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Abstract

Effectiveness of school-based physical activity (PA) initiatives is not only
measured by short term impact on PA levels, but on modifiable determinants
of PA such as perceptions and motivations towards PA engagement. These
determinants predict more long-term effects and, when it comes to PA pro-
motion, are potentially influenced not only by “what we do” but “the way that
we do it”. “The Active School Flag” is a whole school process-oriented physi-
cal activity initiative that aims to get more schools, more active, more often.
In this exploratory study, a mixed methods research approach is taken to
examine the differential impact of the Active School Flag compared to the
outcome-oriented PA initiative “The Daily Mile” on measured PA and per-
ceptions of PA, in Irish primary school children. Accelerometry data (n =
124; 41% girls) and focus group data (n = 24; 50% girls) were collected from
four schools of low socio-economic status at baseline and follow up (eight
months later). Two schools implemented the Active School Flag initiative and
two implemented the Daily Mile initiative. Contrasting trajectories in PA lev-
els were observed over time with Daily Mile participants demonstrating a sig-
nificant decrease in PA levels from baseline to follow up (2= 0.004), and Ac-
tive School Flag participants demonstrating a significant increase (2 < 0.001)
over the same timeframe. This meant that while Daily Mile participants had
significantly higher levels of PA at baseline compared to Active School Flag
participants (P < 0.001), Active School Flag participants experienced a positive
trajectory which saw them to “catch up” to TDM participants by follow up.
From a qualitative perspective, 4 key themes, 1) Affordance of choice, 2) An
appropriate level of challenge, 3) Importance of social interactions and 4) Belief
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that an experience is of value were identified as underpinning participant’s
perceptions and motivations towards PA engagement. Themes were identi-
fied as more positively associated with Active School Flag participation com-
pared to Daily Mile participation. Findings suggest that a process-oriented
initiative, as opposed to an outcome-oriented initiative, presents as a more
viable way of positively impacting children’s PA levels, perceptions and mo-
tivations towards sustained PA engagement over time.

Keywords

Active Schools, Elementary Education, Health Promotions,
Self-Determination Theory, PA Interventions

1. Introduction

With the rising popularity of electronic media, children and adolescents now
spend more than 60% of their 16-hour waking time in front of a screen and far
less time engaged in physical activity (PA) (Barnett et al., 2018). In countries like
Ireland and England, less than 20% of primary school children meet National
Activity Guidelines (Woods et al., 2018; NHS, 2018) meaning this generation are
particularly at risk of developing obesity, heart disease, stroke and diabetes in
later life (Proudfoot et al., 2019; World Health Organisation, 2011). The school
setting has been recognised as an important place to tackle this physical inactiv-
ity “crisis” (World Health Organisation, 2011; Department of Health and Social
Care, 2018; Chalkley et al., 2018) and as such, there has been a dramatic increase
in the number of school-based PA initiatives on offer to schools worldwide. Con-
versely, a meta-analysis by Love, Adams, & van Sluijs (2019) found that many ini-
tiatives fail to support lasting change in PA behaviour beyond the school setting.

Research indicates that the effectiveness of a school-based PA initiative is de-
pendent on a range of factors. For example, an initiative should be relatively easy
to implement with fidelity, and to sustain over time (Grove, Zillich, & Medic,
2014). In addition, an initiative should not only focus on positively impacting
participant’s in-school PA levels but also consider key modifiable determinants,
such as perceptions of enjoyment and motivations towards PA engagement,
which are more likely to result in children maintaining and increasing physical
activity levels over time (Coulter & Woods, 2011). Interestingly, these aforemen-
tioned factors are often impacted by specifics relating to an initiative’s design.
That is, some PA initiatives could be described as outcome-oriented, predomi-
nantly concerned with an end product or goal, and less concerned with the
process of achieving that goal. An example of this would be where children are
expected to run or walk for a prescribed distance or amount of time per day.
Outcome-oriented initiatives often focus on directly replacing sedentary time
with more structured opportunities for PA. They are typically appealing to edu-

cators for their simplicity (in terms of implementation), and their ability to pro-
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vide more immediate results (in terms of PA levels) (The Daily Mile, 2020). In
contrast, other PA initiatives are designed to be more process-oriented, typically
focused on a wider range of factors associated with PA engagement, rather than
purely on the outcome of increased PA itself. For example these factors may in-
clude; quality physical education (PE), opportunities to develop movement com-
petence, opportunities to engage with the wider school-community, etc. A proc-
ess-oriented approach has more “parts”, can take more time to embed and pro-
duce results, and may be perceived by educators as more challenging to imple-
ment (McGann et al., 2020).

