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performed 5 days per week (≥ 150 min/week) or ≥ 25 min 
of high-intensity endurance training performed 3 days per 
week (≥ 75 min/week). Resistance, balance, agility and 
coordination training targeting each muscle group is rec-
ommended 2–3 days per week, and stretching exercises (60 
s) are recommended 2 days per week (Garber et al., 2011; 
Haskell et al., 2007).

Current evidence clearly suggests that many UCS in var-
ious countries, including Hungary, Slovakia, Czech Repub-
lic, Poland, Romania and Spain, do not meet the above 
recommendations in the process of transitioning from ado-
lescence to adulthood (Fagaras et al., 2015; Hujova, 2013; 
Kaj et al., 2015; Martínez-Lemos et al., 2014; Podstawski et 
al., 2014; Sigmundová et al., 2013). Bray and Born (2004) 
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Abstract
Background: For the majority of students, the transition into higher education seems to have deleterious effects on their physical 
activity (PA) behaviors and motivation. To tackle students’ physical inactivity, reforms in higher education were supposed to reinvent 
physical education (PE) programs, revise their objectives and tasks. Nevertheless, European universities are experiencing a physical 
activity crisis, and recent generations of students are facing health problems due to underprovided levels of PA. Objective: The aim 
of this descriptive study was to analyze the state and status of physical education in higher education in selected European countries 
with regards to its curriculum and resources. Methods: Quantitative data were collected from 66 tertiary institutions from various 
countries in Europe. The questionnaire was used to gather information regarding characteristics of tertiary institutions, sport and 
leisure facilities, types and characteristics of PA programs available for students. Results: PE classes were obligatory in 44% and 
facultative in 30.3% of tertiary institutions; 22.7% of the institutions offered mixed PE curricula. The most popular team sports were 
volleyball, soccer and basketball, whereas fitness and functional training were the most popular types of individual PA. PE sessions 
lasted one or two semesters in 53% of the institutions. In 12% of establishments, PE was not part of curricula. In 60% of institutions, 
PE curricula consisted of 31–60 academic hours during the entire study program, and 55% of establishments charged additional fees 
for sports activities. In 55% of the analyzed institutions, physical fitness assessments were conducted only to determine students’ 
eligibility to participate in team sports. Conclusions: The research study investigated problems of insufficient PA levels in higher 
education, indicating several reasons for this state of affairs. The study recommends that PE curricula are thoughtfully planned and 
executed with improved financing. Furthermore, PE ought to be combined with health education to promote active and healthy 
lifestyles among students. 
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Introduction
Regular participation in physical activity (PA) is an impor-
tant contributor to a healthy lifestyle, including for univer-
sity and college students (UCS), and it can provide immedi-
ate and future health benefits (Hilland et al., 2009). Physical 
activity can improve young adults’ psychological well-being 
and promote moral reasoning, positive self-concepts, and 
social interaction skills (Bunker, 1998). In recognition of 
these health benefits, PA guidelines have been developed to 
encourage participation, and the main recommendation is 
that young adults engage in at least 60 min 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 
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reported that one-third of students who were active in high 
school became insufficiently active upon transitioning to 
university life. In turn, the Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
(Kann et al., 1996) demonstrated that 55% of high school 
seniors have adequate PA levels, whereas less than 40% 
of UCS meet the recommended standard (Douglas et al., 
1997). University students who begin to live independently 
experience changes in lifestyle habits, attitudes and social 
roles (Li et al., 2009). The transition process seems to have 
deleterious effects on their PA behavior and motivation, 
which lead to a significant decline in the students’ PA levels 
(Kwan et al., 2012; Podstawski, Wesołowska, et al., 2013), 
predominantly among women (Fagaras et al., 2015; Zhao 
et al., 2007). In Europe, low PA levels were reported among 
Romanian (Fagaras et al., 2015), Polish (Podstawski et al., 
2014) and Spanish students (Martínez-Lemos et al., 2014; 
Varela-Mato et al., 2012). According to Corbin (2002) and 
Keating et al. (2005), low PA levels have been identified as 
one of the six priority health risks in student populations, 
which call for immediate action.

