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Background: Despite growing acceptance of integrating physically active 
learning (PAL) into schools, challenges remain regarding sustaining the results 
obtained in controlled experiments beyond the formal program. This study 
addresses this gap by exploring how in-service teacher training can be 
structured to support the sustained implementation of PAL.
Methods: We adopted an international multi-stakeholder perspective and 
recruited teachers (n = 6), teacher educators (n = 6), and researchers (n = 6) to 
participate in online semi-structured interviews. All 18 stakeholders were 
recruited based on their expertise in PAL. Interviews were audio-recorded, 
transcribed, and analysed using reflexive thematic analysis.
Results: We identified two overarching themes: (A) the process of gradual growth 
and (B) building a whole-school PAL culture. The first theme illustrates teachers’ 
gradual PAL growth through i) onboarding, ii) starting simple, and iii) building 
towards advanced practice. The second theme revolves around building a 
whole-school PAL culture and encompasses the process of sustaining PAL 
through (i) school and national policy and (ii) developing a PAL culture.
Conclusions: Based on these themes, we developed a conceptual framework as 
a visual representation of the results structured around the phases of 
onboarding, starting simple, advanced practice, and building a whole-school 
PAL culture. The framework indicates that PAL teacher training is a 
comprehensive process that occurs in a synergistic relationship between 
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teachers’ individual and collective agency to implement and sustain PAL in 
schools. This study and the proposed conceptual framework may help advance 
the implementation and sustainability of future PAL initiatives. However, the 
framework represents an interpretative synthesis of stakeholder perspectives 
and requires further empirical testing across educational contexts.

KEYWORDS

framework, movement-integration, multi-stakeholder, physically active learning, 
teacher training

Introduction

Physically Active Learning (PAL), defined as integrating 
movement within the delivery of academic content (1), has 
garnered global interest, as evidence suggests that physical 
activity can positively impact pupils’ academic performance (2, 
3), cognitive processes (4, 5), and time on task (6). PAL has 
been positioned as a cost-effective approach to addressing core 
educational goals and increasing pupils’ physical activity levels 
during their most sedentary period of the day (7–9).

Despite growing interest, challenges remain in sustaining PAL beyond 
formal researcher-led programs (10–12). Existing programs are often 
predefined and lack flexibility for local adaptation, which can limit 
alignment with teachers’ professional practice and reduce long-term 
uptake (13, 14). Additionally, many programs are short-term, often 
consisting of brief training sessions, which may not sufficiently support 
sustained changes in teaching practice or help teachers overcome risk 
aversion (10, 15). As a result, PAL implementation remains confined to 
early adopters, limiting broader, scalable uptake across schools (8, 16–18).

In response, research has increasingly focused on identifying 
barriers and facilitators to PAL implementation (19, 20) and on 
developing more comprehensive approaches to teacher training 
in both pre-service and in-service contexts (1, 21–23). There has 
also been a growing emphasis on involving stakeholders in the 
design of such programs (8, 16). However, empirical knowledge 
on how to structure teacher training to support sustained PAL 
implementation remains limited (10, 24, 25).

To address this gap, the ACTivate project was established to 
improve PAL implementation and sustainment in schools. The 
project co-created a Europe-wide PAL teacher curriculum (22), 
an online training program, and a meta-synthesis of teachers’ 
perspectives on adapting and implementing PAL (1). In addition 
to revealing several themes on PAL, the synthesis also revealed 
that research on teacher training was scarce (1). Building on this 
foundation, this study aimed to explore how teachers, teacher 
educators, and researchers perceive the design of in-service 
training to support the implementation and sustainment of PAL 
in schools. Based on these perspectives, the study further 
develops a conceptual, heuristic framework that represents an 
interpretative synthesis of stakeholder experiences.

Methodology

Stakeholder identification and recruitment

To gain a global understanding of teacher training programs 
for implementing and sustaining PAL, we sought insights from 

three stakeholder groups: teachers, teacher educators, and 
researchers. Inclusion criteria comprised 1) in-service teachers 
in primary school with experience in PAL, 2) teacher educators 
who facilitated both pre-service and in-service teacher PAL 
training programs, and 3) researchers with a record of 
publishing PAL-related papers in peer-reviewed journals.

The recruitment process consisted of two phases. First, we 
purposively identified stakeholders affiliated with the ACTivate 
network who had contributed in a non-funded advisory capacity 
(26). These participants were familiar with the ACTivate project 
but were not directly involved. This initial phase resulted in the 
recruitment of four participants (1 teacher, 1 teacher educator, 
and 2 researchers). To broaden the range of perspectives beyond 
the ACTivate network, we subsequently employed a snowball 
sampling approach (27). Country leads within the ACTivate 
consortium were asked to identify relevant stakeholders across 
the three groups, and initial participants were invited to suggest 
additional stakeholders outside the consortium (27). While 
teachers and teacher educators were primarily identified through 
these referrals, researchers were primarily identified through 
their publication records. The process resulted in an additional 
14 stakeholders.

Although participants varied in their background and 
experience, all were considered to have substantial experience 
with PAL (26). To enhance international diversity and avoid 
overrepresentation from any national context, we limited 
representation to approximately one stakeholder per group per 
country. In total, 18 participants were recruited, including six 
teachers, six teacher educators, and six researchers from eight 
countries (Table 1).

