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Strategies for Classroom Physical Activity
This document recommends 10 strategies, organized under three categories, that schools can use to 
improve classroom physical activity (see Figure on page 11). These strategies are grounded in evidence-
based approaches to classroom physical activity. Although most of the evidence and expert opinion for 
these strategies came from elementary schools, many are applicable to middle and high schools and 
before-school and after-school extended day programs. 

Some strategies are small changes in practices that can be made at the classroom level with relative 
ease. Others are broader, longer-term goals that may require administrative or budgetary commitment. 
Individual school districts, schools, and teachers should determine which strategies are most feasible and 
appropriate according to the needs of the school and classroom, school level, and available resources.
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STRATEGIES FOR 

Classroom Physical Activity in Schools

Build Buy-in and Provide Training 
for Classroom Physical Activity
1.	 Identify who to engage and how to involve them in planning  

for classroom physical activity. 

2.	 Identify what classroom physical activity policies and practices  
currently exist. 

3.	 Provide professional development or in-service training on  
classroom physical activity. 

Create Classroom Environments 
Supportive of Physical Activity
4.	 Identify approaches to incorporate classroom physical activity.

5.	 Identify opportunities and appropriate times to conduct classroom physical activity. 

6.	 Identify materials, technology, and resources to promote classroom physical activity. 

7.	 Identify ways to create and use classroom space for classroom physical activity. 

8.	 Ensure that classroom physical activity is appropriate and safe for all students by � 
setting and communicating safety and behavioral expectations.

Collect and Share Information 
About Classroom Physical 
Activity Experiences
9.	 Collect information on classroom physical activity.

10.	Share successes, challenges, and lessons learned 
from classroom physical activity.
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STRATEGIES FOR �CLASSROOM PHYSICAL ACTIVITY IN SCHOOLS

Category 1

Build Buy-in and Provide Training� 
for Classroom Physical Activity
1.	 Identify who to engage and how to involve them in planning for  

classroom physical activity.  

2.	Identify what classroom physical activity policies and practices �	
currently exist. 

3.	Provide professional development or in-service training on classroom �	
physical activity.

1. �Identify who to engage and how to involve them in planning for 
classroom physical activity. 

Leveraging existing relationships and creating new ones can 
increase the use of classroom physical activity.10,14,50 Some 
school administrators and teachers may be willing to serve as 
physical activity champions and role models to show the benefits 
and ease of implementing classroom physical activity and to 
help build buy-in among other administrators and teachers. 
Other groups that may be available to support these efforts 
include school wellness committees or teams that are already 
working to address classroom physical activity as part of their 
Comprehensive School Physical Activity Program plan.10,12 

With appropriate support and training, physical education 
teachers can serve as a resource to promote best practices and 
techniques for classroom physical activity.10 Schools may also 
have a physical activity champion known as the physical activity 
leader (often, but not necessarily, the physical education teacher) 
who can lead the development of a Comprehensive School 
Physical Activity Program plan that includes classroom physical 
activity.10

Evidence has shown that teacher and student buy-in is essential 
for the success of classroom physical activity.51 Challenges that 
prevent teachers from implementing classroom physical activity 
include teaching philosophies and priorities that do not include 
physical activity, space constraints, and limited time for physical 
activities. 
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The best way to overcome these challenges is to work with teachers to 
identify solutions and with school administrators to ensure direct support and 
encouragement.49 Students, especially those in upper elementary school grades 
and in middle and high school, can be asked to serve as student champions 
and design, select, and lead classroom physical activities. Assessing teacher 
and student interest might be the first step to identifying existing champions, 
cultivating new champions, and ultimately implementing classroom physical 
activity. 

Parents and community members can support these efforts by communicating with administrators 
and teachers about the benefits of classroom physical activity, advocating for and volunteering to 
help with activities, and sharing specific ideas with teachers.52 Creating partnerships with universities 
and community organizations, like local nonprofits that work with children and adolescents, can 
expand support and potentially provide resources for classroom physical activity.

