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Context 

About Active Recovery Curriculum 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created unprecedented challenges within 
education for schools, teachers, pupils and parents. Despite well-
established benefits of physical activity on mental and physical health for 
young people, throughout the UK, children and young people reported 
being less active during periods of lockdown. 

The Youth Sport TrustΩǎ ό¸{¢ύ ΨActive Recovery CurriculumΩ (ARC: defined as 
the prioritisation of physical activity and time outdoors) aims to super-
charge recovery speed and outcomes for young people following the 
pandemic. Sport England and the YST are promoting ARCs in association 
with National Governing Bodies, charities and associated organisations. 
Schools, local authorities and families are also supported through a 
National Lottery funded ΨActive Recovery HubΩ which sits on the School 
Games website and comprises free, accessible resources.   

Schools and teachers fostering an ARC have worked reactively to meet the 
unique developmental needs of their pupils and address specific shortfalls 
in pupil experiences during the pandemic. As such, ARCs and their specific 
impacts are wide ranging, yet the overarching focus has been prioritising 
time spent being active or outdoors during the school day with an aim to 
help reinstate routines, structure, social relationships and academic 
engagement to improve upon physical and mental health and academic 
outcomes. ARCs have been implemented in some schools throughout the 
pandemic, however this research focuses on the application and impact of 
ARCs since the return to structured schooling on the 8th March 2021. 

About ǎǇŜŀǊΩǎ evaluation 

spear was commissioned from May to August 2021 to conduct an 
independent evaluation of ARC. The evaluation is designed to capture 
multiple perspectives of impact and highlight key lessons learned which 
may be applied to future programmes. This report focuses on how ARCs 
have been adopted in schools, and the impact they have had on various 
aspects of young peoplesΩ wellbeing and development following 
disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Data informing this report are drawn from quantitative and qualitative 
sources. Survey responses were collected following one term of ARC 
delivery from both pupils and teachers. Ten site visits to schools (seven in 
person, three online) were conducted to gain an enriched understanding 
of programme delivery and capture young person voice. 

The report is divided into five substantive sections: Engagement & 
Delivery; Insight; Impact; Achievements and Challenges and Embedding 
and Sustaining Active Recovery Curriculums in schools. Five video case 
studies and four narrative case studies are presented at Appendix C.  

 

ARC Aims & Objectives 

Pupils: 

¶ Improved mental health 

¶ Improved physical 
health and literacy 

¶ Improved reported 
school outcomes 

 

 

spear Research 

Questions 

¶ Have Active Recovery 
Curriculums enhanced 
ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭΣ 
mental, social and 
emotional recovery? 

¶ What do Active Recovery 
Curriculums look like? 

¶ What have we learnt from 
Active Recovery 
Curriculums about the role 
and value of activity in 
schools? 

¶ Which elements of Active 
Recovery Curriculum 
implementation are most 
effective for achieving 
desired outcomes in 
schools? 
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Table 1. Active Recovery Curriculum evaluation 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 Research Sample  

Young Person 
Survey a  

All young people (Key Stage 2 and above) 
engaged in ARC activities invited to complete 
an end of term pupil survey. The survey 
captures impact on physical, mental, social 
and emotional wellbeing derived from the 
¸{¢Ωǎ ŎƻǊŜ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 
survey questions for young people. 

Survey responses received from 470 pupils from 
9 schools 

 

 

Teacher Survey  All teaching staff involved in implementation 
and delivery of an ARC invited to compete a 
teachers end of term survey. The survey 
ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ 
and key priorities and the role and impact of 
ARCs on pupilǎΩ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭΣ ƳŜƴǘŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
emotional recovery. 

Survey responses received from 28 teachers 
from 10 schools 

Site Visits Site visits to schools including observation of 
activity sessions and interviews with young 
people, deliverers, teachers and 
headteachers. 

7 site visits to: 
-  Griffydam Primary School, Leicestershire 
-  Benfield School, Newcastle 
-  Flora Gardens Primary school, London 
-  St WƻǎŜǇƘΩǎ Primary School, Bournemouth 
-  The Bourne Academy, Bournemouth 
-  Hillstone Primary School, Birmingham 
-  Cheslyn Hay, Staffordshire 

E-Visits Online focus groups and interviews with 
young people, deliverers, teachers and head 
teachers. Photos and video footage of school 
setting and activities in action captured by 
schools and sent to spear. 

3 E-visits with: 
-  St Breock Primary School, Cornwall 
-  Holy Family Catholic Primary School, 

Birmingham 
-  Comberton Village School, Cambridgeshire 

Case Studiesb  A combination of video and narrative case 
studies developed from site and E-visits to 
schools to capture multiple perspectives of 
delivery, experiences and impact.  