The sample size was considered sufficient to generate rich and 
diverse perspectives across stakeholder groups and national 
contexts, consistent with qualitative research principles that 
emphasise depth and contextual relevance over 
representativeness (26). Before data collection, all stakeholders 
were given information about the research purpose, the 
interview guide, and the requirements. Additionally, all 
stakeholders were asked to read and sign the consent form 
before participating. Ethical approval was granted by Leeds 
Beckett University (Ref 70882).

Data collection

Due to the global recruitment, all interviews were conducted 
online via Zoom over a three-month period. The interview 
guide had a two-fold focus. The first part explored participants’ 
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experiences, perceptions, and perspectives of PAL in practice. The 
second part was informed by the COM-B framework, which 
guided the formulation of questions related to participants’ 
perceptions of capability, opportunity, and motivation to 
implement and sustain PAL in school settings (28). Using 
COM-B as a sensitising framework for data collection, rather 
than for analysis, provided theoretical guidance while 
maintaining an inductive and interpretative analytical approach 
(26). In addition, the interview guide included questions on 
participants’ experiences with PAL, their involvement in training 
or implementation initiatives, and factors that may support the 
initial and long-term integration of PAL in schools. Particular 
attention was given to how PAL could be extended beyond early 
adopters and embedded within wider school practice. Follow-up 
questions were used to encourage all stakeholders to elaborate 
on examples, ideas, and concepts (26).

Interviews were conducted in English, Finnish, and Dutch. 
The Finnish interviews were conducted in Finnish and 
subsequently translated into English by a bilingual researcher 
(JK). The Dutch interviews were primarily conducted in 
English, with occasional translation support where needed. To 
support translation accuracy and preserve meaning, bilingual 
members of the research team (AS & JK) reviewed the 
translated transcripts. They engaged in collaborative discussions 
to ensure conceptual clarity and consistency across languages. 
Culturally specific terms and expressions related to PAL were 
carefully handled to maintain the integrity of participants’ 
perspectives. Following data collection, all participants were 

assigned pseudonyms, and identifying information, such as 
school names, was removed from the transcripts to ensure 
anonymity (26).

Data analysis

We analysed the data using reflexive thematic analysis (RTA), 
as outlined by Braun and Clarke (29, 30). This approach was 
chosen for its flexibility in exploring stakeholders’ perspectives 
and generating interpretative insights aligned with the study 
aim. RTA was also chosen because it does not rely on 
reproducible coding procedures. Rather, it emphasises the 
researcher’s active role in interpreting the data (29). The analysis 
followed the six phases: i) familiarisation with the data, ii) 
generating initial codes, iii) generating themes, iv) reviewing 
themes, v) defining and naming themes, and vi) writing 
the results.

First, transcripts were read repeatedly to develop familiarity 
with the dataset. During this phase, AD-S and JLM noted initial 
observations and interpretations. In the second phase, initial 
codes were generated inductively across the dataset. Coding was 
conducted collaboratively, with AD-S and JLM coding 
transcripts and discussing interpretations. Codes were treated as 
flexible and interpretative units, developed in relation to the 
study’s aim. As such, codes were broad and captured a range of 
meanings, including concepts such as “local adaptation” and 
“PAL benefits”. A total of 62 codes were generated.

TABLE 1 Overview of stakeholders participating in the interviews.

Stakeholder group Participants Country represented Interview duration PAL years of experience

Pseudonym Gender

Teachers Harrya Male UK 53 minutes >10 years

Finn Male Norway 53 minutes >10 years

Isaak Male Finland 29 minutes >10 years

Sophie Female Netherlands 55 minutes 3 years

Olivia Female USA 48 minutes Not specified

Emma Female Denmark 44 minutes 6 years

Teacher-educators Georgea Male UK 51 minutes 8 years

Alex Male Norway 74 minutes >10 years

Oscar Male Denmark 48 minutes 7 years

James Male USA 43 minutes >10 years

William Male Netherlands 48 minutes 3 years

Ava Female Finland 32 minutes >10 years

Researchers Leo Male UK 60 minutes 3 years

Ella Female Finland 33 minutes 4 years

Mason Male Australia 51 minutes >10 years

Lucasa Male USA 52 minutes >10 years

Amelia Female Ireland 38 minutes 7 years

Rhysa Male Norway 42 minutes 6 years

Overview of included participants. All participants were assigned pseudonyms. Participants marked with a were purposively recruited through the ACTivate network, while the remaining 
participants were recruited through snowball sampling.
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In the third and fourth phases, codes were refined and 
grouped into preliminary themes based on conceptual similarity 
and relevance to the study aim. Given our analytical focus on 
identifying shared patterns across the dataset, this process 
involved iterative movement between data, codes, and emerging 
themes. Overlapping and redundant codes were merged or 
removed, resulting in 46 refined codes. These were subsequently 
organised into six themes that broadly captured key aspects of 
the data: “PAL benefits”, “resources”, “delivery”, “capability”, 
“training”, and “building a whole school culture”.

In the fifth phase, the preliminary themes were further 
reviewed, refined, and synthesised. AD-S and MBM led this 
phase, working collaboratively to define and name themes that 
captured their underlying meaning while remaining grounded in 
the data (29, 30). Through this process, the initial themes were 
refined into sub-themes, and codes were condensed into 
broader, meaning-oriented categories. This phase also involved 
analysing broader patterns across the dataset, resulting in two 
overarching themes regarding the teacher training process 
(Table 2).