A popular school-based PA initiative that can be described as more predomi-
nantly “outcome-oriented” is The Daily Mile (TDM) (2020). TDM is endorsed
by the British Government as part of their childhood obesity plan (Department
of Health and Social Care, 2018) and implemented in more than 4000 primary
schools in the UK. TDM encourages children to take a break from the classroom
and run or jog with their peers for fifteen minutes each day. The initiative iden-
tifies its “simplicity” as being one of its strengths with no staff training required,
and no extra workload for teachers (Hanckel et al., 2019). Benefits of TDM par-
ticipation listed by The Daily Mile Foundation (2020) include increased PA lev-
els and physical fitness. Indeed, results of a small pilot study suggest the initia-
tive supports positive physiological outcomes (e.g. increased PA and reduced
sedentary time) (Chesham et al., 2018). That said, when these pilot study results
were analysed more closely by Daly-Smith, Morris, Hobbs, & McKenna (2019),
it was noted that the PA levels of a significant number of TDM participants
(45%) actually decreased over time. This led Daly-Smith et al. (2019) to conclude,
from a physiological perspective, that while the initiative may be effective for
some, it is not effective for all. While The Daily Mile Foundation (2020) state
that participation in TDM also supports “increased levels of enjoyment in PA”,
Breheny and colleagues (2020) point out that evidence which speaks to partici-
pant’s psychological outcomes are largely anecdotal.

Active School Flag (ASF) is a popular primary school-based PA initiative that
can be described as predominantly “process-oriented”. Developed and imple-
mented in schools across the Republic of Ireland, the ASF programme has a
number of components or “parts” with a focus on provision of structured PE,
opportunities for co-curricular PA, and developing community partnerships
(The Active School Flag, 2020). Since its development in 2010, the ASF has
reached more than 2000 primary schools across the Republic of Ireland. To date,
research studies have highlighted that the ASF process provides a structure that
supports development and change in the provision of PA for children (Ni Chréinin,
Murtagh, & Bowles, 2012), and increased enjoyment in PA experiences (McGann
et al., 2020). While physiological outcomes associated with ASF have yet to be
reported, as Daly-Smith et al. (2019) suggest, the act of committing time to being
an “active school” and replacing sedentary activities with opportunities to be
physically active means that ASF participation will likely lead to an increase in

PA levels for at least some participants, during school time.
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As has previously been stated, research in the area of PA and health suggests
that school-based PA initiatives can only have long-term effects where modifi-
able determinants of PA are positively supported. These include, among other
things, participant’s perceptions of enjoyment and motivation towards PA en-
gagement (Coulter & Woods, 2011). Recent literature provides empirical sup-
port for the use of Deci & Ryan’s (2011) Self-Determination Theory (SDT) as a
means of evaluating these determinants and thus, the potential of a school-based
PA initiative to support lasting behavioural change (Fortier et al., 2012). At a
macro level, SDT proposes that there are two types of motivation which underlie
human behaviour and prompt engagement in an activity or task. These are, intrin-
sic motivation, which refers to engagement for inherent reasons (i.e. a belief that
an experience is enjoyable and/or of value) and extrinsic motivation, which re-
fers to engagement primarily owing to a promise of rewards and recognition. At a
more micro level, SDT proposes that individuals become more “self-determined”
to engage in a behaviour when extrinsic motives become internalised. To that
end, it is suggested that an internalisation process begins by meeting three basic
psychological needs. These are: 1) autonomy—the need to feel that engagement
in an activity is relatively self-endorsed and/or of value, 2) competence —the
need to feel competent and confident to engage in an activity successfully, and 3)
relatedness—the need to experience meaningful relationships and interactions
with other people. Research suggests that if these three basic psychological needs
can be fostered within a school-based PA initiative, participants are more likely
to perceive physical activity as being enjoyable and of value, and more likely to
be motivated to continue being physically active over time (Coulter & Woods,
2011).

Accordingly, the current exploratory study takes a mixed methods research
approach to investigate the differential impact of the ASF (process-oriented) and
TDM (outcome-oriented) school-based PA initiatives on participant’s PA levels,
perceptions and motivations towards PA engagement, over a school year. Find-
ings of this study are intended to further our understanding of the potential for
these two different types of school-based PA initiatives to support lasting behav-

ioural change.

2. Methods

This exploratory study presents a comparative design strategy where the effec-
tiveness and advantages of one school-based PA initiative (ASF) are compared to
another (TDM) without conceptualising either as being a formal control group
(Basham, 1986). This type of strategy supports a thorough evaluation of an in-
tervention process (Basham, 1986). The data collection process takes a mixed
methods approach (accelerometry and focus groups) with quantitative data
speaking to measured PA levels of participants, and qualitative data predomi-
nantly speaking to participants perceptions and motivations towards PA en-

gagement.
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2.1. Sampling, Recruiting and Timetable

As part of a larger study, two co-educational schools from the Republic of Ire-
land were recruited by the researchers at an ASF information meeting held at the
beginning of the school year (2018-2019). These two schools, who were both
about to begin implementation of the ASF initiative, were then pair matched
with two other co-ed schools of similar size and from similar locations who had
never engaged with the ASF process. Pair matched schools were recruited by the
researchers via email using contact information available on school websites.
Initial discussions of the study with principals of pair matched schools revealed
that whilst their schools had never implemented the ASF initiative, they had re-
cently began implementing TDM. This afforded a unique opportunity, as a sub
study within the larger study, to carry out a comparison of the impact that these
two popular PA initiatives (the outcome-oriented TDM and the process-oriented
ASF) have on PA levels and perceptions of PA, of Irish primary school children.
As such, the research presented in the current paper emerged organically.

