health benefits. Most of the daily physical activity
should be in the nature of aerobic effort. Additionally, high intensity exercises
should be included, and 3 times a week – exercises strengthening the locomotor
apparatus and affecting flexibility [5]. In addition, attention was paid to the time
spent in front of the computer and TV, which on school days should not exceed two
hours. The World Health Organization also calls for increased public and school
involvement in providing sports facilities after lessons, at weekends, during summer
and winter holidays, so that children and young people could freely use them. Low
physical activity is one of the basic factors causing many metabolic diseases, among
others: obesity, cardiovascular diseases, type 2 diabetes, many cancers, as well as
osteoporosis [6]. It is especially important to instill an active lifestyle in childhood
and early youth, when habits related to health-promoting behaviors are established.
Meanwhile, the rapid development of civilization negatively affects young
people’s physical activity. Insufficient level of physical activity is the cause of
adverse changes in the body, including obesity [7]. It should be emphasized
that almost 17% of Polish children and adolescents are overweight or obese
[8]. Looking at the leisure time behavior of children aged 9–12, the severity of
sedentary behavior is observed [9, 10]. According to Woynarowska and Mazur
[11], school physical education is the only source of physical activity for about
60% of school-age children and adolescents. Studies on European youth have
shown that boys are more physically active than girls [12]. Similar results were
obtained by Tudor-Locke et al. [13], who showed that girls are less active in their
free time and take fewer steps than their colleagues. Analogous differentiation
has been confirmed by Groffik’s studies [14]. A low level of physical activity
is a basic public health problem in developed countries. Studies have shown
that in the US more than half of the teen population participates in moderate
physical activity less than three times a week [15], while the number of hours
spent by teenagers in front of the screen is on average five hours a day. A
sedentary lifestyle predominates in the behavior of young people in developed
countries, especially in American youth, where this phenomenon was observed
www.balticsportscience.com
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the earliest [16]. HBSC (Health Behavior in School-Aged Children) research
has been carried out cyclically every four years since 1982. It relates to health
and development, including pro-health behavior, risky behavior and the social
context of health. Currently, 49 countries or regions from Europe and North
America are members of the research network. Poland has been a member
since 1989, which has allowed this research to be carried out eight times here.
Comparing the data from two rounds of HBSC research, i.e. from 2014 and
2018, the authors of the report concluded that the percentage of young people
meeting the recommendations of the World Health Organization (WHO) in the
field of moderate physical activity fell by 7 percentage points – from 24.2%
to 17.2% [17]. As part of the Active Healthy Kids Global Alliance project, the
latest summary of the state of knowledge about physical activity of children
and adolescents in Poland has been published and in almost 50 other countries
around the world [18]. The authors of the report pointed out that Poland performs
averagely when it comes to the conditions of physical activity of children and
youth. The school-related indicator in Poland looks positive compared to other
indicators, which results from a relatively large number of physical education
lessons, their obligatory nature, good attendance, a significant proportion of
staff who are qualified to conduct physical education classes. However, the fact
that the indicators characterizing the behavior itself are very bad is worrying.
According to the authors of the WHO report on physical activity of adolescents,
published at the end of November 2019 in “The Lancet Child & Adolescent
Health” [19], in all analyzed regions of the world, girls were found to be less
physically active than boys. The authors of the report also note the significant
difference – 7.1% in insufficient physical activity between the sexes. The authors
did not observe significant dependencies in the results of surveys conducted
in countries belonging to groups divided by national income. The region of the
world where the problem of insufficient physical activity is the most common
is rich countries in the Asia-Pacific region – Singapore and South Korea. The
ratio for boys there is 89%, for girls as much as 95.6%.
Poland is no exception to the disproportion of girls’ vs. boys’ physical activity. In
2016, the difference was 10.5% in favor of boys and widened by 1.4%, compared
to 2001. 84.2% of girls were insufficiently physically active in 2016. This is
almost the same result compared to 2001. An improvement was recorded with
the indicator for boys. In 2001, 75.2% of boys did not undertake sufficient
physical activity, in 2016 – 3.7%.

Fig. 1. Boys aged 11–17 attending school and not undertaking sufficient physical activity in 2016 [19]
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Fig. 2. Girls aged 11–17 attending school and not undertaking sufficient physical activity in 2016 [19]

Fig. 3. School adolescents aged 11–17 attending school and not undertaking sufficient physical
activity in 2016 [19]

In 2018, the World Health Organization [20] inaugurated More Active People
for a Healthier World). Its goal is to reduce by 15% the indicators of insufficient
physical activity of youth and adults up to the year 2030. The authors of the
report emphasize that if the currently observed trends continue, the global
goal of 15% reduction of insufficient physical activity will not be achieved by
2030. They also expressed a need to take immediate action to promote physical
culture among young people. “Investments and leadership at all levels aimed
at fixing many problems and inequalities, [...] as well as the involvement of
young people themselves is necessary to strengthen the possibilities of physical
activity” – they stated in the report [21].

conclusions 

Physical activity and sport should be promoted among young people, and they
should be encouraged to exercise daily, by influencing the school and home
environment of students. Implementation of programs promoting physical
activity and a healthy lifestyle brings positive results in this respect.
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