Throughout the analytic process, reflexivity was central. The 
research team comprised researchers with extensive experience 
in PAL and involvement with the ACTivate project, which 
informed our understanding of the field and may also have 
shaped our interpretations (29). To address this, the core team 
(AD-S, JLM, MBM, GKR) engaged in ongoing reflexive 
dialogue, critically examining assumptions and interpretations 
during the process. This collaborative effort allowed different 
perspectives within the research team to challenge and refine the 
final themes.

Finally, the sixth phase involved developing a coherent 
narrative linking the themes to the study’s aim and the existing 
literature. MBM and AD-S drafted the initial version of the 
Results section, which was subsequently reviewed and refined by 
the wider authorship team (29).

Results

Two overarching themes emerged from the analysis: (A) 
gradual growth and (B) building a whole-school PAL culture 
(Table 2). The first theme reflects teachers’ progression through 
three phases of PAL development: (i) onboarding, (ii) starting 
simple, and (iii) building towards advanced practice. The second 
theme captures the conditions for sustaining PAL through (i) 
alignment with school and national policy and (ii) the 
development of a whole-school PAL culture.

Process of gradual growth

We developed the first theme to convey that gradual growth is 
an ongoing process across three phases: onboarding, starting 
simple, and progressing to become an advanced practitioner. 
This theme captures how stakeholders described the 
development of teachers’ capability and agency over time, 
including the adoption of a growth mindset and the 
development of reflexive practice.

Onboarding

The onboarding phase highlights the need to understand 
teachers’ initial mindset before aligning PAL with their 
educational values, beliefs and emotions. It was a process that 
extended beyond orienting them to the benefits of PAL. Instead, 
it was a process of guiding teachers to understand why and how 
PAL could be integrated into their practice.

Understanding teachers’ initial mindset
Stakeholders commonly described the importance of helping 

teachers relate PAL to their existing values by reflecting on its 
purpose and contribution. Supporting teachers in articulating 
their own understanding of PAL was seen as a key initial step in 
the onboarding process. This was reflected in the view that “It 
needs to be meaningful regarding their pedagogical approach” 
(Oscar, teacher educator). Oscar alluded to teachers’ 
professionalism and the idea that supporting them through 
pedagogical reasoning could help establish an initial PAL mindset.

Similarly, other participants emphasised the importance of 
connecting PAL to teachers’ beliefs and underlying assumptions 
of education: “asking the right questions can help them connect 
with their inner beliefs” (Rhys, researcher). Several stakeholders 
suggested that discussing teachers’ fundamental perspectives on 
education and children could improve their understanding of 
PAL’s potential. One teacher educator noted that “PAL becomes 
engaging when it becomes emotional” (James), indicating that 
affective dimensions were also considered important in shaping 
initial engagement. Taken together, these accounts suggested 
that onboarding involves supporting teachers in developing a 
meaningful understanding of PAL that aligns with their 
pedagogical values, beliefs, and emotions.

Building teachers’ understanding of PAL through practice
Stakeholders also described the importance of supporting 

teachers’ understanding of PAL through practical experience. On 
this point, stakeholders suggested that for teachers to recognise 

TABLE 2 Summary of the generated themes, sub-themes, and codes.

Theme Sub-theme Code

Process of gradual 

growth

Onboarding Understanding teachers’ initial 

mindset 

Building teachers’ 

understanding of PAL through 

practice 

Helping teachers understand 

PAL benefits

Starting Simple Building teachers’ initial 

capability 

Building teachers’ initial agency

Building towards 

advanced practice

Adopting a growth mindset 

Becoming a reflexive 

practitioner

Developing a whole- 

school culture

Policy advocacy School and national policy

Developing PAL 

culture

Building school leadership 

Peer support from colleagues 

Culture change
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the value of PAL, they need to see how it can be integrated in 
everyday teaching contexts:

“I often think about one situation where a teacher said: ‘What 
is the point of PAL? Later, when she came to watch the 
session, she turned to me and said, ‘I get it. The children 
are having fun and are engaged, and it seems like the 
learning is sticking” (George, teacher educator).

In line with this account, several participants described 
teachers as primarily practical and experiential learners, 
highlighting the value of observing and trying PAL in practice. 
Stakeholders suggested that experiencing PAL firsthand could 
help teachers recognise its relevance and reflect on potential 
barriers and opportunities. One teacher articulated this view: 
“Teachers must try it out for themselves. It helps them embody 
the essence of PAL and realise that they might already be doing 
something similar” (Finn, teacher). Across accounts, participants 
highlighted that aligning PAL with existing teaching practices 
could help teachers recognise its opportunities and relevance in 
their own contexts.

Helping teachers understand PAL benefits
The third and final aspect of the onboarding phase involved 

developing an understanding of the value of PAL. Stakeholders 
described this as an important factor in shaping teachers’ 
motivation and engagement. As one researcher noted: “Trying to 
change teachers’ perceptions by getting them to believe its value 
(…) is half of the battle” (Leo). Stakeholders commonly related 
these benefits to pupils’ engagement and enjoyment, health 
outcomes, and classroom behaviour. However, more pressing 
was ensuring teachers felt that PAL contributed to pupils’ 
learning and broader educational goals. Getting acquainted with 
the benefits of PAL served a dual role: both illustrating its 
effectiveness and giving teachers a clear idea of what they could 
achieve: “I think that teachers need practical perspectives, as well 
as the research and science behind it” (Harry, teacher). Together, 
these accounts suggest that onboarding involves supporting 
teachers in recognising both practical and theoretical dimensions 
of PAL, so that they can understand the scope of its application 
and the potential opportunities it offers.