All schools in this exploratory study were of low socio-economic status and
part of the Irish Department of Education’s DEIS (Delivering Equality of Op-
portunity in Schools) programme which aims to address the educational needs
of children from disadvantaged communities. There is strong evidence to sug-
gest that children from disadvantaged communities are significantly less active
than their socially advantaged peers (Love, Adams, Atkin, & van Sluijs, 2019).
Thus, the profile of participants in this study afforded additional insight into
the potential effectiveness of school-based PA initiatives on measurement of
PA and perceptions of PA of children deemed particularly in need of behav-
ioural change.

Participants were recruited from 3™ class (children aged 8 - 10 years) and
from 5% class (children aged 10 - 12 years) at each school. Specifics relating to
the age, sex as well as the number of participants who contributed quantitative
and qualitative data at both time points are outlined in Table 1. Baseline data were
collected from all schools in the first 2 weeks of October (2018), with follow up
data collected from all schools, 8 months later, in the first 2 weeks of June (2019).

Table 1. Mean age and number of ASF and TDM participants (overall and by sex) who
contributed quantitative and qualitative data at baseline and follow up.

Accelerometry Data

Initiative Mean Age Girls Boys Overall
TDM Schools 10.3 yrs 23 34 57
ASF Schools 10.1 yrs 28 39 67
N=124

Focus Group Data

TDM Schools 10.5 yrs 6 6 12
ASF Schools 10.2 yrs 6 6 12
N=24
DOI: 10.4236/ape.2020.103022 266 Advances in Physical Education
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Full approval for this study was given by the Dublin City University Research
Ethics Committee (DCUREC/2018/168) with informed assent requested and
granted by participants, and informed consent requested and received from

school principals, participants and participant’s parent(s)/guardian(s).

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Quantitative Data: Physical Activity Levels

One hundred and twenty-four children provided accelerometry data (via Acti-
Graph GT1M and GT3X) at both points of this study. Sixty-seven children from
ASF schools (42% girls), 57 children from TDM schools (40% girls). Accelero-
meters were validated for children and youth population (Hanggi, Phillips, &
Rowlands, 2013) and set at 10 second epochs to capture intermittent activity cha-
racteristic of children (Kim, Beets, & Welk, 2012). At each school, two research-
ers demonstrated to participants, in groups of five, how to put on and adjust the
accelerometer belt (over the iliac crest of the right hip) and assisted participants
with adjusting the belt to fit correctly. Devices were labelled with a number and
the participant’s name to ensure that the correct/same device was worn each day.
Participants were instructed to put on the belt on arrival to school in the morn-
ing and to take it off before going home each day, for a total of five days. Partic-
ipants were also instructed to take the belt off for swimming or contact sports.
Each participant was given a printed leaflet with these instructions. Accelerome-
ters were collected by a member of the research team at the end of the five-day
period for download and data processing.

Accelerometer data were processed using ActiLife software version 6.13.3. Data
from the y-axis was used as it has been shown to be comparable across monitors
(Sasaki, John, & Freedson, 2011). The first and last day of wear were excluded
and wear criteria for three days of at least five hours (between school hours of 9
am and 2:30 pm) was applied (Yli-Piipari et al., 2016). Non wear time was de-
fined as 20 minutes of consecutive zeroes which is the most commonly used non-
wear definition in children (Cain et al., 2013). Wear criteria was met by 67 ASF
participants (44% girls) and 57 TDM participants (43% girls) across both time-
points. Evenson cut points (Evenson et al., 2008) were used to estimate average
time spent in MVPA (in minutes) per school day (21951 CPM) at baseline and
follow up.

2.2.2. Qualitative Data: Perceptions of PA

In total, 24 children participated in focus groups across the school year, with 23
of those children participating at both time points (further detail in Table 1).
Focus groups lasted between 35 - 40 minutes at each school. Home-school liaison
Officers (HSLO) at each school were asked to support recruitment of focus group
participants using the following criteria; 1) number. three children from 3™ class
and three from 5% class, 2) sex: an equal number of boys and girls, 3) additional
traits. it was requested that at least three participants in each group could be
classed as having poor attendance (i.e. absent between 20 - 30 days the previous
school year) and/or poor punctuality (i.e. recorded as “late” on the school at-
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tendance system between 20 - 30 times the previous school year). These criteria
were used to ensure a balanced sample of participants from each group and thus,
representative data. Children who demonstrated characteristics of disengagement
with school (e.g. poor punctuality/poor attendance) were recruited to provide
valuable insight into the effectiveness of school-based PA initiatives from the
perspective of children rarely heard from in the literature, i.e. those representing
the most “at risk” group of being physically inactive across the life course.

An interview guide was developed with open-ended questions and probes to
get an understanding of perceptions of physical activity and motivations towards
physical activity engagement of participants in both ASF and TDM initiatives. The
research team made the decision to avoid asking direct questions about either
initiative as it was thought children could potentially believe the researchers to
be representatives from ASF or TDM and feel compelled to answer questions in
a “certain way” (e.g. to speak highly of an initiative, PE or PA), potentially skew-
ing the data. Instead, interview questions (outlined in Table 2) focused on per-
ceptions, feelings, attitudes and experiences of PA, sport, PE and school. The ra-
tionale for including questions on PE and school came from the literature, with
research indicating that a child’s feelings towards school (“school day affect”) and
their experiences of PE, can influence perceptions of PA. Put simply, social en-
vironmental factors such as positive relationships with teachers and peers, and
the provision of PE that fosters actual and perceived movement competence and
confidence, can have a significant impact on perceptions of enjoyment and ulti-
mately, motivations towards PA engagement (Coulter & Woods, 2011).