2. �Identify what classroom physical activity policies and practices 
currently exist. 

Policies that address classroom physical activity may already exist at state, district, and school levels. 
State policies that require students to engage in a certain amount of physical activity every day are 
effective at promoting regular activity.53 All districts that participate in school meals programs (such as 
the National School Lunch Program) are required to have local wellness policies that include physical 
activity goals and to make these policies publicly available. 

School staff can review local school wellness policies and relevant district policies to see if they have 
requirements for school-based physical activity overall or classroom physical activity specifically. 
Examples include policies that require regular classroom physical activity or that require schools to 
report the number of daily minutes of activity.54 If such policies exist, schools can consider ways to 
use these policies to make the case for initiating, strengthening, and expanding classroom physical 
activity practices.55 

If no policies exist at state, district, or school levels, schools may be able to identify specific 
classroom physical activity practices that can be replicated or expanded. They can also use CDC’s 
School Health Index to assess and strengthen their policies and practices related to physical 
education and physical activity.56,57 Assessment results can be used to create an action plan to 
include physical activity in the school’s mission and integrate classroom physical activity into existing 
or new school policies and practices to help make it part of the school culture. 
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3. �Provide professional development or in-service training 
on classroom physical activity. 

Through professional development opportunities, teachers, instructional coaches, 
school and district leadership, and other physical activity champions can build 
their skills and confidence; ensure that activities are conducted in a safe, positive, 
and inclusive manner; and learn by practicing physical activities.51 Relevant topics 
for training include: 

•	 The connection between classroom physical activity and academic achievement. 

•	 Practical ideas for how to promote and plan for classroom physical activity.

•	 How to connect classroom lessons for other subjects (such as math or science) to  
physical activity.

•	 How to use physical activity to manage the classroom (to calm or energize students) and  
to meet other classroom goals.

•	 Physical activities that include all students, regardless of ability. 

Students taught by teachers who have received training on classroom physical activity have higher 
levels of physical activity per week than those taught by teachers without this training.53 One way 
to promote classroom physical activity is to add physical activities to staff meetings and other 
types of professional development opportunities to show the benefits of these practices and how 
easily they can be incorporated. Physical education teachers can also be asked to lead professional 
development for other teachers to give them examples and strategies for classroom physical activity. 
In addition, schools can identify district-level staff with expertise or recruit help from universities or 
state agencies of education or health to provide professional development or resources.58,59 

Professional development will help make classroom physical activity more sustainable.12,60 It will 
also give teachers access to support groups or mentors, planning support, resources (handouts, 
instruction books, videos, and websites), and e-mail reminders about how to implement  
physical activities.14,51,61,62
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STRATEGIES FOR CLASSROOM PHYSICAL ACTIVITY IN SCHOOLS

Category 2

Create Classroom Environments  
Supportive of Physical Activity
4.	Identify approaches to incorporate classroom physical activity.

5.	Identify opportunities and appropriate times for classroom physical activity.  

6.	Identify materials, technology, and resources to promote classroom physical activity. 

7.	 Identify ways to create and use classroom space for classroom physical activity. 

8.	Ensure that classroom physical activity is appropriate and safe for all students by �	
setting and communicating safety and behavioral expectations.

4. Identify approaches to incorporate classroom physical activity.

Classroom physical activity can promote classroom management and increase student engagement 
in the learning process, while helping students get more minutes of physical activity.14,18,51 The two 
primary approaches for classroom physical activity are:

•	 Physical activity integrated into planned academic instruction. Physical activity during 
academic instruction can be added to a teacher’s lesson planning process to ensure that 
activities reinforce the desired content and academic standards and help limit the amount of 
time students are sedentary.37,63 Teachers can identify physical activities that fit their teaching 
style and include them in their lesson plans.63,64

•	 Physical activity outside of planned academic instruction. Physical activity outside of 
planned academic instruction is not necessarily tied to the lesson being taught. It can be 
spontaneously added to limit sedentary time or when the teacher sees a drop in student 
energy, attentiveness, or retention.26 These physical activities can also be preplanned so 
teachers can quickly and easily incorporate them during class. 