Starting simple

The second phase in the process of teachers’ gradual growth 
was described as starting simple. This phase reflects how 
stakeholders emphasised the importance of developing teachers’ 
initial capability and agency, enabling them to independently 
continue experimenting with PAL in their practice.

Building teachers’ initial capability
Stakeholders commonly described teachers’ capability as 

central to implementing and sustaining PAL, referring to their 
ability to enact PAL within their own teaching practice. To 
support this, stakeholders emphasised the importance of starting 
with simple, accessible approaches, such as starter packs, 
resources, materials, or examples from other teachers. Moreover, 
this could also include concrete examples of the requirements 

for integrating PAL into their teaching. These were described as 
entry points that could support teachers in understanding how 
PAL could be integrated into their teaching. One stakeholder 
explained: “Try and explain what PAL is, and usually start quite 
early with something practical so they can see what we mean by 
it” (Amelia, researcher). Many stakeholders also highlighted that 
starting with practical examples could help teachers recognise 
connections between PAL and their existing pedagogical 
approaches. This was further illustrated by one teacher educator 
who exemplified that:

“All teachers have some competence they can draw on. 
Suppose it is not high-intensity activities but drama, games, 
or outdoor activities. They often realise they have relevant 
experience and then go, ‘Oh, maybe I do know PAL after 
all’” (Oscar).

These accounts suggest that building initial capability involves 
supporting teachers in recognising and drawing on their existing 
skills, knowledge and experiences. Stakeholders further described 
how this process also involves adapting and refining familiar 
activities to align with PAL, thereby allowing teachers to 
integrate it into their current practice and to suit their particular 
needs. In this way, stakeholders notably argued that PAL could 
initially be experienced as an add-on to traditional teaching. 
However, becoming aware of initial capability could increase 
teachers’ confidence in using PAL and support the perception 
that PAL could become a seamless part of their teaching practice.

Building teachers’ initial agency
Building teachers’ agency was another key aspect of the theme 

’starting simple’. Stakeholders commonly associated agency with 
teachers’ sense of freedom and responsibility for planning and 
organising good-quality teaching. While closely related to 
capability. Agency was described as the ability to use these 
capabilities confidently and flexibly in practice. Stakeholders 
highlighted that this could be challenging, as they perceived that 
some teachers are hesitant to take risks in contexts because of 
how they are evaluated based on pupil outcomes. One 
researcher noted that: “(…) teachers do not necessarily want to 
take risks in the subject where they are judged on pupils’ 
performance (…) by their principal, national metrics and so on” 
(Rhys). In response, stakeholders described the importance of 
supporting teachers so they feel confident and safe to 
experiment with PAL, even when outcomes are uncertain. 
Building an initial agency was thus characterised as enabling 
teachers to apply their capabilities while developing confidence 
in their own professional judgement.

Capability was essential to building initial agency, as 
stakeholders described that it could provide teachers with the 
core skills and confidence to use PAL and integrate it with 
conscious reflection on its purpose. Some stakeholders also 
suggested that this process involved becoming “able to adapt 
and become more autonomous continuously” (Amelia, 
researcher), thereby reflecting a gradual shift towards more 
independent and reflective practice. This process was further 
illustrated by one teacher’s account of their own experience: “So 
I started discussing with the principal. I asked him to change the 
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timetable because I do not want PAL to be fixed and rigid. (…) I 
want the freedom to integrate PAL when it is natural.” (Finn). 
This example illustrates how, over time, teachers may develop 
their own perspectives on integrating and sustaining PAL in 
their contexts. Although Finn felt it was easier to start in a rigid 
way by having a school leader put PAL on the schedule, his 
initial capability and agency helped him reflect on when and 
where it was natural to integrate PAL. Taken together, these 
accounts suggest that developing initial agency involved 
supporting teachers in recognising their capacity to act and 
gradually building their confidence in using their 
professional judgement.

Building towards advanced practice

The third phase of gradual growth reflects stakeholders’ 
descriptions of a progression towards more advanced and 
integrated use of PAL. This phase was characterised by the 
development of a growth mindset, in which teachers are 
increasingly engaged in ongoing cycles of planning, 
experimenting, and reflecting on their use of PAL.

Adopting a growth mindset
Stakeholders associated the development of a growth mindset 

with teachers’ beliefs in their ability to continuously develop their 
capability and agency in relation to PAL. This perspective was 
linked to the view that there are no clearly demarcated levels of 
PAL competence and that development is an ongoing process 
throughout teachers’ professional lives. As a teacher educator 
noted: “Teachers need to accept the fact that there will be 
hiccups, bumps and scrapes along the way” (George). Similarly, 
stakeholders also described how engaging with PAL involves a 
willingness to experiment and learning from a continuous 
process of trying and failing: “You need to be open-minded and 
continue trying different approaches, new stuff, new equipment 
and maybe new alternatives to teaching without knowing if they 
will work” (Finn, teacher). These accounts suggest that a growth 
mindset involves openness to trying and refining different 
approaches, and recognising that challenges and setbacks are 
part of the process. Some stakeholders also described how this 
process could support teachers in developing confidence and 
capability in integrating PAL into lessons. In addition, 
stakeholders associated a growth mindset with engaging in 
ongoing cycles of planning, acting, and reflecting, even when 
initial attempts were not successful.