The focus group moderator was a male postdoctoral researcher who had sig-
nificant experience as a primary/elementary teacher in schools of low SES status.
Questions were piloted prior to the beginning of the research period in Septem-
ber 2018.

2.3. Data Analysis

2.3.1. Quantitative Data

Descriptive statistics were produced on the PA variable between the two groups
and subgroups (sex) across time. A mixed-model ANOVA with repeated meas-
ures was also deployed. Effects of Time (baseline vs follow up), Group (TDM vs
ASF) and interaction effects between Time x Group were identified. The specific
PA variable used in this study was average number of minutes in MVPA (per
school day). Quantitative data was processed, screened for normality and ana-
lysed using SPSS.

Table 2. Focus group questions that guided discussion.

Question 1: What is your favourite subject in school?

Question 2: What do you think about PE in school?

Question 3: Do you do any physical activities or sports outside of school?
Question 4: What is the best thing about going to school?

Question 5: Are there things you don’t enjoy about school?
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2.3.2. Qualitative Data

Focus groups were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed through a
systematic and rigorous process, grounded in reflexive Thematic Analysis (TA)
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). This took a five phased approach which included fa-
miliarisation with the data, coding of the data, searching for and reviewing data
themes, defining and naming these themes and, production of a final report. Data
were read several times to support a familiarisation of its contents, then coded
to capture the nature of the comments made during the focus group discussion.
Codes were examined across the entire data set to identify patterns of similari-
ties, before identifying preliminary themes and sub-themes. The research team
then reviewed the data once more, and final themes and sub-themes were agreed
upon. It is important to note that themes were not merely found 7n the data or
did not simply emerge from the data but were rather identified as stories about
the data. These stories were informed by both the data itself and the researchers’
theoretical assumptions, analytic resources and skill (Braun & Clarke, 2019). In
all, qualitative results presented in this paper have arisen from engagement with

data as well as reflexive and thoughtful engagement with the analytic process.

3. Results
3.1. Physical Activity Levels

Sixty-seven children from ASF schools (42% girls) and 57 children from TDM
schools (40% girls) provided accelerometry data for this study (Table 1). Descrip-
tive statistics on the PA variable between the two groups over time are presented.
This PA variable represents average number of minutes spent in MVPA (per
school day). Results (illustrated in Table 3) indicate that the PA levels of ASF
and TDM schools experienced contrasting trajectories across time, with TDM
schools demonstrating high levels of PA at baseline (M = 34.5, SD = 11.4), but
decreasing significantly by follow up (M = 28.7, SD = 8.2; P = 0.004). By com-
parison, ASF schools demonstrated low levels of PA at baseline (M = 18.5, SD =
6.9) but improved significantly at follow up (M = 29.9, SD = 9.8; P=0.001).

Table 3. Changes in the PA variable (average minutes of MVPA per school day) of ASF
and TDM participants by group and by sex, from baseline to follow up (8 months).

Ti All Girl B
PairNo.  ID tme Sig. e Sig. ors Sig.
point Mean Mean Mean
ASF 1 18.5 15.7 20.6
Pair 1 0.000 0.000 0.000
TDM 1 34.5 28.3 38.4
ASF 2 29.9 27.9 30.8
Pair 2 0.50 0.23 0.74
TDM 2 28.7 25.4 30.4
ASF 1 18.5 15.7 20.6
Pair 3 0.000 0.000 0.000
ASF 2 29.9 27.9 30.8
TDM 1 34.5 28.3 38.4
Pair 4 0.004 0.22 0.000
TDM 2 29.6 25.4 30.4

*Time point 1 refers to baseline, time point 2 refers to follow up (8 months later) output mean refers to av-
erage number of minutes in MVPA per school day.
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A mixed ANOVA with repeated measures was conducted to test for signifi-
cant differences in the PA variable (average minutes in MVPA, per school day)
between groups (ASF and TDM) and across time (baseline and follow up). A
significant effect was observed relating to Time: H2, 122) = 9.24, P= 0.003, par-
tial n? = 0.07, and Group: H2, 122) = 25.68, P < 0.001, partial n* = 0.17. A sig-
nificant interaction effect between Time x Group: A2, 122) = 80.21, P < 0.001,
partial n* = 0.45, was also observed, indicating that the effect of group on the PA
variable was impacted by the time at which PA was measured. Results suggest
that while the contrasting trajectories of PA levels of the two groups (ASF and
TDM schools) meant that TDM schools demonstrated significantly higher levels
of PA in comparison to ASF schools at baseline (P < 0.001), Active School flag
participants experienced a more positive trajectory over time, effectively “catch-
ing up” with TDM participants and ultimately, no significant differences were

observed between the two groups at follow up (P = 0.50) (Figure 1).

