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School-Based Physical Activity Improves the Social
and Emotional Climate for Learning

Download the research brief  [PDF - 149 KB] on how school physical activity policies and practices can
support SEC and SEL.
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The social and emotional climate (SEC) includes aspects of students’ educational experience that in!uence their social
and emotional development. A positive SEC helps create safe and supportive learning environments that can a"ect
student:

Engagement in school activities.

Relationships with other students, sta", family, and community.

Academic performance.

School physical activity policies and practices contribute to the overall SEC and can also help to develop students’
social and emotional learning (SEL).  A Comprehensive School Physical Activity Program (CSPAP) can increase physical
activity opportunities before, during, and after school. O"ering physical activity programs before and after school
and making physical activity part of classroom time can increase opportunities for social interaction and enjoyment
of learning alongside peers.

Schools are in a unique position, regardless of learning mode, to help students attain the recommended 60 minutes
of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity daily.  Schools can support a CSPAP and reinforce SEL core competencies at
the same time.
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School leaders can improve the overall school environment by strengthening the
connection between school-based physical activity, the social and emotional climate,
and social and emotional learning.

School leaders can

Recognize the value of physical education and physical activity for health, enjoyment, challenge, self-expression,
and social interaction.

Support physical activity integration in the classroom to reinforce what is taught in physical education and give
students a chance to practice their new knowledge and skills. O"er daily recess for free play and socialization
which are important for building connections with other students.

Encourage teachers and sta" to model active lifestyles and strengthen relationships with students by being
physically active during the school day with students.

Promote equitable access to physical activity by communicating to parents, teachers, and sta" about free and
low-cost activities that can be done at home and resources in the community that don’t require extra equipment
or facilities to be physically active.

Partner with local government to create shared-use agreements to allow public access to school facilities, such as
gymnasiums, playgrounds, running tracks, and sports #elds.

Implement policies that prohibit using physical activity as punishment (running laps) or withholding opportunities
for physical activity as a form of punishment (not allowing students to participate in recess).
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Schools can increase opportunities for physical activity, help cultivate a positive SEC,
and strengthen SEL.

Examples of actions to support this e"ort include:

Assessing physical education and physical activity policies and practices for alignment with SEC principles and SEL
core competencies.

Incorporating SEC and SEL into existing policies (e.g., Comprehensive School Physical Activity Program, local
school wellness policy) and school improvement plans.

Using physical education content and active classroom and recess practices and that align with SEL core
competencies.

Communicating with parents about the connections between physical activity, SEC, and SEL that include bene#ts
for students’ health and academic success.
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