Becoming a reflexive practitioner
Stakeholders further described that progressing towards 

advanced practice involved becoming increasingly reflexive in 
integrating PAL into teaching. This included moving beyond 
viewing PAL as an add-on to fully integrating it across all 
subjects and learning activities. For these reasons, many 
stakeholders associated teachers’ reflexivity with their ability to 
move away from their lesson plan and support new and 
unexpected situations:

“One aim is learning, for instance, language. The other aim is 
physical activity. So, throw a ball. The art of PAL is combining 

the two meaningfully. However, that is not for beginners, as it 
requires active reflection on your actions” (Sophie, teacher).

Across stakeholders, a common perspective was the 
importance of continuously reviewing the integration of PAL, 
recognising that approaches may not function in the same way 
across contexts or over time. For some, this ability meant 
reviewing the activity afterwards, reflecting on its purpose and 
why it did not work. For others, it meant continuously 
reviewing during: “Another thing I found helpful was becoming a 
facilitator. Sometimes, I know what the rules are supposed to be, 
but then the kids take it in a different direction. So, I let them go 
with it” (Olivia, teacher). In this quotation, Olivia illustrates the 
core of becoming a reflexive practitioner. That is, teachers’ 
ability to review and adjust the activity before and during 
teaching. These examples illustrate how reflexivity was associated 
with teachers’ ability to review, adapt, and respond to different 
classroom situations. Stakeholders also linked this to teachers’ 
attentiveness towards the pupils’ needs and prerequisites. 
Linking to this was also a perception that reflexive teachers are 
better at evaluating existing and creating new activities:

“I look at my colleagues, and I see ideas flowing. They are not 
always new ideas, but alternatives. They seem to develop a single 
basic activity and refine it with variations. It may sound like a 
new idea, but they apply it in new classes with different levels to 
benefit more pupils” (Sophie, teacher). Taken together, these 
accounts suggest that becoming a reflexive practitioner involves 
developing the ability to integrate PAL flexibly and in context- 
responsive ways, supported by ongoing reflection and adaptation.

Developing a whole-school PAL culture

The second overarching theme reflects stakeholders’ 
perceptions that sustaining PAL extends beyond individual 
teacher development and is closely linked to broader 
organisational and policy-related conditions. Participants 
described how individual growth may be more sustainable when 
aligned with a collective whole-school PAL culture. Within this 
theme, two sub-themes were identified: (i) policy advocacy and 
(ii) PAL culture.

Policy advocacy

The sub-theme of policy advocacy captures how stakeholders 
described policy’s role as a structural influence on the 
integration and sustainment of PAL in schools. Stakeholders 
commonly referred to both national and school-level policies as 
shaping the extent to which PAL is prioritised and supported 
within educational settings.

School and national policy
Stakeholders described school policies as influencing teachers’ 

opportunities to implement PAL. As a researcher noted: “I do not 
know if policy is the right word, but it is something about what gets 
adopted in schools. (…) Teachers do what they think the school 
perceives as important” (Leo). The quotation reflects how some 
stakeholders perceived schools’ priorities as an important factor 
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in shaping teachers’ practices and the long-term sustainment of 
PAL. Several stakeholders additionally highlighted the role of 
school leaders in interpreting and embedding broader 
educational priorities into local policies and practices. School 
policy was thus perceived as closely intertwined with national 
policy, as it enabled broader approaches to teaching and learning.

While school policies were often described as enabling, 
stakeholders raised concerns about national-level policies. Across 
national contexts, stakeholders highlighted that the curriculum 
was perceived as demanding, with limited time and space for 
experimenting with approaches such as PAL. As one researcher 
noted: “Based on my experience, there are many teachers who 
want to do PAL (…), but the system is hampering their 
implementation” (Rhys). The system in this case was the 
curriculum demands, international test regimes, and learning 
expectations. Although stakeholders argued that educational 
policies could be agnostic about teachers’ teaching styles, they 
were particularly concerned that accountability systems 
demanding clear evidence of progression could be at odds with 
teachers’ agency in sustaining PAL. As such, some stakeholders 
argued that national policies comprised a significant reason why 
some teachers viewed PAL as a risk. Others, however, argued 
that schools had to be conscious of how to navigate the policies 
to help teachers sustain PAL as part of their school culture.

In addition to educational policies, stakeholders also noted 
that national health policies influenced how teachers interact 
with PAL. Some stakeholders described these policies as 
promoting physical activity in ways that were not always aligned 
with the school context: “(…) School strategies to make that 
60 minutes are difficult, they [government] went, ‘Right, we will 
raise the bar even more’, and schools went, ‘We cannot do this’” 
(Mason, researcher). In line with this account, stakeholders 
suggested that while they often found such policies well- 
intentioned, they were sometimes experienced as top-down and 
lacking contextual sensitivity to what the school could grasp. 
Additionally, some stakeholders described how educational 
priorities were often perceived as taking precedence over health- 
related objectives. One stakeholder noted that: “From my 
experience, teachers want to do PAL, but they are always 
evaluated on learning objectives, and they cannot be bothered 
with health. The system is hampering their integration of PAL” 
(Rhys, researcher).