3.2. Perceptions of PA

Thematic analysis of focus group data identified four themes as having an influ-
ence on children’s perceptions of PA as well as perceptions of determinants of PA
engagement i.e. PE and school affect. These four themes were: i) Affordance of
choice, ii) An appropriate level of challenge (not too difficult, not too easy), iii)
Importance of social interactions and, iv) Belief that an experience has value.
Focus group results are presented below, by theme and time point.

3.2.1. Affordance of Choice

“Affordance of choice” was identified as an influential factor on participant’s
perceptions of PA and PE at baseline. That is, when asked to share their thoughts
about PE in school, most participants across all groups (n = 15) described affor-
dance of choice as impacting perceptions (particularly perceptions of enjoyment)
of physical education.

40

35

—— " 0.004

30 L T—e 050
#%<0,001
25

*#<0.001
20

Timepoint 1 Timepoint 2
=== ASF ==—=TDM

Figure 1. Trajectories of PA for ASF and TDM participants over time. **denotes a statis-
tically significant difference.
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I like [PE]. I like dodge ball and we play that when it’s up to the class to
[choose] the activity. (Boy, ASF school, baseline)

I don’t mind PE but like, we do the same things over and over, whatever the
teacher [decides] and that’s [disappointing]. (Girl, ASF school, baseline)

I don’t like [PE]. We have to do the running, you don’t actually have a choice
and you have to keep going no matter what. (Girl, TDM school, baseline)

At follow up, 8 months later, affordance of choice was, once more, commonly
discussed by participants (n = 13) across groups. Most participants in ASF focus
groups (n = 7) discussed being afforded a level of choice in PE, while most TDM

participants (n = 6) discussed a lack of choice relating to their PE experiences.

I like [PE]. I actually like that we do different things and not the same
things. We do something for a few weeks.... now, we are doing “dancing”,
[before that] it was something else... jumping and throwing [athletics].
(Boy, ASF group, follow up)

[PE] is alright. It’s better when we get to pick [the activity] but most of the
time we don’t do the normal PE because we don’t have time and we have to
do our [Daily Mile]... it’s a bit, “...do we have to do it again?”. (Boy, TDM
group, follow up)

“Affordance of choice” was also identified as influencing children’s percep-
tions towards PA and PA engagement across all focus groups and both time
points. When asked to share their experiences of physical activity engagement
outside of school, most participants (n = 13) described how the affordance of

choice influenced their perceptions of enjoyment.

I like to play on my scooter... [I like it] because you can go more places ...be
a bit free....and you don’t just have to stay on your road. (Boy, TDM group,
baseline)

I [enjoy] dancing. Most of the time [I dance] with my friends in our
houses ....we like to just make up our own dances and come up with our

own things. (Girl, ASF group, baseline)

At follow up, ASF participants were identified as demonstrating increased
knowledge and understanding in relation to the choices of PA and sport on offer
to them in the community/beyond the school setting. To that end, most ASF
participants (n = 8) and some TDM participants (n = 4) discussed being in-

volved in organised after-school PA or sports clubs.

People came in [to the school] from dancing and gymnastics....... and foot-
ball and ...... you find out about things you can join....some of them are

free. (Boy, ASF group, follow up)

3.2.2. Appropriate Level of Challenge (Not Too Difficult, Not Too Easy)
Many participants across all groups (n = 12) discussed an appropriate level of
challenge (not too difficult, not too easy) as an additional factor which influ-

enced perceptions of PE.
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I like PE because you don’t have to do any work. It’s not hard on your
brains like, say, maths. (Boy, ASF group, baseline)

We do the [Daily Mile] for PE and I don’t mind it because basically, when
you get too tired, you can just walk. (Boy, TDM group, baseline)

For our PE so far we just [go] swimming and I don’t like it because I can’t
actually swim. It’s [hard] and a bit embarrassing. (Boy, ASF group baseline)
We do the [Daily Mile] and it’s just “no”. You get really [tired] and then you’re
tired for the whole day, or most of the day. (Girl, TDM group, baseline)

At follow up, participants (n = 5) in ASF groups discussed experiencing an

appropriate level of challenge during PE.

PE is fun..... There’s [usually] something that you're good at [and the]
things that you’re not great at, but like, you get better if you keep at it for a
bit..... I [have become] good at [soccer] when I was [not competent] at the

start of the year. (Boy, ASF group, follow up)

In contrast, more children in TDM groups (n = 6), equating The Daily Mile
with PE (despite this not being the intention of the initiative), referenced an in-
appropriate level of challenge in relation to their experiences of physical educa-

tion.

For our PE, we do the [Daily Mile] and it’s just a bit boring...you do the
same thing... and when you get [tired], if you stop, teacher shouts at you.
(TDM School 2)

Perceptions of enjoyment towards participation in PA and/or involvement in
sports clubs outside of the school setting were also identified as being influenced
by an appropriate level of challenge by participants across all groups at both time

points.

I [take part in] gymnastics. I got my front handspring a few weeks ago and I
just like it when you can’t do something [in the beginning] but learn it after
a while. (Girl, ASF group, baseline)

I was in Irish dancing but the teacher changed and we [kept] doing the
same dances over and over again ....it was basically too easy...... you’re not

learning anything new.....so I quit. (Girl, TDM group, baseline)

3.2.3. Importance of Social Interactions

“Importance of social interactions” was identified as a third theme which influ-
enced participant’s perceptions towards PE, PA and sport. In relation to PE, par-
ticipants across both groups and both time points discussed how social interac-

tions had both a positive and negative impact on their PE experiences.