Both of these approaches have been shown to increase levels of physical activity throughout 
the school day and improve different aspects of the learning environment and academic 
achievement.18,19 Other ways to increase physical activity in the classroom include:65 

•	 Encouraging physical activity as students move between activities or classrooms. 

•	 Using physical activity as a reward or incentive for appropriate classroom behavior.

•	 Adding physical activity at the beginning of the school day—for example, schoolwide  
exercise during morning announcements.

•	 Identifying ways to turn sedentary activities, such as waiting in line, into time for  
physical activity. 
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5. �Identify opportunities and appropriate times for 
classroom physical activity. 

The best way to identify opportunities and appropriate times for classroom 
physical activity is for teachers to intentionally plan for it by adding physical 
activity into daily lessons and creating prompts.61,66 Ideally, classroom physical 
activities should be:

•	 Supportive of positive classroom management and integrated throughout class time.19 

•	 Simple and easy to organize, requiring little preparation.51 

•	 Doable anywhere, anytime, and in any clothing worn by teachers and students.67 

Teachers also can determine appropriate times for classroom physical activity by assessing which 
approaches work best for them and how their students respond at different times during the school 
day. Classroom physical activity is often an effective way to help students relax and calm down 
before a test or after lunch.68

6. �Identify materials, technology, and resources to promote classroom 
physical activity. 

Physical activity can be added to the classroom with little or no materials or equipment. For activities 
that do require materials or equipment, these items are usually available in the classroom or from the 
school’s physical education program.69 Some schools might be able to add equipment or furniture 
that promotes movement—such as balance balls, learning mats, standing desks, or bicycle chairs—
to their classrooms.70,71 If only a few such items are available in each classroom, a rotation schedule 
will be needed. 

Music can also be used to energize and motivate students and as a signal to start and stop activities. 
Increasingly, digital platforms such as YouTube provide videos that teachers can use for classroom 
physical activity.72 In addition, many resources—such as tool kits, guides, manuals, and programs—are 
available to provide ideas on how to add physical activity to the classroom. Teachers can identify the 
resources they feel comfortable using and then ask students to choose activities they would enjoy.63 
Once teachers identify the activities they want to use, they will need to make sure they have the 
necessary materials and technology. 
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7. �Identify ways to create and use classroom space for physical activity. 

Every classroom has a unique size, physical structure, and 
furniture composition, and some creative rearrangement 
of items in the room may be possible to increase physical 
activity.73 Classroom space has been identified as one of the 
main challenges for teachers who want to add classroom 
physical activity because of logistics and safety concerns for 
students.14,18,61 However, a thoughtfully considered physical 
arrangement can safely enable the inclusion of physical 
activity.74 In addition, most physical activities can be done at 
or next to a student’s desk.37,69 Teachers can determine the 
types of activities that are most appropriate for their students 
and the physical space in their classroom. 

Teachers can also look for ways to use outdoor space to add physical activity—for example, by 
discussing academic content with a student or small group of students while walking outdoors.73 In 
addition, some schools have dedicated rooms where students can rotate through active learning 
stations to help them be more engaged in the learning process. It is important for teachers to plan 
ahead on how best to use their classroom for a given physical activity, especially when they are first 
starting to use classroom physical activity or adding a new activity.

8. �Ensure that classroom physical activity is appropriate and safe for 
all students by setting and communicating safety and behavioral 
expectations.

