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Abstract 

The purpose of higher education is to produce active and intellectually well-rounded individuals yet, the 
transition to higher education seems to have deleterious effects on university and college students’ (UCS) 
fitness levels and physical activity (PA). 
The aim of this quantitative research was to analyse the influences of organisational factors on the 
implementation of physical education (PE) among UCS in European tertiary institutions. A purposive 
sampling method was employed. Seven academic peers gathered information on characteristics of 
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tertiary institutions, sport and leisure facilities, types and characteristics of PA programs available for 
UCS in 66 European tertiary institutions. 
The results suggested that the curricula requirements for PE in public tertiary institutions were similar to 
private establishments, with minor administrative variations. Public tertiary institutions had significantly 
higher number of PE hours and PE sessions per semester, PE minutes per academic hour, duration of PE 
session, number PE teachers and number of students per one PE teacher. Universities had significantly 
higher number of PE semesters, PE minutes per academic hour, and hired more PE teachers. The 
organizational differences between public and private institutions might be explained by a lack of clear 
guidelines regarding PE curricula in higher education across European countries, and greater autonomy 
of the private tertiary institutions. Moreover, PA programs in higher education adhere to minimum 
requirements of the syllabi, which restrict total amounts of PE among UCS. Thus, it is recommended PE 
classes should become obligatory, with extended hours, appropriately qualified teachers and improved 
financing.
Keywords: higher education, university college students (UCS), physical education, European tertiary 
institutions, PE curriculum, organisational factors 

Introduction
 
In recent decades, the changes in lifestyle from active to sedentary have replaced the 

traditional daily physical activities with the activities that reduce energy expenditure. The 
decrease in daily levels of physical activity (PA) of the contemporary lifestyles have significantly 
reduced daily demand for PA in general populations and is responsible for civilisation diseases 
related to inactive behaviours (Keating et al., 2005; Saelens et al., 2003). Furthermore, the 
prevalence of inactivity in leisure time varies with cultural and economic developmental 
factors, averaging 23% in North-Western Europe and the United States, 30% in Central and 
Eastern Europe, 39% in Mediterranean, 42% in Pacific Asian, and 44% in developing countries. 
Correspondingly, the likelihood of leisure-time PA is positively associated with the strength of 
beliefs in the health benefits of activity and with national economic development (per capita 
GDP) (Haase et al., 2004).

The sedentary behaviours are also prevalent among university and college students 
(UCS) around the world, and for the majority of them, the amount of PA required while 
performing daily activities is no longer sufficient for maintaining sound fitness (Lipošek et al., 
2018). Regular participation in PA is an important contributor to a healthy lifestyle and it can 
provide immediate and future health benefits (Hilland et al., 2009). Therefore, comprehensive 
PA guidelines have been developed to encourage participation. The main recommendation is 
that young adults engage in at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous PA every day (Garber 
et al., 2011). The minimum recommended amount of PA for individuals aged 18 to 65 is ≥ 30 
min/day of moderate-intensity endurance training performed 5 days per week (≥150 min/week) 
or ≥25 min of  high-intensity endurance training performed 3 days per week (≥ 75 min/week). 
Moderate- and high-intensity training can also be combined in the effort range of ≥500 – 1000 
MET. Resistance, balance, agility and coordination training targeting each muscle group is 
recommended 2-3 days per week, and stretching exercises (60s) are recommended 2 days per 
week (Haskell et al., 2007). 

The scientific evidence from around the world suggests that UCS do not engage enough 
in PA and show low levels of fitness. For instance, American College Health Association 
(2007) reported that 44.2% of American students exercised vigorously for at least 20 minutes 
or moderately for at least 30 minutes, at least 3 out of the past 7 days, and 47.7% of students 
reported that they exercised to strengthen or tone muscles at least 2 out of the past 7 days. 
Similar research study was conducted in Europe by Steptoe et al. (1997) who reported that 
among UCS from 21 European countries age-adjusted prevalence of physical exercise in the 
past 2 weeks averaged 73.2% among men and 68.3% among women, but varied significantly 
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from more than 80% to less than 60% across country samples. Furthermore, several research 
studies conducted in Europe reported low PA levels among Romanian (Fagaras et al., 2015), 
Polish (Podstawski et al., 2014) and Spanish (Martinez-Lemos et al., 2012) students.