9 case studies (5 videos and 4 narrative) 
providing details on activities, delivery, 
engagement, impact, and tips for embedding 
and sustaining ARCs. Each case study includes 
young person and teacher voice. 

Key Messages Infographic developed from communication 
with teaching staff and young people to steer 
ARC development and provide an accessible 
guide to effective and sustainable future 
delivery. 

  

 

a Young Person Survey and data shown at Appendix A 
b Narrative case studies presented at Appendix C, video case studies presented as mp4 files 
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Engagement & Delivery 
Active Recovery Curriculums were implemented on the return of all school 
children to classroom learning on 8th March 2021 following a series of 
national lockdowns. Both primary and secondary schools have adopted 
unique and innovative approaches to give pupils more opportunities to be 
active and spend time outdoors during the school day. A number of 
wellbeing concerns are evident as a result of lockdown restrictions, missed 
schooling and limited opportunities. Schools have adjusted traditional, 
classroom-based curriculum provision and prioritised physical activity with 
ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ recovery and improving wellbeing 
and development.  

A total of 10 schools from across England (6 primary, 4 secondary) 
participated in the ARC research. The research comprises a Young People 
Survey alongside nine Case Studies from site or E-visits to schools.  

The Teacher Survey aimed to measure perceived changes in pupil 
outcomes and highlight delivery challenges and effective practice. A total 
of 28 responses were gathered across the 10 ARC participating schools 
comprising headteachers, class teachers, PE specialist teachers, sports 
coaches and teaching assistants. Using a selection of YST core questions, 
the Young Person {ǳǊǾŜȅ ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
physical, mental, social and emotional wellbeing and physical activity levels 
in the time back at school following the Easter holidays. The survey was 
completed by 470 pupils from 9 schools (5 primary, 4 secondary) Young 
Person Survey demographics are presented at Appendix A alongside the 
survey and survey responses. 

Video and narrative case studies were developed for each ARC participant 
school and are presented at Appendix C. These case studies showcase the 
distinctive ways schools incorporated more opportunities to be active into 
their timetables and the individual impacts of their approaches. 

The ΨActive RŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ IǳōΩ provides free resources aimed to inspire and 
facilitate activity in schools. However, ARC is a non-prescriptive programme 
and as such schools demonstrate a range of diverse approaches while 
sharing a core goal of improving wellbeing through increased physical 
activity opportunities. For some schools, the ARC was delivered for a 
distinct period in the immediate return to school after lockdown. One 
school (Holy Family Catholic Primary School) adopted a reduced curriculum 
of English, Maths, Religious Education and PE for the first 5 weeks of return 
to school, while another (St Breock Primary School) focused on regular 
bursts of activity throughout the day during the first 2 weeks to help pupils 
regain their stamina for learning. Other primary schools have added extra 
physical activity sessions ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨThe Daily MƛƭŜΩ, ΨƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ōǊŜŀƪǎΩ and 
ΨPause for PƭŀȅΩ into their regular timetable to ensure pupils have an 
opportunity to be active every day (Griffydam Primary School; Hillstone 
Primary School). 

Activities c 
 

ά 
The focus in lessons has been 
providing opportunities to be 
as active as possible, with the 
understanding that fitness 
levels and confidence may 
have decreased.  
 
Secondary Head of PE 
 

ά 
After school clubs have been 
participation-focused as 
opposed to performance-
focused as we have not had 
fixtures.  
 
Secondary school teacher 
 

ά 
We have incorporated 
wellbeing through our PE 
curriculum and have 12 pillars 
of wellbeing which pupils will 
focus ƻƴΧ. We have also 
increased our afterschool clubs 
to over 27 clubs a week.  
 
Primary school 
headteacher 
 

ά 

Focused on additional activities 
on top of the normal PE 
curriculum. Movement breaks 
and exercises in class using 
various apps and technology 
that encourage movement.  
 
Primary school teacher 
 
 
Site Visits & Teacher Survey 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c Active Recovery Curriculum activities listed at Appendix B 
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In order to accommodate an additional hour of activity per week, one 
school (Flora Gardens Primary School) has added additional weekly 
Ψ/ǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ t9Ω ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴs, within which activity is embedded into a lesson of 
another subject that would previously be taught in a classroom. With the 
exception of one school (St Josephs Primary School) who has tailored the 
ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ Ψ!ŎǘƛǾŜ-уΩ for pupils identified as most in need, 
ARCs have been designed for whole school participation. 

In secondary schools, making changes to the overall curriculum has been 
less feasible due to timetabling, staffing and assessment constraints. One 
school (Cheslyn Hay Academy) benefitted from lessons being extended to 
100 minutes in duration in an effort to reduce pupils mixing through 
footfall in corridors between lessons. All secondary schools observed have 
shifted the focus of their PE lessons to physical wellbeing, prioritising 
fitness and skill development over competition. In addition, they have 
adjusted the sports they offer and try to provide some element of choice 
to young people in an effort to enhance engagement and enjoyment. 

