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Is there any long-term value to the fitness 
education approach in physical education?

Abstracted by Alexandra Szarabajko, a 
graduate teaching assistant, and Bradley 
J. Cardinal, a professor, in the Kinesiol-
ogy Program at Oregon State University in 
Corvallis, OR.

What Was the Question?
One of the aims of school physical 

education is to teach students how to be 
physically active and healthy for life. This 
type of physical education aligns with 
the fitness education model. The fitness 
education model builds on the success of 
the conceptual physical education model, 
which was first introduced in colleges 
and universities (Corbin & Cardinal, 
2008). Using this approach, children and 
youth are taught not only “how” to be 
physically active, but also “why.” In doing 
so, a variety of behavioral strategies are 
introduced, and students learn to apply 
them in everyday life. But how effective 
is this approach?

Prior research had looked at the 
short-term (i.e., freshman year vs. 
junior/senior year of high school) and 
intermediate-term (i.e., freshman year 
vs. 12–18 months post-high school 
graduation) effects of an experimental 
physical education program called Proj-
ect Active Teens, which employed the 
fitness education and conceptual physi-
cal education approach (Dale & Corbin, 
2000; Dale, Corbin, & Cuddihy, 1998). 
The results of both studies were promis-
ing. However, what remained unknown 
was whether people who participated in 
Project Active Teens during their adoles-
cence were more physically active later 
in life. Kulinna, Corbin and Yu (2018) 

sought to fill this void by asking: How 
physically active are people who took 
part in Project Active Teens in the early 
1990s during their freshman year of high 
school compared to 24 years later (i.e., 
~14–15 years old vs. ~38–39 years old)?

What Was Done?
Kulinna et al. (2018) surveyed the 

original 776 Project Active Teens study 
participants. Ninety-one people from the 
original sample consented to partici-
pate. The majority were female (68.1%) 
and White/non-Hispanic (82.4%). 
Participants reported their involvement 
in moderate, vigorous and muscle-
strengthening physical activities over 
the last seven days. They were also asked 
questions about the Project Active Teens 
class content, including its usefulness.

What Was Found?
The majority of female (68%) and 

male (86%) respondents were meeting 
the national guidelines for moderate-
to-vigorous physical activity, which is 
higher than what has been observed in 
nationally representative samples (i.e., 
50% and 52%, respectively). Additionally, 
only 5% of females and no males who 
took part in Project Active Teens during 
their adolescence were found to be inac-
tive, whereas nationally 27% of females 
and 25% males are. Moreover, 56% of 

the study participants remembered class 
content, 50% stated they continued to use 
information that had been learned in the 
class, 47% perceived the class to have been 
useful post-graduation, and 92% felt well 
educated about physical activity.

What Does the Study Mean?
When students learn how to make 

self-directed decisions regarding manag-
ing, assessing and planning to engage in 
health-related physical activity behaviors 
during high school physical education 
class, it appears to positively affect their 
physical activity behaviors into adult-
hood. The information learned through 
these classes also seems to stick with 
them well beyond the school years.

This study helps illuminate the 
long-term value of fitness education and 
conceptual physical education classes. 
Such information may help with physical 
education program advocacy efforts 
among school administrators, the public 
at large, and public officials (e.g., school 
board members, legislators).
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