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Practice Matters

Sam Edmondson

Beyond the A Team: 
Physical Activity for Social Mobility

Understanding the setting
Whilst considering my new job title – 
teacher of boys’ physical education – I had 
a sudden light bulb moment. The power of 
that apostrophe, and understanding that 
the physical education belongs to the boys, 
has defi ned the pedagogical development 
of my NQT year. That apostrophe states 
that physical education and school sport are 
not just for the high-ability performers or 
the footballers or the athletes, but creates 
a domain where each individual should be 
able to have possession over their PE at Ark 
Academy, Wembley.

At fi rst, understanding who these boys were 
and where they came from was vital. Brent is 
the second most ethnically diverse borough 
in London (Offi ce of National Statistics, 2011). 
Nine per cent of the secondary school student
population of Brent is white. The Index of 
Multiple Deprivation shows Brent to be 
the 11th most deprived borough in London 
(Department for Communities and Local 
Government, 2010). These statistics 
emphasise that my students come from a very 
different background from me (rural Somerset) 
or from my teaching placements during my QTS 
degree at St Mary’s University, Twickenham.

On interview, I delivered the standard pledge 
to ensure pupils develop ‘healthy, active 
lifestyles’ without really stopping to consider 
what this meant. It was only later, whilst 
undertaking this research, that I was better 
able to defi ne my pedagogy. Now, my aim is 
to deliver a healthy, active school life for all of 
our students. That apostrophe really got me 
thinking ‘beyond the A team’.

The importance of social 
mobility for health
Sport England states that only 21.9 per cent 
of the general population aged 16 or older 
participates in moderate exercise three times a 
week (Kokolakakis, Lera-Lopez and Castellanos, 
2014), whilst the Chief Medical Offi cers state 
that young people should participate in vigorous 
physical activity for 60 minutes per day (NHS, 
2011). If I concentrate on ensuring that, during 
their school life, students are meeting this 
expectation, the hope is that our students 
will continue to participate in physical activity 
beyond school for their own health benefi ts.

The Active People Survey shows, unequivocally, 
the positive correlation between participation 

in physical activity post-16 and being white 
and attending further or higher education 
(Breuer et al., 2011). This is particularly 
pertinent when one considers the prevalence 
of childhood obesity in groups with a lower 
socioeconomic status (National Obesity 
Observatory, 2012), as well as lower 
socioeconomic groups, such as are found 
in Brent, being far less likely to participate in 
physical activity post-16 (Kokolakakis, Lera-
Lopez and Castellanos, 2014). 

Bolliver (2015) presents further inequalities 
in the UK for social mobility. When Black 
and ethnic minority students with identical 
A’ level grades to their white counterparts 
apply to Russell Group universities, they are 
“substantially less likely” to be offered a place.

Before the 2010 General Election, the Through
the Glass Ceiling (2008) report laid the blame 
for the lack of social mobility squarely at two 
doorsteps: “fi rst and foremost within families 
and individual households” and, secondly, 
somewhat predictably, with “the failure of the 
education system” (Conservative Party, 2008: 2). 
Given the aggressive nature of this report, the 
lack of support for a health-based education 
agenda from the Coalition government during
their incumbency is shocking. There is no longer 



22 Physical Education Matters Autumn 2015

Practice Matters

central government funding for the National 
Healthy Schools Programme (Bonnell, 2014), 
Ofsted no longer reports on how well schools 
are promoting students’ health and personal 
development (Ofsted, 2014), and PSHE remains 
non-compulsory with lesson time diminishing 
because of this (PSHEA, 2014). It is left to 
individual teachers and departments to visualise 
how PE and school sport can contribute to a 
healthy, socially mobile pupil population.

It is clear, therefore, why my role in 
promoting participation to all of our students, 
and not just the more able performers, is 
so important. My environment necessitates 
the need for creative teaching; the poorest 
children need to benefi t from the richest 
teaching to become socially mobile (Lupton, 
2014). Furthermore, if Black and ethnic 
minority students are to become socially 
mobile in Brent, they need to be healthy and 
well educated. My vision of social mobility can 
be viewed as a cycle. Creating healthy young 
people can only promote social justice. 

Instilling a participation 
pedagogy at Ark Academy
Installing a ‘participation for all’ agenda at Ark 
has foundations within my research and draws 
upon the lessons learned in Going the Extra 
Mile (2014). I really believe that, by widening 
the base of the pyramid for participation, to 
include every student who wants to play in 
each particular sport, we will create a more 
positive attitude towards physical activity that 
will continue beyond school. Again, my vision 
is for a healthy, active school life.

My philosophy is critical of an over-emphasis 
on competition within school sport. In his 
foreword in Going the Extra Mile, Sir Michael 
Wilshaw identifi es competitive school sport as 

able to “energise a school culture” and states 
that intra- and inter-school sport lead to high 
attainment across schools and reap “academic 
dividends” (Wilshaw, 2014: 2). However, 
there is no equivocal link between PE and 
school sport – competitive or not – and 
cognitive development (Bailey, Armour, Kirk, 
Jess, Pickup and Sandford, 2009). 

What we should not lose sight of is the 
benefi t of friendly competition, playing games 
for enjoyment, and being willing to try new 
activities without fear of losing. My career is 
not going to be judged on my win percentage 
for boys’ football teams. However, I hope to 
provide my students with a bigger picture of 
the health benefi ts of enjoying participating in 
physical activity.