Taken together, these accounts highlight how stakeholders 
perceived policy environments as both enabling and 
constraining factors in sustaining PAL, shaping how it is 
prioritised and enacted within schools. For these reasons, 
stakeholders argued that it was important for schools to 
understand education and health policies to navigate priorities 
and incorporate them into local school policies.

Developing a PAL culture

The final sub-theme reflects how stakeholders described the 
transition from individual efforts to a more collective, whole- 
school approach to sustaining PAL. Stakeholders emphasised 
that involving the wider school community was important in 
supporting long-term integration. This sub-theme comprised 
three interrelated aspects: school leadership, peer support, and 
broader culture change.

Building school leadership
Stakeholders commonly emphasised that school leadership 

was crucial to establishing and shaping a PAL culture. School 
leaders were described as influential in setting priorities, 
supporting initiatives, and shaping the conditions under which 
PAL could be implemented. A teacher educator even said that: 
“where the principal comes along in their leggings and their 
trainers for the CPD session, the odds are better with those 
schools” (George). In line with George’s quotation, the general 
perspective was that when school leaders were actively involved 
in PAL-related activities, it was easier to establish a shared 
commitment within the school. Stakeholders also described how 
leadership engagement could support teachers by legitimising 
PAL practice and embedding them within everyday 
school routines.

These descriptions further highlighted connections between 
school leadership and policy-related structures, where school 
leaders were seen as influencing scheduling, resource allocation, 
and the organisation of professional learning environments. 
Together, these accounts suggest that school leadership was 
perceived as an important factor in fostering a whole-school 
PAL culture.

Peer support from colleagues
Stakeholders also emphasised the role of peer support as 

essential to increasing the likelihood of successfully sustaining 
PAL in schools, as it could help establish a whole-school 
culture and engage mid- and late adopters. Indeed, many 
stakeholders related peer support to the professional learning 
environment and the school’s collective ability to evolve and 
sustain PAL. Peer support was described as occurring through 
both informal interactions and more structured professional 
collaboration. While informal exchanges were valued, some 
stakeholders highlighted the potential of more structured 
formats for reflection and feedback: “We want them to reflect 
upon practice (…) We want to structure teachers’ feedback so 
they can be critical, constructive” (Alex, teacher educator). By 
providing critical feedback, stakeholders argued that these 
forms of interactions could enable teachers to share 
experiences, discuss challenges, and collectively develop 
solutions: “If teachers talk about barriers with other teachers, 
they are often able to solve the problem” (Amelia, researcher). 
In line with this quotation, some stakeholders further 
emphasised that peer interactions could support the 
development of shared practices over time: “We should not 
undermine that teachers are resourceful (…) if we expose 
enough teachers to these teaching methods [PAL], it will become 
the norm” (Lucas, researcher). Notably, the stakeholder 
outlined that discussing the problems was an essential first 
step, but also emphasised that discussions could be 
accompanied by guiding questions to help teachers elevate 
their reflections and perspectives beyond their own experiences.

Taken together, these accounts suggest that peer support was 
perceived as contributing to the development of collective 
agency, where teachers collaboratively shape and sustain PAL 
practices. Stakeholders viewed peer support as essential to 
building a culture where teachers’ collective agency could 
sustain PAL.
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Culture change
Stakeholders described the development of a whole-school 

PAL culture as involving broader changes beyond individual or 
small-group initiatives. For instance, some stakeholders noted 
that focusing on a small group of teachers could limit broader 
PAL integration. One stakeholder explained that: “By only 
focusing on the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grades, I am basically saying 
that this is unimportant because I am not asking the entire school 
to do PAL” (Lucas, researcher). Across accounts, stakeholders 
described whole-school engagement as supporting a more 
coherent and sustained approach to PAL. This was linked to 
collaboration, shared professional development, and alignment 
across different levels of the school. One particular teacher 
educator reflected on this broader perspective to a whole-school 
engagement: “Then it is only 30-40% about PAL. The rest is 
about learning to work as an individual, with a team, with the 
entire school system” (Alex). This quotation alludes to using PAL 
to challenge established teaching methods and change the 
culture, thereby supporting teachers to develop a 
learning environment.

In further accordance with the above-mentioned quotation, 
stakeholders also described how developing a PAL culture 
involves negotiating the relationship between individual freedom 
and collective goals: “We should not overlook that teaching is 
a highly autonomous job where they get to decide what they 
do (…). So principals must not undermine their [teachers] 
competence” (Lucas, researcher), thereby highlighting the 
importance of recognising teachers’ professional judgement. 
Similarly, another stakeholder described how leadership and 
teacher voices could interact in shaping sustainment: “successful 
whole-school implementation is where they have a combined 
approach where you have the school leadership guiding the way, 
putting PAL on the schedule while allowing teachers to raise their 
voice about how to sustain it” (Rhys, researcher). Taken together, 
these accounts suggest that developing a whole-school PAL 
culture involves ongoing interactions between leadership, 
collaboration, and teacher autonomy, shaping how PAL is 
discussed, adapted, and sustained within schools.