All schools have extended their extracurricular offer to provide additional 
opportunities for young people to be active and integrate with peers. Some 
primary schools have tripled the number of weekly clubs on offer 
compared with pre-COVID-19. Further key differences in ARC provision 
between schools are due to available facilities and space. Throughout the 
ongoing pandemic, the need to restrict children and staff to bubbles and 
avoid mixing large groups of people has placed limitations on activities on 
offer. Some of the more rural schools benefit from forest school facilities, 
outdoor classrooms, large open spaces and playing fields, giving them 
freedom to accommodate multiple classes being active at once or 
spontaneously move learning outside when weather permits. Other 
schools have to operate within tighter space constraints and as such 
timetables have been meticulously planned to ensure equal opportunities 
for all. 

During site visits, secondary school pupils reported only being active or 
outdoors during the school day within their curriculum PE lessons. 
Engagement in the evaluation in primary schools was facilitated mostly by 
Headteachers, while in the Secondary schools this was led by PE staff, who 
had fewer freedoms to make radical timetable changes. Primary schools 
were able to adjust entire work schemes to accommodate additional 
physical activity alongside core subjects, while the focus in secondary 
schools was around enhancing existing PE time to meet the changing 
needs of pupils.  

Many schools reported running special events during the summer term. 
Some events, such as sports days and residential trips, were part of the 
normal school calendar and schools resisted pressure to cancel such events 
reasoning that pupils had already missed out on so much through the year. 
Some schools sought to put on additional events such as a sports week, an 
ASPIRE day (The Bourne Academy), a career in sport day (Cheslyn Hay 
Academy), leadership training, visits from external clubs, teams or athletes 
for taster sessions or day trips to activity centres.  

Activities: Pupil voice 
 

ά 
Instead of writing about 
ǘƘŜ .ŀǘǘƭŜ ƻŦ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ƛǘΩǎ 
doing it. 
 
Primary school pupil 
 

ά  

²ŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ aŀǘƘǎ 
lessons outside, our 
teacher would tell us the 
ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩŘ 
have to draw them with 
chalk on the ground in our 
groups of three.  
 
Primary school pupil 
 

ά 
The first couple of days we 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ŀƴȅ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎΣ ǿŜ 
were just talking and 
having buddies so we could 
just get used to being back 
at school with everyone.  
 
Primary school pupil 
 

ά 
²ŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ 
time outside and doing 
something called ΨtŀǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ 
tƭŀȅΩ. WŜΩŘ ŀƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ 
go outside, run in the 
playground come back and 
do 10 star jumps. Then 
ǿŜΩǊŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ 
 
Primary school pupil 
 

ά 
LΩǾŜ ƭƻǾŜŘ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ L 
loved our mini residential 
as we did lots of running 
and sport. 
 
Primary school pupil 
 
 
Site Visits & Young Person 
Survey 
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Insight 
Despite innate differences in ARC approaches, site visits, teacher 
interviews and Teacher Survey responses reveal common themes in 
schoolsΩ motivations for adopting an ARC.  

Teachers reported distinct differences in the amount of activity pupils 
engaged in during periods of home schooling and lockdown, leading to a 
notable loss of fitness for many pupils, and in some cases weight gain when 
they returned to school. Disparity in activity levels is largely related to 
socio-economic status with pupils attending schools in urban areas of high 
deprivation much less likely to spend time outdoors or being active (Holy 
Family/Flora Gardens) than those attending rural village schools 
(Griffydam, Comberton, St Breock). Only 4% of pupils in the Young Person 
{ǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψŀ ƭƻǘ ƭŜǎǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ Most pupils 
report increasing their physical activity when they returned to school, 
highlighting reduced activity levels during lockdown compared to when 
pupils are at school. As a result, many schools incorporated health 
education into their ARC provision, providing clear explanations to pupils 
about the purpose and wide-ranging benefits of being fit and regularly 
active.  

In addition to reduced physical fitness, many teachers reported pupils had 
lost the ability to maintain focus for prolonged periods of time. One of the 
goals of ARC was to help to break up periods of concentration and rebuild 
ǇǳǇƛƭǎΩ stamina for learning. Primary schools in particular have 
implemented short, high intensity bursts of activity throughout the day in a 
bid to not only improve fitness, but to give pupils a chance to re-set and re-
focus their attention. 