Reforms in higher education were expected to rein-
vent tertiary institutions, revise their objectives and tasks, 
and effectively improve the PA levels of academic youths 
(Muszkieta et al., 2019). The purpose of higher education 
is to produce active and intellectually well-rounded indi-
viduals who possess the knowledge and skills for continued 
personal growth, including in the area of PA and health 
promotion. In addition to knowledge, physical education 
(PE) is essential for instilling attitudes, motivations and 
behaviors that contribute to a healthy lifestyle. Neverthe-
less, research indicates that universities are experiencing a 
physical activity crisis, and the recent generation of gradu-
ates is characterized by very low PA levels.

Studies exploring the PA levels of UCS are particularly 
vital since PE is no longer a mandatory subject during ter-
tiary education in most countries of the world (Cardinal et 
al., 2012; Hardman, 2008; Lipošek et al., 2018). Therefore, 
the purpose of this study is to determine the status of PE cur-
ricula of higher education in selected European countries. 
The study aims to review selected aspects of PE in tertiary 
institutions in Europe, with specific reference to status, cur-
riculum (time allocation, aims and content) and resources 
(facilities and equipment). The study was undertaken to 
challenge the existing status of PE in tertiary institutions, 
recommend directions for a sustainable and secure future 
of PE in higher education as a lifestyle-enhancing activity.

Methods
Instrument and procedures
The 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).

The descriptive research employed the quantitative 
approach to data collection in order to provide a numeric 
description of the research population. The strength of the 
quantitative approach lies in collecting structured quantifi-
able data from a collection of institutions. In addition, the 
quantitative method allows information to be measured and 

compared. A purposive sampling method was employed 
and involved selecting people to produce the most valu-
able data for the research purpose. Therefore, an invitation 
for a research collaboration was issued to all academics 
attending the 16th Annual Scientific Conference of Mon-
tenegrin Sports Academy entitled “Sport, Physical Activity 
and Health: Contemporary Perspectives” in Dubrovnik, 
Croatia. Furthermore, academic peers who worked in vari-
ous European research and teaching centres were contacted 
via the 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.

Self-administered questionnaire
The quantitative data were collected using anonymous and 
confidential questionnaires, which had the same set of writ-
ten questions in English in a predetermined order. The aim 
of the questionnaires was to investigate the state and status 
of physical education in higher education in selected Euro-
pean countries with regards to its curriculum and resources.

The questionnaires included 16 closed-ended questions 
and two open-ended questions concerning: (1) characteris-
tics of tertiary institutions, (2) sport facilities, (3) types of 
PA programs available for students, and (4) characteristics 
of PA sessions.

The process of sending the questionnaires was supervi-
sed by the researchers and supported by the research parti-
cipants who agreed to contribute to the research and obtain 
results from at least nine institutions. The questionnaires 
were sent in pdf form via e-mails to the heads of units 
responsible for PE programs at the tertiary institutions 
(e.g., Departments of Physical Education and Sport, Cen-
tres of Sport and Recreation). 

In total, out of forty-seven initial participants, only 
seven academic peers completed and returned the ques-
tionnaires within the required timeframe. Based on the 
answers, the researchers created a database in Microsoft 
Excel, which included information from 66 tertiary insti-
tutions hosting 798,181 students, located in various coun-
tries across Europe. 

Data analysis 
Descriptive analysis was conducted. 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. 

Results
Characteristics of the surveyed universities
A total of 66 tertiary establishments were surveyed, includ-
ing Poland (45.4%), Slovakia (18.2%), Czech Republic 
(7.6%), Hungary (9.1%), Serbia (9.1%), Bosnia-Herze-
govina (1.5%), Croatia (1.5%), Kosovo (1.5%), Monte-
negro (1.5%), Slovenia (1.5%), Spain (1.5%), and Turkey 
(1.5%). Forty-five (68.2%) of the analyzed institutions 
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were situated in cities with a population between 59,000 
and 500,000. The majority (88.3%) of establishments had 
a public status. Forty-six (69.7%) of the institutions were 
universities. In terms of enrollment, half of the institutions 
hosted between 5,000 and 20,000 students. A detailed 
analysis of the characteristics of the tertiary institutions is 
presented in Table 1.