I actually hate it in PE, when no one picks you and you feel stressed because
basically, you suck. (Girl, ASF group, baseline)

What I like about PE is that you can play with [your] friends and have fun
with [your] friends together. (Boy, ASF group, follow up)
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PE is good for actually being able to play with your friends and talking to
them. You can talk to your friends while you're doing the running even.
(Girl, TDM group, baseline)

When everyone’s finished and they are all waiting for you, [because] you’re
dead last. That’s [feels] so bad. (Girl, TDM, follow up)

“Importance of social interactions” was also identified as being an influential
factor in relation to participant’s perceptions of PA and PA engagement beyond

the school setting across all three groups at both time points.

I like playing games after school because... sometimes you make friends
when you play games like “chasing’. Someone new might be on your team
and they tell you their name and then they might be your friend, then you
have a new friend. (Boy, TDM group, baseline)

I was in a club but then my friend [quit] so, I didn’t want to do it anymore
on my own. (Girl, ASF group, follow up)

3.2.4. Belief That an Experience Has Value

A fourth theme, “Belief that an experience has value” was identified as influenc-
ing participants perceptions towards PE, PA and sport. This theme was rarely
discussed at baseline across groups (n = 3) in relation to PE. However, percep-
tions were identified as having shifted at follow up, with “value” discussed by
many ASF participants (n = 7) and some TDM participants (n = 2).

PE is good [because]... it gets your blood flowing and healthy [for you].
(Boy, TDM group, follow up)

In [PE] we learn how to check your heartbeat... your pulse... and get to
know your muscles and why PE is healthy for you. (Girl, ASF group, follow

up)

Similarly, “belief that an experience has value” was also identified as being as-
sociated with participant attitudes towards PA and sport, particularly at follow
up. To that end, knowledge and understanding around the benefits of engage-
ment in PA was identified in many ASF participants (n = 8) and some TDM
participants (n = 2) at follow up.

I like playing outside because you get the sun on your face and that gives
you vitamins and it’s good for me body... it also helps [me to] feel all re-
laxed. (Girl, ASF group, follow up)

My uncle was a pro boxer all his life and it took him [around] the world. I
decided I would try it too. Then I was good at it, [like my] uncle, and I've
stuck at it. (Boy, ASF group, follow up)

When discussing perceptions of PA and sport at follow up, one participant
from an ASF group was identified as being influenced by all aforementioned

factors and themes.

Loads of us do the running [club]... it’s in the park beside the school...

even the [mums and dads] go. You get a high-v is vest, you do [a] few laps,
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whatever you can, and you can time yourself and all. [The club] was on the
telly... getting everybody fit again... running is important to get your heart
being looked after... so that you’re feeling better about yourself and in your
head. You need to look after yourself... [and] your body. (Boy, ASF group,
follow up)

3.2.5. Perceptions of School: Influence of All Themes

Research indicates that the way a child feels about school (“school day affect”)
can have significant influence on perceptions of physical activity engagement
(Coulter & Woods, 2011). Focus groups results in this study identified the afore-
mentioned four themes as being influential factors of children’s perceptions, and
particularly perceptions of enjoyment, towards school. For example, when asked
about their “favourite subject”, participants identified “math” because it pro-
vided an appropriate level of challenge and because they held a belief that it had

value.

I like Maths, I like that it’s not easy but I'm good at it...... it’s [also] really
important, like when you’re older you need to be good at maths to work in
a shop. (ASF School 1, baseline)

Similarly, participants identified “history” because it afforded choice and

again, because they held a belief that it had value.

I like history... you can learn anything you want to learn about the past
and... I think it’s important... because if we don’t know about the past,
we’ll just make the same mistakes and there will be more wars... (ASF
School 2, baseline)

PE was identified as a favourite subject because it offered an appropriate level
of challenge (i.e. offering a physical “break” from mental challenges in the class-

room) and afforded opportunities for social interactions.

I think PE is probably my favourite... just because it’s a break, it’s not that
stressful and you get to basically play with your friends. (TDM School 2,
baseline)

Finally, when children were asked to identify their “favourite thing about
school”, responses were also identified as being underpinned by a combination
of the same four themes, affordance of choice, appropriate level of challenge,

Importance of social interactions and belief that an experience was of value.