Discussion

The international multi-stakeholder perspective adopted in 
this study provides novel insights into how PAL capability and 
agency can be developed across educational contexts, advancing 
beyond single-stakeholder perspectives and individual theoretical 
approaches (14, 16, 23, 25). In this section, we synthesise the 
results by presenting a conceptual, heuristic framework for PAL 
teacher training (Figure 1). The framework is structured around 
the three stages of gradual growth: i) onboarding, ii) starting 
simple, iii) advanced practice, alongside a fourth phase related 
to developing a whole-school PAL culture. Together, the results 
suggest that PAL teacher training could benefit from moving 
beyond short-term approaches, such as one-day training 
programs (10, 24), towards more sustained and contextually 
responsive models. When considered alongside existing research 
on teacher motivation (17, 18, 31), capability (32–34), and 
implementation challenges (14, 23, 25), the framework provides 

a novel contribution that can inform future PAL teacher 
training initiatives.

First, the framework begins with an often underexplored phase, 
‘onboarding’, in which PAL is aligned with teachers’ educational 
values, beliefs, and existing practices. Rather than focusing on 
predefined strategies or generalised implementation models (9, 
10), the onboarding phase emphasises sensitivity to teachers’ 
contexts and needs. This aligns with previous research indicating 
the importance of school ethos and local contexts in shaping the 
implementation process (15, 16, 21). Within the framework, 
sensitivity refers to recognising the diversity of school 
environments and drawing on the perspectives of school leaders, 
teachers, and pupils (8, 16, 35). In this regard, implementation 
may benefit from engaging with teachers’ daily practice and the 
practical challenges they encounter, thereby supporting their 
readiness for change and willingness to experiment with PAL (15, 
24). Although this study primarily relates context sensitivity to the 
first phase, previous research suggests that such considerations are 
relevant across all stages of implementation (35).

The second phase builds teachers’ initial confidence to enact 
PAL. As illustrated in Figure 1, the phase of starting simple 
reflects the early development of teachers’ capabilities and 
agency. In this study, building capability refers to teachers’ skills 
and knowledge for enacting PAL. Consistent with previous 
research, this involves strengthening teachers’ ability to make 
pedagogical choices, adapt activities, and further develop PAL in 
their own practice (32, 33).

The study further suggests a close relationship between 
capability and agency. Drawing on stakeholders’ accounts, teacher 
agency is understood as teachers’ capacity to act purposefully and 
make professional judgements within the structural and 
contextual conditions of their work. This aligns with previous 
research, which conceptualises agency as a relational and context- 
dependent capacity that develops over time (36, 37). Although 
often associated with autonomy or motivation, agency is 
conceptually distinct in that it emphasises teachers’ ability to 
interpret, negotiate, and respond to their professional context 
(36). Supporting the development of agency may be important as 
previous research has identified a lack of confidence and inclusion 
as barriers to sustaining PAL (19, 20, 31).

As such, the study suggests that capability supports the 
emergence of agency. As teachers gain initial skills, they are 
perhaps more willing to act, experiment with PAL, and adapt 
their practices to local conditions. While this aligns with 
previous research (13, 18, 38), the framework developed in this 
study highlights how this process may extend over time towards 
more reflexive and contextually responsive forms of practice, 
including negotiating constraints, taking pedagogical risks, and 
contributing to collective efforts within the school. This 
progression suggests that sustaining PAL depends not only on 
building skills but also on supporting teachers’ capacity to act 
within their professional context.

As further illustrated in the proposed framework (Figure 1), 
the third phase of becoming an advanced and reflexive 
practitioner involves continuously planning, trialing, and 
reviewing the use of PAL across different contexts. Consistent 
with previous research, this study indicates that it is a complex, 
time-consuming process involving trial and error, in which 
teachers persist despite initial challenges (1, 32). The third phase 
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adds to existing literature by moving beyond the notion of clearly 
demarcated levels of PAL capability (33). Instead, it highlights that 
sustaining PAL likely involves developing reflexivity and a growth 
mindset as part of an ongoing professional process. These qualities 
appear closely connected to agency, as they enable teachers to 
make informed and contextually responsive pedagogical 
decisions (15, 34, 37).

The fourth phase focuses on developing a whole-school PAL 
culture. In line with the broader literature, whole-school culture 
can be understood as the development of shared norms, values, 
and practices (39). In this study, a whole-school culture was 
reflected in shared understandings of PAL’s role. The proposed 
framework underscores that policy and organisational contexts 
may influence the implementation of PAL, as curriculum 
demands, accountability structures, and competing priorities 
shape local conditions. These factors have been widely identified 
as barriers in the PAL literature (19, 20). However, rather than 
treating these factors solely as constraints, the fourth phase of 
the framework emphasises how schools can actively interpret 
and translate national and international policy in ways that align 
with their local ethos. Aligned with previous research, school 
leaders play a key role in fostering a whole-school PAL culture 
through interactions with colleagues and by supporting 
alignment between individual practices and collective priorities 
across the school (40).

These processes may be understood as interactions between 
individual and collective forms of agency (15, 37). As teachers 
develop more advanced practices, these could help them 
articulate and shape shared approaches to sustaining PAL within 
their school context. Consistent with previous research, these 
results indicate that while school leadership plays an important 
role in prioritising PAL, implementation and sustainment 
appear to be collaborative efforts to translate individual 
experience into shared school knowledge (8, 39, 41). As such, 
the development of a whole-school PAL culture likely supports 

the school’s collective capacity to sustain PAL by moving 
beyond reliance on individual teachers’ engagement (14, 15).