Lessons learned
My teaching experiences during placements 
at Dr Challoner’s Grammar School 
(Buckinghamshire) and Wilson’s Grammar 
School (Sutton) – both of which have 
predominantly white students who go on to 
Russell Group universities – showed me the 
value of every students’ participation in school 
sports. Both schools have strong traditions 
of sporting excellence, and this is instilled in 
the students and supports Wilshaw’s Going 
the Extra Mile case studies. However, the 
real power of the sports programmes at both 
schools is the expectation that many students 
have to represent the school – not just the ‘A 
team’. 

The Director of Football at Wilson’s, 
coordinated over 360 school football matches 
during the academic year of my placement. 
Fielding multiple teams in block fi xtures 
against other schools allows all of the students 
to participate and play against an opposition 
of a similar level. This has begun to take 

place at Ark, with other local schools playing 
three consecutive games across our 3G 
pitch, allowing 54 students from two schools 
to play football during a fi xture block. This 
has, generally speaking, allowed us to match 
ability levels and cater for the demand to play, 
without any mismatches. In my fi rst year at 
Ark, we played 77 football games, 37 handball 
games, 25 basketball games, 11 cricket 
matches and four rugby matches.

There are no barriers to participating in 
physical activity at Ark; enthusiasm to try 
new activities funnels students into a variety 
of different activities. Through introducing 
the Friday Sports Blast (coaching in football, 
basketball and rugby for Years 7 and 8) and 
lunchtime practice sessions for table tennis 
and badminton, complemented by frequent, 
friendly fi xture blocks with other local schools 
in the borough, we achieved 96.5 per cent 
of Year 7 boys representing the school in an 
inter-school game. The number was slightly 
lower at 63 per cent in Year 8, but still saw the 
introduction of B and C team fi xtures during 
the football season. 

Within six months of introducing a rugby club 
to Year 7, it has become, without doubt, their 
most popular sport. The squad has grown to 
25 boys and 15 girls since we started in the 
spring term, and rugby is certainly the most 
spectated sport by students and staff alike. 
After a number of friendlies against schools 
in the borough, it was an easy decision to 
enter the team into ESRFA competitions next 
season. What better way to channel interest 
in the Rugby World Cup games that were 
hosted next door in Wembley stadium? The 
students have very quickly demonstrated 
their understanding of the ethos of rugby 
and embraced the attitudes expected towards 
both opposition and offi cials; they have fi nally 
begun to understand that we don’t score 
‘touch downs’ on the try line!
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A huge factor in growing the ‘participation 
for all’ agenda was the use of academic 
colleagues to deliver sports to the students. 
Going the Extra Mile cites this approach in 
independent schools and the best performing 
state schools and academies; at both Wilson’s 
and Challoner’s the academic staff were 
integral to the delivery of such a wide range of 
activities for so many students. 

The lesson taken from my experiences in 
these schools is that once you fi nd them, the 
right staff will be more than willing to give 
up their time. It was more than just a case 
of emailing all staff, however. Conversations 
in the staff room snowballed into a maths 
teacher leading the rugby team alongside the 
site manager, an English teacher coaching 
the Year 7 cricketers assisted by the history 
learning support assistant (LSA), and a female 
scientist recruiting 15 girls as part of a very 
fearsome rugby club. If you are lucky enough 
to have LSAs approaching you to run more 
basketball practices, go with it! My own 
experience as an LSA running football teams 
and cricket squads led me to attend university 
and complete my QTS degree. It’s not the 
route that all of the support staff at Ark will 
take, but helping out with school sports is all 
about adding strings to the bows for those 
LSAs who do chose to teach – PE or otherwise.

Conclusion and moving 
forward
There is a health crisis in this country 
(Youth Sport Trust, 2015; National Obesity 
Observatory, 2015; Bailey et al., 2009). The 

solution should be of utmost importance to 
the government but the National Curriculum 
in its current format offers nothing but the 
ambiguous objective to “understand and 
apply the long-term health benefi ts of 
physical activity” (Department for Education, 
2014) as part of that health discourse. 
However, given the situation specifi city and 
ecology of each individual school, faith has 
to be placed in practitioners to deliver a 
curriculum that can address the situation 
(Bailey et al., 2009). One such approach is 
‘participation for all’. 

There is a feel good factor around the Ark 
Academy PE department, where we have 
Year 7 students who expect to participate and 
represent the school – at all ability levels. 
Importantly, there is absolutely no pressure on 
any student to perform or win. Whilst there is 
no equivocal proof that being healthy creates 
academic dividends, the empirical evidence 
during the fi rst year of the ‘participation for all’ 
pedagogy shows happy, confi dent Year 7 and 
8 students who are all participating in PE and 
school sports. To keep these young people 
healthy, whilst my academic colleagues 
continue to take care of their wider education, 
should put the students in the best position to 
make informed life choices, allowing them to 
become socially mobile.

Sam Edmondson is a teacher 
of boys’ PE at Ark Academy, 
London Borough of Brent. He is 
undertaking his Master’s degree 
at St Mary’s University.

Boys’ physical education dept. 
2014-15

Participation rates* in an inter-school 
fi xture

Year 7:                   96.5%

Year 8:                   63%

Year 9:                   41%

Year 10:                 29%

Year 11:                 25%

Selected sports participation rates* 
in an inter-school fi xture

Football

Year 7:                   72%

Year 8:                   42%

Year 9:                   19%

Year 10:                 25%

Year 11:                 19%

Badminton and table tennis

Year 7:                   56%

Rugby

Year 7:                   26%

* one or more appearance in an inter-school 
fi xture (versus another school)