My favourite thing about school is probably seeing your friends and playing
on the playground... learning new things and [feeling like] you’re getting
smarter...because things get easier. (Girl, ASF group, follow up)

All of it. Except getting up early. I hate having to get up early. But just, my
teacher is really nice and we do fun things....and you need to go to school
to get smarter [otherwise] how are you going to get a job you like? (Boy,

TDM group, follow up)
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4. Discussion

Beginning with measurement of PA, findings of this study suggest that partici-
pants attending TDM schools demonstrated significantly higher levels of PA in
comparison to participants at ASF schools at baseline. This was not unexpected
however, and likely represents the fact that TDM schools had already com-
menced the daily running initiative while ASF schools had only begun to address
some early “success criteria”. What is of note is that these results were not
maintained over time. That is, participants in TDM schools demonstrated a sig-
nificant decrease in PA levels from baseline to follow up (8 months later), while
participants at ASF schools experienced an opposing trajectory and demonstrated
a significant increase in PA levels over the same timeframe. Results relating to
participants at TDM schools present as being in line with those of Breheny et al.
(2020) who suggest that The Daily Mile initiative is beneficial in the immediate
(i.e. within the first 4 - 6 months) but does not sustain interest (from either the
teachers and/or children) over time. In contrast, PA benefits of participants at
ASF schools were apparent at follow up. It is likely that the contrasting trajecto-
ries of PA levels for both groups can be explained by the contrasting PA initia-
tives participants were exposed to at each school i.e. the process-oriented ASF
and outcome-oriented TDM. Each initiative had a distinctly contrasting imple-
mentation framework, i.e. a simplistic implementation process for TDM which
supports more immediate “set-up” and thus, more immediate gains in PA levels,
versus a more detailed process-oriented framework for ASF which takes time to
embed and time for participants to reap rewards. Overall, while there was no
significant difference in PA levels between groups at follow up, the trajectory
experienced by ASF participants (a significant increase over time) presents as
being more likely to support continued improvement in measured PA over time.
Further measurement of the PA levels of both groups would provide a greater
long term understanding of these trajectories (e.g. do ASF participants continue
to improve; do TDM participants return to the high PA levels seen initially?)
providing a more accurate account of the potential impact that ASF and TDM
participation could have on PA behaviours over time.

Research indicates that in order for a school-based initiative to support lasting
behavioural change, it should not only focus on increasing in-school PA levels,
but also focus on positively impacting key modifiable determinants such as
participant’s perceptions and motivations towards PA engagement (Coulter &
Woods, 2011). Focus group results of the current study identified four emer-
gent themes relating to participant perceptions of PA, PE and school, as well as
their over-arching motivations towards PA engagement. These were: 1) Affor-
dance of choice, 2) Appropriate level of challenge, 3) Importance of social in-
teractions, and 4) A belief that an experience has value. Interestingly, these four
themes very much align with the three basic psychological needs outlined by
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In recent years, SDT has
become a popular framework for evaluating children’s enjoyment PA and moti-

vations towards continued PA engagement (Fortier et al., 2012). As previously
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referenced, SDT underlines the importance of autonomy, the need to feel that
engagement is relatively self-endorsed, personally important, and of value. This
aligns with the identified themes of “affordance of choice” and “a belief that an
experience has value”. Next, SDT refers to competence; which among other things,
refers to a need to feel capable and confident in doing all of the things expected of
you. This aligns with the identified theme “appropriate level of challenge”. Finally,
SDT refers to the importance of relatedness, which includes the need to interact
and have meaningful relationships with other people. This aligns with the identi-
fied theme “importance of social interactions”. In an applied sense, SDT suggests
that in order for participants to experience positive perceptions of enjoyment and
motivations towards continued engagement in PA over time, three basic psy-
chological needs relating to autonomy, competence and relatedness must be met.

Qualitative results at baseline suggest that these basic psychological needs
were potentially met for some but certainly not all participants at both ASF and
TDM schools. That is, the four themes were discussed as having both a positive
and negative impact on participant’s perceptions and experiences of PA, PE and
school. For example, many participants discussed not being afforded choice (“I
don’t like [PE]...we have to do the running, you don’t actually have a choice”)
and consequently identified as having negative perceptions of PE, predicting
negative perceptions of PA engagement. Conversely, other participants who de-
scribed being afforded choice (“I like [PE]... when it’s up to the class to pick the
activity”) were identified as having more positive perceptions of enjoyment to-
wards PE and PA engagement. An appropriate level of challenge was also dis-
cussed by participants with both positive (“it’s not easy, but I'm good at it”) and
negative (“it was basically too easy....so I quit”) repercussions for perceptions of
enjoyment towards PA, PE and school. Similarly, social environmental factors
such as relationships with peers and teachers also had both positive (“you can
play with [your] friends and have fun”), and negative (“when no one picks you
and you feel stressed”) impact.

At follow up however, a clear difference between ASF and TDM participants
was identified. “Belief that an experience has value” became strongly identified
for the ASF group but was not present for TDM participants. That is, ASF par-
ticipants articulated aknowledge and understanding relating to how, why and
when to be active. This knowledge and understanding presented as underpin-
ning a belief that PE was of value (“[you] learn how to check your heartbeat...your
pulse...and get to know your muscles”), and a belief that PA was of value (“you
get the sun on your face and that gives you vitamins and it’s good for me”) sug-
gesting positive repercussions for participant perceptions and motivations to-
wards PA engagement. To that end, our findings suggest that the basic psycho-
logical needs associated with SDT were more strongly met by participants at ASF
schools in comparison to participants at TDM schools. That is, when discussing
PA, PE and school, ASF participants mostly described affordance of choice, level
of challenge and social interactions in positive terms. Conversely, more TDM

participants discussed an absence of choice, inappropriate level of challenge and,
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to a lesser extent, negative interactions with peers as well as teachers.
Accordingly, qualitative results in this study suggest that a process-oriented
PA initiative (ASF) met the psychological needs of more children, promoting
more positive perceptions of enjoyment and motivations toward PA engagement.
This finding is perhaps best evidenced in the response of an ASF participant who
referenced a combination of autonomy, relatedness and competence when de-
scribing their “favourite thing about school”; the ASF playground activities.