The tertiary institutions were located in cities with a 
population range between 59,000 and 2.5 million, with a 
mean of 12,094 students per institution. Fifty-eight univer-
sities offered PE programs. On average, students attended 
PE classes for 3.1 semesters during their entire study pro-
gram, which means 28.4 academic hours per semester and 
67.9 academic hours during the entire study program. PE 
programs consisted of 15 sessions per semester, which were 
around 45.69 min per academic hour and 89 min per ses-
sion (Table 2). 

PE curricula
PE was obligatory in 29 universities (44%), as a faculta-
tive subject in 20 (30.3%) institutions, whereas 15 (22.7%) 
universities offered a mixture of obligatory/facultative PE 
programs. In 46 (69.7%), institutions, students were able 
to select the preferred type of PA, which were mostly team 
sports (57.6%) or standard PE classes (42.4%). In half of 
the establishments, PE programs were conducted for one 
to two semesters. Eight universities had no PE programs. 
The number of academic hours (i.e., 45 min) dedicated to 
PE during the entire study program was between 31 and 
60 hours in 39 (59.1%) institutions. Thirty-five universi-
ties (54.5%) charged additional fees for PA programs. PE 
students were graded for their performance in 50 (76.9%) 
establishments and received credits in 11 (16.9%) institu-
tions. The grading system was developed by academic staff 
and included attendance and tardiness in 61 (92%) institu-
tions, motivation and attitude in 47 (71.6%) institutions. 
Fitness levels and motor abilities were evaluated only to 
determine students’ eligibility to participate in sports teams 
(in 57.6% and 56.1% of the institutions, respectively). 
Detailed analysis is presented in Table 3. 

PE facilities and sports infrastructure
The majority of PE facilities were classified as good 
(45.5%), very good (24.2%). The most common sports 

facilities available for students were fitness gyms (95.5%), 
indoor courts for team sports (90.9%) and pool-spa cen-
ters (86.4%). The most popular PA sessions offered by the 
tertiary institutions were volleyball (99.4%), fitness classes 
(90.9%), basketball (83.3%), functional training (80.3%) 
and soccer (78.85%). Detailed analysis of PE facilities and 
sports infrastructure is presented in Table 4.

Table 1 Characteristics of the tertiary institutions

n %

Country

Bosnia-Herzegovina 1 1.5
Croatia 1 1.5
Czech Republic 5 7.6
Hungary 6 9.1
Kosovo 1 1.5
Montenegro 1 1.5
Poland 30 45.4
Serbia 6 9.1
Slovakia 12 18.2
Slovenia 1 1.5
Spain 1 1.5
Turkey 1 1.5

City population (thousands)
59–500 45 68.2
501–1,000 12 18.2
More than 1,000 9 13.6

Type of institution
University 46 69.7
College 9 13.6
Polytechnic 5 7.6
Art college 1 1.5
Vocational high school 1 1.5
Teacher training college 4 6.1

Status
Public 55 88.3
Private 11 16.7

Number of students (thousands)
Less than 1 12 18.2
1–5 8 12.1
5–10 18 27.3
10-20 15 22.7
More than 20 13 19.7

Table 2 Quantitative characteristics of the tertiary institutions

Feature n M SD Range

City population (thousands) 66 496.88 523.37 59–2,500
Number of students 66 12,094 13,626 21–80,000
Number of PE semesters 58 3.10 2.28 1–10
Number of PE hours per semester 58 28.41 3.89 13–40
Number of PE hours during the study program 58 67.88 43.50 13–240
Number of PE sessions per semester 58 14.93 3.45 13–40
Number of minutes per academic hour 58 45.69 6.91 30–90
Duration of one PE session 58 89.05 9.25 45–120
Number of PE teachers 66 12.26 10.23 1–50
Number of students per teacher 66 1,478 2,258.50 1.5–14,000

Note. PE = physical education.
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Table 3 Implementation of PE curricula in the surveyed Euro-
pean tertiary institutions

n %

Is PE a part of the university curriculum?
Yes 45 68.2
No 5 7.6
Only in selected departments 16 24.2
Other PA programs 17 25.8

How is PE implemented?
Compulsory class 29 44.0
Voluntary 20 30.3
Compulsory or voluntary 15 22.7

What types of PE curricula are offered?
Standard PE classes 28 42.4
Students select the preferred PA 46 69.7
Sports teams 38 57.6
Lectures 14 21.2
Instructor courses 12 18.2
Participation in sports events 10 15.2