Setting safety and behavioral expectations for classroom physical activity is essential to creating a 
safe and positive learning environment for all students.12 Many schools communicate behavioral 
expectations for students through the school’s code of conduct, and expectations for classroom 
physical activity could be included in this document. Teachers can also individually set expectations 
for students. These expectations could include participating in the classroom physical activity to the 
best of their ability; being respectful of different levels of abilities; being aware of their proximity 
to other students and objects in the classroom; and helping others if needed. Physical education 
teachers can help identify activities that are developmentally appropriate and safe to use in a limited 
space and provide guidance on variations and modifications to make physical activities inclusive of 
all students.73,75 

Teachers can shift seating 
arrangements and designate 

an open space as an  
“activity area” to make the 
best use of their classroom  

for physical activity.
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STRATEGIES FOR CLASSROOM PHYSICAL ACTIVITY IN SCHOOLS

Category 3 

Collect and Share Information 
�About Classroom Physical� 
Activity Experiences
9.	 Collect information on classroom physical activity.

10.	 Share successes, challenges, and lessons learned 
from classroom physical activity.

9.  Collect information on classroom physical activity.

Teachers, administrators, and physical activity champions can collect information on classroom 
physical activity efforts, and teachers can track the types of physical activities they use in their 
classroom.76,77 This information can include preparation time, ease of implementation, whether 
students enjoyed the activity, and length of the activity. Students also can track their activities in a 
day planner. 

Teachers can assess the effect of physical activities on student behavior, such as whether students 
are focused, having fun learning, and exhibiting fewer off-task behaviors (like fidgeting, excessive 
talking, or gazing off).18,42 They also can assess the effect these activities have on students’ learning 
and academic performance (such as their grades and test scores).78 If resources allow, teachers 
can work with universities or other organizations to use pedometers or other wearable devices to 
measure student physical activity levels in the classroom.

Teachers can also anecdotally assess the overall learning environment—for example, by observing 
how the use of physical activity is helping them manage their classroom and how well students 
are interacting with each other and engaging in the lessons being taught.51,61 For students with 
an individualized education program or a 504 plan, schools can collect information about how 
classroom physical activity is supporting their progress in meeting identified education goals.

10. �Share successes, challenges, and lessons learned from classroom  
physical activity.

The information collected can be used to identify and share successes, challenges, and lessons 
learned from classroom physical activity.10 Dissemination of these findings can guide best 
practices for both sustainability and improvement. It will also help with future planning and guide 
professional development needs. Furthermore, celebrating and sharing classroom physical activity 
successes and their positive effects on students’ health and learning may 
promote and expand buy-in among teachers and administrators. Teachers can 
use professional learning communities and grade-level team meetings to share 
their experiences with each other. Successes, challenges, and lessons learned 
also could be shared during staff meetings, in newsletters, on a school’s 
website, and through e-mail. 
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Take Action
CDC and Springboard to Active Schools have developed additional resources to help schools put the 
Strategies for Classroom Physical Activity in Schools into practice, including:

•	 Integrate Classroom Physical Activity in Schools: A Guide for Putting Strategies into Practice 
provides key questions and activities, along with practical templates that teachers and other 
champions can use to help them adopt, promote, enhance, or sustain the strategies in this 
document.

•	 Online Platform: Integrate Classroom Physical Activity in Schools is an online platform that 
provides a comprehensive look at the strategies identified in Strategies for Classroom Physical 
Activity in Schools. It includes key questions and activities, templates and tools, stories from the 
field that show how the strategies are being used in different states, and resources aligned with 
each of the recommended strategies.

•	 Data Brief: Integrate Classroom Physical Activity in Schools defines classroom physical activity, 
provides a snapshot of current classroom physical activity practices in the United States, and 
highlights ways to improve classroom physical activity through national guidance and practical 
strategies and resources.

•	 Integrate Classroom Physical Activity: Getting Student Active During School is a PowerPoint 
presentation that explains the benefits and importance of classroom physical activity and identifies 
resources available for schools to use to promote and plan classroom physical activity.

Conclusion
The strategies in this document provide a comprehensive approach that school districts, schools, 
teachers, and other physical activity champions can consider as they promote and implement classroom 
physical activity for their students. Making classroom physical activity part of every student’s day can 
contribute to their overall health, development, and academic achievement.
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