Supplementary evidence suggests that many UCS do not meet the above recommendations 
in the process of transitioning from adolescence to adulthood (Kim & Cardinal, 2017; 
Sigmundova et al., 2013). University students who begin to live independently experience 
changes in lifestyle habits, attitudes and social roles. The research showed that only one-
third of UCS who was active in high school became insufficiently active upon transitioning to 
university life (Bray & Born, 2004; Li et al., 2009). The transition to higher education seems to 
have deleterious effects on students’ PA behaviour and motivation, which lead to a significantly 
decline in their fitness levels (Fagaras et al., 2015; Kwan et al., 2012; Podstawski et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, it is also worth noting that PA behaviours of UCS tend to have a long-term impact 
on adult PA habits (Keating et al., 2005) since PA patterns established in college/university are 
likely to be maintained for a long time (Corbin, 2002; Sparling & Snow, 2002).

In terms of gender differences in PA levels, the literature proposes that women are 
particularly less active and more sedentary than men (Corales et al., 2009; Lipošek et al., 2018; 
Majeric, 2016; Ng et al., 2009; Steptoe et al., 2002; Varela-Mato et al., 2012). Many academics 
suggest that women’s health behaviours are more influenced by structural and psychosocial 
factors, such as stress, lower levels of self-esteem and sense of coherence, while men's health 
is more affected by health behaviours, such as smoking, drinking and PA (Denton et al., 2004; 
Valera-Mato et al., 2012). 

Low levels of daily PA and excessive food consumption are associated with growing 
number of overweight and obesity among UCS (Kaj et al., 2015; Madureira et al., 2009; Varela-
Mato et al., 2012). For instance, Peltzer et al. (2014) assessed levels of overweight and obesity 
among UCS from 22 universities in low, middle income and emerging economy countries, and 
stated that among men 18.9% were overweight and 5.8% were obese, while 14.1% women were 
overweight and 5.2% were obese. Similarly, high prevalence of overweight and obesity have 
been observed among UCS in Europe as well as in developing countries such as: Nigeria: 10% 
(Nwachukwu et al., 2010), Egypt: 25.3% (Abolfotouh et al., 2007), Mexico: 31.6% (Trujillo-
Hernández et al., 2010), and Turkey: 10%–47.4% (Rasim & Erdem, 2013). 

Research Problem and Aim

Reforms in higher education were expected to reinvent tertiary institutions, revise their 
objectives and tasks, and effectively improve the PA levels of academic youths (Muszkieta et al., 
2019), since the purpose of higher education is to produce active and intellectually well-rounded 
individuals who possess the knowledge and skills for continued personal growth, including 
in the area of physical activity and health promotion. Nevertheless, literature indicates that 
universities are experiencing a physical inactivity crisis, and the recent generation of graduates 
is characterized by very low PA levels (e.g. Cardinal et al., 2012; Lipošek et al., 2018). 

Consequently, the predominance of physical inactivity among UCS calls for immediate 
action (Corbin, 2002). However, academics suggest that individual will not change their PA 
behaviours simply at the request of others (Braithwaite et al., 2003; Keating et al., 2005) and 
therefore developing strategies for increasing PA behaviours among UCS population is even 
more crucial. The physical education and school sports (PESS) plays a key role in developing 
life-long lasting habits for active lifestyle (Haywood, 1991), which is particularly important 
among the first year students (Podstawski et al., 2014; Podstawski et al., 2013), and contributes 
to young people’s development in four broad domains: physical, social, affective and cognitive 
(Bailey et al., 2009). 
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Therefore, the purpose of this research was to analyse the influence of organisational 
factors on the implementation of PE in European higher education. Furthermore, this research 
also aimed to challenge the status of PE in tertiary institutions and recommend directions for a 
sustainable future of PE curricula in higher education.