Number of PE semesters during the study program
No regular PE classes 8 12.1
1–2 35 53.0
3–4 17 25.8
5–10 6 9.1

Number of PE hours of during the study program
No regular PE classes 8 12.1
Up to 30 9 13.6
31–60 39 59.1
61–120 4 6.1
More than 120 6 9.1

PA programs are available at additional charge
Yes 35 53.0
No 31 47.0

PA programs are freely available
Yes 36 54.5
No 30 45.5

Are PE students evaluated?
Students are graded 50 76.9
Students receive credit 11 16.9
Credit is not given for PE 4 6.2

Who sets the grading criteria?
Teachers 66 100.0

Factors that influence grade/credit
Attendance 61 92.4
Tardiness 61 92.4
Motivation 47 71.2
Fitness level – sports teams 38 57.6
Motor skills – sports teams 37 56.1

Note. PE = physical education; PA = physical activity.

Table 4 Physical education facilities and sports infrastructure

n %

Overall physical education facilities
None 1 1.5
Very poor 17 25.8
Poor 4 6.1
Good 28 45.4
Very good 16 24.2

Sports infrastructure (at least 1 facility)
Fitness gym 63 95.5
Game court 60 90.9
Pool-spa 57 86.4
Volleyball court 49 74.2
Basketball court 46 69.7
Cardio gym 42 63.6
Tennis court 35 53.0
Soccer field 30 45.5
Athletics stadium 27 40.9
Combat sports – gym/dojo 26 39.4
Jogging & walking routes 22 33.3
Outdoor gym 18 27.3
Beach volleyball court 14 21.2
Sailing harbor 9 13.6
Street workout facility 7 10.6
Other 6 9.1
Golf course 5 7.6
Equestrian center 1 1.5
Skate park 1 1.5

Available physical activity types
Fitness, aerobics, spinning 60 90.9
Volleyball 59 89.4
Basketball 55 83.3
Functional training 53 80.3
Football 52 78.8
Swimming 42 63.6
Weight training / powerlifting 39 59.1
Handball 34 51.5
Tennis 32 48.5
Yoga 30 45.5
Table tennis 30 45.5
Winter sports 27 40.9
Cycling 25 37.9
Athletics 24 36.4
Judo 22 33.3
Karate 21 31.8
Aerobics 19 28.8
Callanetics 19 28.8
Kick-boxing 18 27.3
Climbing 16 24.2
Rowing 15 22.7
Horseback riding 10 15.2
Sailing 10 15.2
Golf 9 13.6
Badminton 8 12.1
Chess 7 10.6
Fencing 4 6.1
Floorball 3 4.5
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Discussion
Educational reforms executed by European countries 
intended to contribute to the development of PE standards 
at all levels of the educational system (European Education 
and Culture Executive Agency & European Education and 
Culture Executive Agency, 2013). However, the results 
of the present study indicate that the importance of PE 
has been steadily declining in higher education in recent 
decades, since more than 30% of the analyzed institutions 
had their PE curricula reduced to a minimum or removed 
from the study programs. The diminished status of the PE 
in higher education could be attributed to the budgetary 
constraints that posed a challenge for nearly all tertiary 
establishments around the world (Isola, 2017; Valero & 
Van Reenen, 2019), which also led the authorities to ques-
tion the value of PE in higher education (National Asso-
ciation for Sport and Physical Education and American 
Heart Association, 2006). However, academics argue that 
the decision to downgrade the importance of PE classes 
in tertiary education was misguided and irresponsible 
(Majeric, 2016; Podstawski, 2018; Podstawski & Sławek, 
2016). 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 stu-
dents’ concentration and cognitive functioning (Obama, 
2012; Shephard, 1997; Tomporowski, 2003).

In the institutions where PE classes were obligatory, 
the average of 15 sessions per semester provided around 90 
min of PA per week, which is hardly sufficient to meet the 
students’ demand for exercise. In particular, the research 
showed that in many Polish and Slovakian tertiary insti-
tutions students who attended obligatory PE classes very 
rarely performed any types of extracurricular PA (Bukova 
et al., 2019; Hujova, 2013; Podstawski et al., 2014; Pod-
stawski, Górnik, & Gizińska, 2013). Furthermore, studies 
exploring the lifestyle of university students have demon-
strated that only a fraction of students participated in facul-
tative PA organized by tertiary institutions (Majeric, 2016). 