“The best thing about school is probably our playground... We have lots of
[stations]... and you get to play things that you want to play... like you're
never really left out... when you go back to class you feel like you've had a

good bit of exercise”.

In contrast, an outcome-oriented PA initiative (TDM) was identified as being
less effective at meeting participant’s basic psychological needs, with mixed per-
ceptions of enjoyment and motivations towards PA engagement identified across
the research period. As a result, evidence from teachers at ASF schools stating
that ASF participation facilitated increased enjoyment in PA experiences and an
increased understanding of why being active is important (McGann et al., 2020),
can be corroborated by the current study. Conversely, statements in TDM lit-
erature suggesting that the initiative “encourages children to be aware of their
health” and that “a// children enjoy it and participate happily” (The Daily Mile
UK, 2020) could not be supported. Moreover, this study concurs with Daly-Smith
et al. (2019) who suggest that TDM participation facilitates improved physical
outcomes in some children but not all, and extends this finding to suggest that
basic psychological needs required to support positive perceptions of enjoyment
and motivations towards PA engagement were also met by some TDM partici-
pants but certainly not all.

With that said, research by Love, Adams, & van Sluijs (2019) proposes that we
can only account for the effectiveness of a school-based initiative when it is im-
plemented with fidelity. Both initiatives evaluated in this study have sophisti-
cated websites and well-presented literature to support the implementation proc-
ess. ASF schools are expected to follow explicit criteria across the school year
and demonstrate that these criteria have been met to “accreditors” during an of-
ficial school visit (The Active School Flag, 2020). In contrast, TDM implementa-
tion has less rigid requirements, with the outcome of completing the “daily mile”
being championed above all else. This “simplicity” of implementation is pro-
moted by The Daily Mile Foundation as a significant selling point. However, a
less rigid structure, while appealing to the schools, can have unintended negative
consequences. For example, at one TDM school in the current study, participant
comments such as “most of the time we don’t do the normal PE because ...we
have to do our [Daily Mile]”, and “if you slow down, teacher shouts at you”,
emphasise that TDM is open to being implemented in a way that is not intended.
This is supported by Hanckel et al. (2019) who reported that of the 69 TDM

schools participating in their study, each one implemented the initiative in a dif-
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ferent way. It has been reported that The Daily Mile Foundation are in the proc-
ess of adapting their information materials and resourcing “co-ordinators” to
assist with implementation fidelity, in order to ensure that engagement with the
initiative results in the intended benefits (Hanckel et al., 2019).

In contrast, ASF implementation is guided by a detailed structure focused on a
range of “success criteria” across the areas of whole-school evaluation, provision
of quality PE, co-curricular opportunities for PA and partnerships. In this sense
the “process” of achieving the “Active School Flag” is championed above any
outcome (for example definitive minutes or distances of movement). ASF imple-
mentation fidelity is not only supported by “success criteria”, but also by regular
meetings for coordinators, regular contact from the ASF committee and visits to
the school from ASF accreditors. Ni Chroinin et al. (2012) suggest that the de-
tailed structure of ASF supports development and change in the provision of PA
for children, which is also supported in part by the recent publication by McGann
et al. (2020). Findings of this current study add further credence to this claim,
but also highlight the importance of the supports and structure that ASF offer
schools to assist with implementation fidelity. We propose that this represents a
potential “recipe” for success that is worth further research and investigation.

Interestingly, one “ingredient” of the ASF outlined in “success criteria” explic-
itly points schools towards participation in a “running initiative” (which could
include TDM) (The Active School Flag, 2020). While neither of the ASF schools
in this study implemented a running initiative during the research period, we
propose that an initiative like TDM, as a spoke in the hub of a process-driven
initiative, could have real merit and impact. Indeed, the concept of an out-
come-oriented initiative (such as TDM) implemented as part of an overarching
process-oriented initiative (such as ASF), presents as an ideal way to directly in-
crease PA levels, while also supporting the basic psychological needs required for

sustaining meaningful change in the longer term.

5. Conclusion

The school setting has been identified as a key place to tackle low levels of PA in
children. Conversely, recent literature suggests that in order to bring about a last-
ing change in movement behaviours, school-based PA initiatives should not only
look at increasing measured PA but also meet basic psychological needs required
to foster positive perceptions of enjoyment and motivations towards continued
engagement in PA beyond the school setting. If we consider an old expression,
“It’s not what you do, it’s the way that you do it”, results of this study suggest
that from the perspective of measured PA levels in the school setting, “what” we
do (ASF or TDM) may not be as important as we think. That is, both initiatives
outlined in this study supported similar levels of PA at follow up. However, when
it comes to positively supporting psychological outcomes deemed crucial to mo-
tivate children towards sustained PA engagement and lasting behavioural change,
then the “way” that we approach PA (e.g. a process- or outcome-oriented ap-

proach) could have significant impact.
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