Research Methodology
 

General Background 

The research was designed to explore these issues by employing the quantitative 
methodology. A quantitative approach, using questionnaire, provides a numeric description of 
some fraction of a research population through asking questions, which enables a researcher 
to generalize the findings from a sample of responses to a population (Creswell, 1994: 117). 
Questionnaires are a suitable method for collecting data from research participants in an 
unobtrusive manner, whilst reducing researcher bias (Creswell 2009).

The strength of the quantitative approach lies in collecting structured quantifiable data 
from collection of institutions that are known to be representative. It allows researchers to feel 
confident about the representativeness of a sample for broader inferences by using a statistical 
sampling procedure. In addition, the quantitative method allows information to be measured 
and compared.

Instrument and Procedures

Research was carried out upon the prior consent of the Ethical Committee of the 
University of Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn, Poland (No. 39/2011).

A purposive sampling method to recruit participants was employed, which involved 
selecting people to produce the most valuable data for the research purpose. Therefore, an 
invitation for a research collaboration was issued to all academics attending the 16thAnnual 
Scientific Conference of Montenegrin Sports Academy entitled: “Sport, Physical Activity and 
Health: Contemporary Perspectives” in Dubrovnik, Croatia. Furthermore, academic peers who 
worked in various European research and teaching centres were contacted via Researchgate.
net platform. Forty-seven academics who agreed to participate in the study were required to 
answer all questions concerning PA programs from at least 10 European tertiary institutions by 
the end of February 2020. All respondents were informed that participation was voluntary, and 
withdrawal was allowed at any time. 

In this research, anonymous and confidential questionnaires with 16 closed-ended 
questions and two open-ended questions were used. The questionnaire had the same set of 
written questions in a predetermined order concerning characteristics of tertiary institutions 
(size, profile, type, number of students, number of teachers/instructors), sport facilities (number, 
type, size), types of PA programs available for students (obligatory and facultative classes, 
extracurricular activities, paid activities), and characteristics of PA sessions (duration, number 
of students, teachers/instructors). 

In total, out of forty-seven initial participants, only seven academic peers completed and 
returned the questionnaires. The participating academics collected information on 66 tertiary 
institutions hosting 798,181 students, located in Poland (30), Slovakia (12), Serbia (6), Hungary 
(6), Czech Republic (5), Slovenia, Turkey, Spain, Montenegro, Croatia, Bosnia & Hercegovina, 
and Kosovo (1 in each country). 

Data Analysis
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Overall, information was gathered from 66 European tertiary institutions. Data were 
analysed with emphasis on types of tertiary institutions (public vs private and universities vs 
other institutions). Data in the text are given as means ± standard deviations. The differences 
between the means were analysed using the t-Student test for independent variables. The 
relationships between interval features were assessed by calculating the r-Pearson correlation 
coefficient. Statistical analyses were performed using Statistica 13.0 pl. Significance level was 
accepted at p<.05

 Research Results 

Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the relation 
between the populations of cities and number of students in tertiary institutions. In general 
number of public and private tertiary institutions, including universities in cities, was not 
significantly correlated with the number of students. However, there was a significant correlation 
(r=.664, p=.011) between a number of other tertiary institutions, such as polytechnics, colleges, 
pedagogical high schools, higher vocational schools and art schools, and number of students.

There was a significant difference in the number of students (p=.003) in public tertiary 
institutions (14,294.3±13,913.6) in comparison to private ones (1,091.3±1,323.9). Furthermore, 
public tertiary institutions had significantly higher number of PE hours per semester (p=.023), 
PE sessions per semester (.019), number of minutes per academic hour (p=.009), duration of 
PE session (p=.011), number PE teachers (p=.023) and number of students per one PE teacher 
(p=.049) (Table 1).