The current study also revealed that a few European 
higher education institutions did not have any PE facilities, 
a third had poor sports infrastructure and a fifth offered 
obligatory PE classes in the form of theoretical lectures 
and assessment. In turn, the tertiary establishments that 
had adequate facilities did not offer free PA curricula and 
restricted the scope of PE to team sports. This worrying 
situation might be caused by high levels of autonomy of 
the tertiary institutions (Aghion et al., 2010). The status of 
PE in various European countries is influenced by differ-
ent factors, which contribute to the evolution of national 
educational systems through assimilation or adaptation 
at the conceptual and practical level (Hardman, 2008). 
For instance, local sports traditions vary across countries, 
and the popularity of different sports and types of PA is 
strongly influenced by regional trends. In the USA, the 
United Kingdom and other countries, students’ athletic 
performance and achievements, both on and off-campus, 
considerably influence their reputation and popularity in 
the academic community. In these countries, ball games 

(soccer, basketball, volleyball) are strongly rooted in 
national traditions and are highly popular (Berman, 2019). 
Furthermore, students are eager to follow new fitness trends, 
such as functional training, high-intensity interval training 
and high-intensity circuit training (Klika & Jordan, 2013; 
Majeric, 2016; Thompson, 2017). The results of this study 
indicate that university students were able to select from a 
wide range of PA offered by the institutions, yet the strong 
presence of general PE classes that teach and develop physi-
cal skills in higher education still seems surprising. This 
could be due to the fact that most PE guidelines in tertiary 
institutions are highly general and often sustain the guide-
lines from secondary education. Furthermore, PE in higher 
education does not support the assessment of specific PE 
goals, such as motor, cognitive, affective development, 
that should be achieved in each stage of the educational 
process (Derri et al., 2012), which is critical for effective 
PE teaching and training (Mertler, 2009). Similarly in this 
study, fitness levels and motor abilities were evaluated only 
to determine the students’ eligibility to participate in team 
sports. In turn, students attending obligatory PE classes 
were graded mainly on attendance, attitude and motiva-
tion. As motor abilities of university students continue to 
decline (Kaj et al., 2015; Mleczko & Januszewski, 2009; 
Negasheva & Mishkova, 2005), the fitness assessments 
should play a crucial role in monitoring and evaluating the 
quality of PE curricula in higher education. It is important 
that PE curricula are thoughtfully planned and executed by 
considering allocating one day of the week to PE combined 
with health education.

Limitations
A clear limitation of the present study was the rather small 
number of other tertiary institutions, such as polytech-
nics, colleges, pedagogical high schools, higher vocational 
schools, art schools in the study sample. Another limita-
tion was the fact that the majority of participating tertiary 
institutions were located in former Eastern Bloc countries 
where PE was obligatory and intensely promoted during 
the Communist regime. Furthermore, it must be acknowl-
edged that the representation of the tertiary institutions in 
different European countries was not uniform. Therefore, it 
is possible that the presented findings could differ consider-
ably if all EU Member States were represented. 

Conclusions
The research study deals with a very important social 
problem of insufficient PA of students in higher education 
since PE has been downgraded in European tertiary edu-
cation in recent years. The theoretical contribution of this 
study focused on indicating several reasons for this state of 
affairs, such as insufficient space for physical education in 
academic education programs, its relatively low prestige in 
the academic environment, and deficiencies in the sports 
infrastructure in many European institutions. In particular, 
this research also contributes to the in-depth observation of 
this problem in Central and Eastern Europe. The practical 
contribution and recommendations of this study focus on 
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extending the number and duration of PE classes, which 
also should become obligatory, and other PA programs 
should be free and accessible to all students during the 
entire study program. 

This research study recommends there is a need to 
increase levels of PA in higher education across Europe 
in order to reduce levels of obesity and health risk associ-
ated with a sedentary lifestyle and encourage a healthy and 
active lifestyle in the long turn. Also, it is recommended 
that students who attend PE should not be graded on atten-
dance only, and the evaluation should reflect their fitness 
levels and motor abilities. Furthermore, it is vital that PE 
curricula are thoughtfully planned and executed by consid-
ering extended hours, appropriately qualified teachers and 
improved financing.
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