Most pupils said they were excited to see their friends and preferred to be 
in school than at home. Despite being keen to re-integrate with peers, 
teachers in both primary and secondary schools reported issues in ǇǳǇƛƭǎΩ 
ability to communicate with one another. Some cited persistent low-level 
disruptions such as name calling, use of inappropriate language, 
impatience and intolerance when interacting with peers and an increase in 
fall outs between friends. They also reported an increase in disputes arising 
from social media interactions manifesting in conflict between peers. 
Improving interaction and communication was a focal point for some 
schools, who elected to incorporate team building activities, or competitive 
team sports within their ARCs. 

Many pupils reported being excited to get back to PE lessons and playing 
games in person, as online PE ΨǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΩ. Although true for many, 
teachers reported cases of extreme loss of confidence, or a lack of 
motivation, energy and engagement from some pupils. Most schools have 
attempted to provide a variety of opportunities, activities and special 
events, and have also enabled pupils to exercise some level of choice over 
their activities in a bid to help all pupils find something they enjoy and can 
benefit from. 

 

On return to school 
 

ά 
After lockdown there was 
an increased importance of 
health; LΩƳ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴŀǎƪ 
here but if I stay healthy I 
can create a mask for the 
ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 
been quite good.  
 
Secondary school PE 
teacher 
 

ά 
When we came back it was 
quite a shock to realise that 
the children had lost much 
of their stamina for the 
classroom.  
 
Primary school 
headteacher  
 

ά  

Inside the classroom was 
fine but outside they had 
completely lost the ability 
to interact decently with 
each otherΧ Interaction 
has become a huge issue 
and is more important than 
the academic catch up. 
 
Primary school 
headteacher 
 

ά 

When they came back from 
lockdown, we had this big 
perception that students 
were going to come back 
with mental health issues. 
Really what I found was 
ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ 
was a ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜΧǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
wanted to be back.  
 
Secondary PE teacher 
 
 
Site Visits & Teacher 
Survey 
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When asked in the survey what the Ψtop 3 prioritiesΩ should be for schools 
in the national recovery effort from COVID-19, all teachers stated either 
Ψmental health and wellbeingΩ, or an Ψincrease in physical activityΩ as their 
first priority. This reflects understanding among teachers of the interaction 
between increased physical activity and benefits on mental wellbeing. 
Other priorities commonly listed included teacher wellbeing, parental 
interactions, giving pupils ownership over what is included in PE, increasing 
opportunities, outdoor learning, socialising, and recreational and 
competitive opportunities. Only a small number of teachers suggested 
ΨCurriculum catch upΩ and this was their third priority, highlighting 
unanimous recognition by teaching staff of the importance of ensuring 
young people receive support to restore overall health and wellbeing, 
ahead of focusing on academic attainment. The perception that academic 
achievement is most likely to occur when pupils have good physical and 
mental health features strongly throughout interviews with teachers and 
responses to the teachers survey.  

In spite of the negative impacts of COVID-19, many teachers have been 
impressed by the resilience of young people and felt that overall pupil 
wellbeing following the pandemic is better than had been expected, 
although remained vigilant to arising needs over time.  

The Teacher Survey shows the majority of teachers felt all measures of 
wellbeing had dŜŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜΩ or Ψŀ ƭƻǘΩ when pupils returned to school 
following lockdown restrictions, as shown in Figure 1. 

  

81% 86% 89% 93%

15% 14%
7% 7%4% 0% 4% 0%

Physical Wellbeing Mental Wellbeing Social Wellbeing Emotional Wellbeing

Decreased Stayed the same Increased

Figure 1. ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ perceptions of pupil wellbeing on returning to school following lockdown 
(Teacher Survey, n=28). 

On return to school: 
Pupil voice 
 

ά 
When I got back it was like 
a return to normality.  
 
Secondary school pupil 
 

ά 
Being home was difficult 
and hard to get used to. 
Being at school is more fun. 
 
Primary school pupil 
 

ά  

Because we were in 
lockdown for ages, when 
we came back it made me 
feel really nervous about 
things and I thought things 
were going to change. We 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǎƻ L ŦŜƭǘ 
really unfit.  
 
Primary school pupil 
 

ά 

I was most looking forward 
to doing more sport at 
school compared to being 
at home. 
 
Primary school pupil 
 

ά 
It was difficult during 
lockdown to be separated 
from family and friends.  
I was feeling shy because I 
ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŜŜƴ Ƴȅ 
classmates in so long. 
 
Primary school pupil 
 
 
Site Visits 

 

 
 

 

 

 

They were so pleased to be back initially. It was a bit of a honeymoon 
period. After a few weeks a lot of those mental health issues started 
to come to the surface. It really was quite challenging for a time 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƴƻrmally 
display because of their experiences and this dreadful sense of loss 
they felt. We were able to talk through what individuals needed 
rather than thinking we needed to crack on with literacy and maths, 
as actually its counterproductive. Claire Coates, Headteacher 
Griffydam Primary School 
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