Table 1
Characteristics of Public versus Private Tertiary Institutions

Characteristics
Public (N=55) Private (N=11) Difference

M±SD M±SD t p

City population [thousand] 511.9±541.0 421.5±438.8 0.520 ns

No. of students 14,294.3±13,913.6 1,091.3±1,323.9 3.125 .003

No. of PE semesters 2.78±2.15 2.46±3.39 0.415 ns

No. of PE hours per semester 26.22±8.40 18.73±14.89 2.337 .023

No. of PE hours during the studies 60.49±40.08 55.46±72.99 0.326 ns

No. of PE sessions per semester 13.87±5.28 9.36±7.45 2.406 .019

No. of minutes per academic hour 42.45±13.94 28.64±22.70 2.676 .009

Duration of PE session [minutes] 82.45±25.16 57.27±45.41 2.605 .011

No. of PE teachers 13.53±10.57 5.91±4.93 2.329 .023

No. of students per PE teacher 1,708.2±2,405.3 326.5±403.8 1.98 .049
Note: ns – no significant differences

There was a significant difference in the number of students (p=.015) at universities 
(1,4751.4±1,4753.1) than other institutions (5,981.2±7,955.7). Moreover, universities had 
significantly higher number of PE semesters (p=.047), minutes per academic hour (p=.048), 
and hired more PE teachers (p=.049) in comparison to other tertiary institutions (Table 2).
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Table 2
Characteristics of Universities versus Other Tertiary Institutions

Characteristics
University (N=46) Other (N=20) Difference
M±SD M±SD t p

City population [thousand] 475.3±500.5 546.6±583.1 0.505 ns
No. of students 14,751.4±14,753.1 5,981.2±7,955.7 2.498 .015
No. of PE semesters 3.11±2.37 1.85±2.18 2.030 .047
No. of PE hours per semester 26.22±7.80 22.10±13.70 1.549 ns
No. of PE hours during the studies 65.24±47.48 46.80±42.33 1.496 ns
No. of PE sessions per semester 13.41±3.68 12.45±9.25 0.609 ns
No. of minutes per academic hour 42.61±13.61 34.50±18.71 1.986 .048
Duration of PE session [minutes] 82.28±23.84 69.00±41.41 1.645 ns
No. of PE teachers 13.85±10.77 8.60±7.95 1.975 .049
No. of students per PE teacher 1,799.1±2,608.9 739.3±710.5 1.781 ns

Notes: ns – not significant differences

Number of PA programs (p=.046) and sport facilities (p=.011) were significantly higher 
in public tertiary institutions (Table 3). 

Table 3
Characteristics of Sport Facilities in Tertiary Institutions

Characteristics Public (N=55) Private (N=11) t p

No. of PA programs 11.85±5.66 8.27±3.04 2.033 .046

No. of sports facilities 14.40±11.19 5.45±3.17 2.614 .011

University (N=46) Other (N=20)
No. of PA programs 11.93±5.34 9.70±5.55 1.544 ns

No. of sports facilities 15.30±11.55 7.40±6.20 2.877 .005

≤ 500 thousand (N=45) > 500 thousand (N=21)

No. of PA programs 11.22±5.52 11.33±5.47 0.076 ns

No. of sports facilities 13.47±12.01 11.71±7.80 0.610 ns
Notes: ns – not significant differences

Universities had a significantly higher number of sport facilities (p=.005) than other 
institutions however, there were no significant differences between the number of PA programs 
available to university students and those in other types of higher education institutions. The 
city populations where tertiary institutions were based were significantly associated with the 
number of sport facilities or PA programs available to students.

Discussion

The results of this research indicated that the number of students in public tertiary 
institutions was significantly higher. These findings are supported by Education, Audio-
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visual and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA, 2012) suggesting that in Central and Easter 
European countries, which more recently joined European Union (EU), more students attend 
public tertiary institutions, and therefore, in those countries the higher education is publicly 
provisioned and put a strain on public funding (EACEA, 2012).

