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Background 
Physical activity is fundamental to the physical and mental health of children and young people. It is important 

to know how active children and young people are so that interventions to increase physical activity can be 

targeted in the right areas and we can see changes over time.   

 

The current (2019) UK Chief Medical Officer guidelines are that children and young people aged 5 to 18 should 

engage in moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity for an average of at least 60 minutes per day across 

the week. This can include all forms of activity such as physical education, active travel, after-school activities, 

play and sports. Moderate intensity activities will raise children’s heart rate and make them breathe faster and 

feel warmer. Vigorous intensity activities will make children breathe hard and fast. The guidelines also 

recommend that children and young people should engage in a variety of types and intensities of physical 

activity across the week to develop movement skills, muscular fitness, and bone strength and that they should 

aim to minimise the amount of time spent being sedentary. When physically possible they should break up long 

periods of not moving with at least light physical activity. 

Usually, young people’s physical activity in the Bailiwick has been measured using self-report questionnaires (e.g., 

the Young People’s Survey). This data is useful as it is based on a large sample, but self-report measures are 

limited because they rely on people to accurately recall how active they were, how intense the activity was and 

when they did it. People tend to over report some activities (like team sports) and under report others (like 

walking for transport). Wearable devices which track activity many times per second, such as accelerometers, 

provide more accurate estimates of activity.  

 

The aim of this project was to provide the first device-based estimates of the physical activity levels of children 

in Years 4 and 6 of primary school in Guernsey. 

What we did 
• We asked children in Primary school Years 4 and 6 to wear an accelerometer (ActiGraph GT1M) for 

seven days. Data were collected in the 2019 autumn term. 

• Accelerometers are waist-worn devices which estimate the volume and intensity of physical activity 

and are commonly used in research. Data are time stamped so activity levels at different times of day 

can be estimated.  

• Six local primary schools and 302 pupils took part. 55% participants were female. 

Headline Results 
• 44% of children met current recommendations of an average of 60 minutes moderate-to-vigorous 

physical activity per day. 

• 48% of Year 4 pupils and 40% of Year 6 pupils met the guidance. 

• 61% boys and 33% girls met the physical activity guidelines.  

• 49% of children accumulated 30 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity during the school 

day with boys (66%) twice as likely to do this than girls (37%). 
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Who took part? 
302 pupils consented, 281 took part (21% of the total 2019/20 Year 4 and 6 school population) and 89% 
(N=251) provided valid data. 
 

Total:  251 Pupils |147 Girls| 97 Boys1 | Average age = 9.1 yrs. 
Year 4:  129 Pupils | 72 Girls | 57 Boys | Average age = 8.2 yrs. 
Year 6:  115 Pupils | 75 Girls | 40 Boys | Average age = 10.6 yrs. 

Physical Activity Levels 

 
Fig 1. Average minutes of moderate-vigorous activity per weekday. Dashed line is current UK CMO guidance2 

 

• On average, pupils did 58 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per weekday. 

• Physical activity declines with age, with Year 4 pupils more active than Year 6 on average (61 vs. 54 mins per day).  

• Girls were less active than boys by approximately 12 mins per day on average. 

• The Year 4 results were similar to a recent larger sample of children in Bristol.3 However on average, Year 6 

pupils did 7 minutes less moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per weekday. The relatively small local sample 

means that comparisons should be made with caution.  

 

 
1 7 participants provided valid accelerometer data but did not report their gender.   
2 Average of 60 minutes of at least moderate intensity physical activity per day across a week. 
3 International Journal of Obesity (2020) 44:104–113 



 

 

4 

Do children meet physical activity recommendations? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Current guidelines from the UK CMO are for children to do an average of 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous 

physical activity per day over the week. In our sample:  
 

• 44% of children met current guidelines. 

• 48% of Year 4 pupils and 40% of Year 6 pupils met the guidance. 

• 61% boys and 33% girls met the physical activity guidelines.  

 

Recent research using the same measures in a larger cohort in Bristol showed similar results; 46% of Year 4 

children and 41% of Year 6 children met activity guidelines.4   

  

 

 
4 International Journal of Obesity (2020) 44:104–113 

Fig 2. Proportion meeting UK physical activity recommendations  
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When are children active? 
 

Figure 1 also shows how children accumulate moderate-to-vigorous physical activity before, during and after 

school/before bed. On average, children did most of their moderate-to-vigorous physical activity during 

school time (32 minutes, 54% of MVPA) and afterschool/before bed (21 minutes, 36%) with six minutes (10%) 

of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity before school. This pattern was similar amongst boys and girls and 

in Year 4 and Year 6.  