While the framework is conceptual, it could be used to prompt 
consideration of practical implementation aspects. For example, it 
may guide teachers to iteratively trial and adapt PAL in their 
everyday practice to navigate challenges and refine their 
approaches to integrating movement into teaching. Moreover, 
the framework highlights how leadership practices can support 
the integration of PAL into school policy and everyday routines. 
In this regard, school leaders could play a complementary role 
by interpreting and aligning national policy with local school 
priorities, thereby contributing to long-term sustainability (42). 
This would be particularly important as previous research has 
identified awareness of national policies as central to the 
adaptation of PAL into local school contexts (8, 43).

In addition, the framework draws attention to how teacher 
training programs can be structured in practice. Rather than 
providing a prescriptive model, it highlights that implementing 
and sustaining PAL is likely to require time and ongoing 
engagement. Although aspects such as program duration, 
delivery modes (e.g., workshops, school-based professional 
learning) and support mechanisms were recognised as 
important, they were not examined in depth in this study. As 
these factors will likely shape how the framework is 
operationalised across different contexts, they warrant attention 
in future research. The proposed framework may therefore offer 
a useful basis for teacher educators and program designers 
seeking to support both individual and collective processes of 
PAL implementation.

Strengths and limitations

This study offers an international, multi-stakeholder 
perspective on the development of PAL teacher training, 

FIGURE 1 

The PAL teacher training framework.
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contributing a conceptual framework that outlines key phases of 
the implementation and sustainment. At the same time, several 
limitations need to be acknowledged. One consideration relates 
to sample size and data saturation. Within RTA, the aim is not 
to achieve saturation in a positivist sense, but rather to generate 
rich, meaningful, and contextually grounded insights (29). The 
sample size of 18 international stakeholders was considered 
sufficient to capture a diverse range of stakeholder perspectives 
across contexts (26, 29). However, the use of purposive and 
snowball sampling, including recruitment through the ACTivate 
network, could have influenced the perspectives represented. 
Stakeholders were highly engaged and experienced with PAL, 
which may mean that the results reflect the views of early 
adopters and do not fully capture the perspectives of less- 
experienced teachers or schools. This could affect the 
transferability of the results, as including different or less 
engaged stakeholders may have led to alternative interpretations.

A further limitation relates to researcher positionality. Several 
members of the research team have prior experience in PAL and 
involvement in the ACTivate project. This may have influenced 
both data collection and interpretation. To minimise potential 
influence and bias, interviews were conducted using open-ended 
questions and encouraged stakeholders to share both supportive 
and critical feedback. In addition, the research team engaged in 
reflexive dialogues throughout data collection and analysis to 
examine assumptions and interpretations. The multilingual 
nature of the data also represents a potential limitation. As some 
interviews were conducted and translated across languages, 
nuances in meaning could have been influenced despite efforts 
to ensure conceptual accuracy through bilingual review and 
collaborative verification.

Together, the results can be understood as an interpretative 
synthesis of stakeholders’ perspectives rather than an exhaustive 
account. Accordingly, the proposed framework is heuristic and 
represents a conceptual and visual synthesis of the study results 
(44). Consequently, our results might not transfer directly to all 
contexts. Instead, they offer guiding principles that likely require 
local adaptation. It is also important to recognise that 
comprehensive frameworks, such as the one presented in this 
study, can present practical challenges (19, 20). For example, 
extensively designed training initiatives risk being perceived as 
time-consuming or demanding for teachers (21, 25). While the 
results in this study suggest moving beyond short-term training 
formats, such as one-day training programs, this study does not 
provide specific guidance on program duration or intensity.

As such, the framework is an initial, conceptual model that has 
not yet been empirically tested or evaluated. It represents a 
heuristic synthesis of stakeholders’ perspectives and not a 
validated or prescriptive approach to implementation and 
sustainment. Although the framework is organised into four 
phases, these are overlapping and iterative. Further empirical 
research is therefore needed to examine the framework’s 
applicability and effectiveness across contexts. For example, 
future studies should test the framework by trialing different 
phases within teacher training programs and evaluating their 
impact on teachers’ capability and agency, as well as the 
sustained use of PAL over time. Longitudinal and mixed- 
methods studies would be valuable in these settings as they can 
support the exploration of how the framework operates in 

practice, including its feasibility, duration, and adaptability 
across different schools and national contexts. In addition, it is 
important for future research to explore how schools can be 
supported in evaluating and sustaining change over time, 
including the development of tools for reflection and self- 
evaluation. Finally, consistent with previous research, the 
implementation and sustainment of PAL is likely to benefit 
from collaboration among multiple stakeholders, including 
teachers, school leaders, and external facilitators (15).

Conclusion

This study offers new insights into how PAL teacher training 
could be evolved to support the implementation and sustainment 
of PAL in schools. The proposed framework provides a conceptual 
and heuristic synthesis of stakeholders’ perspectives, contributing 
to ongoing efforts to better understand the development of 
teachers’ capability and agency. Taken together, the framework’s 
three phases, which focus on teacher growth, recognise that 
change is a complex and time-consuming process that benefits 
from sensitivity and responsiveness to the needs of various staff 
and schools. The fourth phase of building a whole-school PAL 
culture reinforces the school’s importance in establishing more 
sustainable practices that move PAL implementation beyond 
isolated classrooms or lone teachers. As such, the framework 
provides a useful basis for informing future PAL initiatives. 
Researchers, teacher educators, teachers, and school leaders 
could consider exploring the framework’s applicability across 
national and local contexts. Further empirical work is needed to 
examine how the framework can support the implementation 
and sustainment of PAL over time.
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