The research showed that the numbers of students and PE teachers in surveyed public 
tertiary institutions were higher. Nevertheless, it is worth noticing that the majority of PE 
teachers in European higher education are not full-time permanent academic staff but tend to 
have a temporary employment contact (Podstawski, 2018). In addition, the criteria for hiring 
PE teachers in tertiary institutions are inadequate. Podstawski (2018) indicated that many PE 
teachers are in fact instructors, without sufficient professional knowledge or competences, who 
conduct PA programs in order to supplement their salaries. Correspondingly, Korpak (2005) 
noticed the similar trends in Western Europe (i.e. Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy 
and Sweden) than the Eastern bloc countries. This might mean that the countries that joined the 
European Union later started adopting similar economically oriented approach to PE.

Despite the staffing differences between public and private institutions, the numbers of PE 
semesters and PE hours during the studies were similar. Furthermore, no significant differences 
in number of PE semesters and hours were observed in other types of tertiary institutions, such 
as polytechnics, colleges, pedagogical high schools, higher vocational schools, art schools. 

In terms of PA programs, the public establishments had significantly higher number of 
PE hours, sessions and minutes per 1 academic hour. These differences between public and 
private institutions might be explained by a lack of clear guidelines regarding PE curricula in 
higher education, and greater autonomy of the private tertiary institutions. Furthermore, the lack 
of compulsory PE in higher education is common in the United States and European countries, 
where elective PA programs tend to be of a recreational kind (Cardinal et al., 2012; Hardman, 
2008; Lipošek et al., 2018). This situation was caused by educational reforms implemented by 
many European countries, which contributed to diminishing status of the PE in higher education 
(Valero & Van Reenen, 2019). Furthermore, the status of PE in European countries is influenced 
by different factors, including local sports traditions and the popularity of different sports and 
types of PA. Nevertheless, the strong presence of general PE classes in higher education still 
seems surprising. 

PA programs in higher education adhere to minimum requirements of the syllabi, 
regardless of the type of the institution which results in restricting total amounts of PE among 
the students’ populations. Podstawski (2017) suggested that majority of tertiary establishments 
perceive PE as an inferior subject and often adhere to inconsistent guidelines regarding the type 
and total amount of PE in their curricula, and often do not support the assessment of specific 
PE goals (Derri et al., 2012). 

The supporters of school-based PE curricula have argued that obligatory PE could, 
at least to some degree, prevent overweight and obesity among university students, enhance 
fitness and motor skills, as well as improve students’ concentration and cognitive functioning 
(Obama, 2012; Tomporowski, 2003).

Conclusions and Limitations 

Academics recognize the need to increase levels of PA among UCS in order to improve 
their health and encourage healthy lifestyle in the long turn. However, this research suggests 
that PE has been marginalized in tertiary education and requires substantial reorganization.

PA offers significant health benefits and PE curricula at all education levels could reduce 
levels of obesity and health risk associated with sedentary lifestyle. In order to improve the PA 
levels of students, PE curricula in higher education should be restructured and implemented to 
facilitate learning, as well as provide as ability to maintain active and healthy lives of students.  
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Furthermore, in order to increase levels of PA among students, PE classes become obligatory, 
and other PA programs should be free and accessible during the entire study program.

It is important that PE curricula are thoughtfully planned and executed by considering 
extended hours, appropriately qualified teachers and improved financing.

The present research study has several limitations that need to be acknowledged. Majority 
of the surveyed institutions were from the former Eastern Bloc countries, where obligatory PE 
classes had been strongly promoted during the Communist regime. Therefore, the presented 
findings could differ if all EU Member States were equally represented. Another limitation was 
rather small number of other tertiary institutions, such as polytechnics, colleges, pedagogical 
high schools, higher vocational schools, art schools in the study sample, and differences in the 
number of tertiary institutions in each surveyed country. However, it must be noted that this 
research study surveyed 66 European tertiary institutions with a combined student population 
of 798,181, which broadly covers the European academic community and presents valuable 
data.
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