 

• During school, on average Year 4 children did more moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (36 minutes) 

than Year 6 children (28 minutes).  

• During school, boys did more moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (37 minutes) than girls (29 minutes), 

although these values accounted for similar proportions of their total daily moderate-to-vigorous physical 

activity.  

• In the afterschool period, both Year 4 and Year 6 children did approximately 20 minutes of moderate-to-

vigorous physical activity per day (Girls = 20 minutes, Boys = 23 minutes). 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The UK Childhood Obesity Plan recommends that children should accumulate half of their daily physical activity 

at school (i.e., 30 of 60 minutes). In our sample: 

 

• 49% of children accumulated 30 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity during the school 

day, although there were differences by age and gender.   

• 56% of Year 4 children compared versus 41% of Year 6 children did 30 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous 

physical activity during school hours.  

• Boys were almost twice as likely to do 30 minutes moderate-to-vigorous physical activity at school (66%) 

than girls (37%).   

 

Fig 3. Proportion accumulating 30 minutes MVPA during school hours 
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Conclusions  
Average = 58 minutes moderate-to-vigorous activity per day 
On average, the children who participated (aged 8-11) did 58 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity 

per day which is close to the UK CMO physical activity recommendations for 5-18 year olds (an average of 60 

minutes moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per day across a week). However, the sample average masks the 

finding that only 44% of children were active enough to meet recommendations.  

 

Decrease in physical activity with age 

Like other studies which have used accelerometers, the results suggest that physical activity levels decrease with 

age; 48% of Year 4 pupils and 40% of Year 6 pupils met the guidance. This trend is in line with previous local 

estimates from the Young People’s Survey (2019) which suggest that the decline in physical activity continues 

into secondary school. The age-related decline suggests that early intervention is needed to support all children 

to be more active, more often when they are younger, and efforts need to continue and adapt throughout 

childhood to maintain high levels of physical activity. 

 

Boys were more active than girls 
In line with other research, boys were more active than girls. Almost half as many girls (33%) than boys (61%) 

met the physical activity guidelines. As gender disparities are already pronounced by the middle-end of primary 

school there needs to be a particular focus on understanding and addressing the barriers that girls face to being 

active both in and out of school. 

 

Less than half did 30 minutes moderate-to-vigorous activity at school 

As expected, children did most of their weekday physical activity during school hours, but 51% of children did 

less than 30 minutes physical activity of at least moderate intensity (half the daily recommendation) during 

school. While most boys recorded 30 minutes at school, just under 4 in 10 girls did. This demonstrates that 

schools are an important context for physical activity, but that more could be done to ensure more children, are 

more active more often with particular focus on girls. A whole-school approach is needed.  

 

Only a small amount of daily activity is done before school  
Children, on average only did a small amount (10%) of their daily physical activity before school. This suggests 

that walking or cycling to school / or as part of the journey could be a promising way to fit greater physical 

activity into children’s day.  

 

Limitations 

Despite the advantages of using accelerometers over self-report and engaging two year groups from six schools, 

data collection is resource intensive and so the sample is relatively small, which decreases the precision of our 

estimates.  Accelerometers do not measure water-based activities and the data were collected as a snapshot in 

time which could have been influenced by factors such as the weather. 
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Supplementary Information 

 

What is moderate-vigorous physical activity?  

 

What counts as moderate activity? 

Moderate intensity activities will raise children’s 
heart rate and make them breathe faster and feel 
warmer. 

• Walking the dog / to school briskly 
• Active playground games  
• Scooting 
• Skateboarding  
• Cycling on level ground or with few hills 

What counts as vigorous activity? 

Vigorous intensity activities will make children 
breathe hard and fast.  

• Walking very briskly  
• Running 
• Sports  
• Games such as tug of war 
• Skipping with a rope 
• Swinging on playground equipment bars 

 

Further methodological details  

• For a participant to be included in the analysis, they needed to wear the accelerometer for 500 minutes on 

at least 2 days (weekday) and 1 day (weekend). 60% participants provided at least 4 days of data. Data were 

analyzed to estimate the minutes of sedentary time and light, moderate and vigorous physical activity 

(MVPA) using standard approaches according to published protocols (Jago et al. 2020). MVPA data are the 

focus of this report.   

• All participants provided informed parental consent to take part. Data were collected using ID codes and 

were anonymized.  

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6923172/

