
 

 

Some thoughts on sports participation during exams 

 

A significant amount of research has emerged in recent years attempting to explore the tangible benefits 

of exercise on learning and I thought it would be appropriate to share some of these thoughts as we 

approach the exam season. It is well documented what the physiological benefits of exercise are but 

how does exercise benefit learning? A recent circular forwarded to Directors of Sport at Independent 

School summarised the scientific findings very well. Firstly, in addition to priming the state of mind 

(studies show that children learn better immediately following exercise), exercise also influences learning 

directly (and permanently) at the cellular level.  The plasticity of the brain is at the heart of this as 

increased neurotransmitter activity not only improves attention and long term memory, but also causes 

synapses to swell and make stronger connections.  Exercise stimulates the production of Brain Derived 

Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF), the master molecule of the learning process, which increases learning by 

stimulating neuron growth.  Rate of learning correlates positively with enhanced levels of 

BDNF.  Activity improves stem cell production in the hippocampus, which in turn enhances memory. 

Studies in American and Canada show that replacing academic lessons with physical activity has positive 

impacts on test scores, as do higher levels of physical fitness.  California schools conclusively show that 

participation in the daily FitnessGram programme improved body mass and aerobic fitness, and also 

correlated with improved scores on standardised tests.  The PE4Life programme participants improved 

test scores by on average 18%.  As Neil Rollings, from Independent Coach Education, states,  

 

“Surely if a revision guide could be shown to have this degree of impact on exam performance, there 

would be a queue down the street to WH Smith to buy it” 

 

It isn’t just the link between academic performance and exercise which is increasingly proven but also 

the recognition that exercise plays a vital role in potentially enhancing the mental state of our pupils. 

Exercise reduces anxiety through Seratonin production, and controls the production of the stressor 

cortisol, which is at the root of depression and other forms of stress.  A cause of depression is low 

levels of BDNF, which allows cortisol to shrink the hippocampus - by up to an amazing 15%. At one of 

the most stressful periods of their young lives encouraging active involvement in sports and exercise 

during the exam period is vital for our pupil’s all round health. 

In the last couple of years there has been a growing number of pupils (on the instruction of parents) 

withdrawing from sports fixtures in the summer term due to fears of not spending enough time revising. 

Such a decision has significant logistical implications for us as a school but more importantly also 

contradicts all the evidence indicating how continued involvement in sport and exercise during exam 

periods is actually beneficial for pupils. An impressive number of former first team sportsmen and 

women at Canford have shown it is far from impossible to balance full sport involvement whilst 

achieving excellent ‘A’ level grades. Moreover, the clear development of their skills in self-organisation 

and time management will undoubtedly be to the fore as they progress through university or make their 

way in their careers. Whilst it is understandable to want all our pupils utilising their time properly there 

is also a need to allow them to manage this time with a degree of independence as they will have to do 

this solely within twelve months in the vast majority of cases. The GCSE and A level exam timetable has 

been published for several weeks now and in the immediate days leading up to an exam pupils should  



 

 

simply be honing their knowledge base which has been built up over a systematic programme of 

revision. Withdrawing from a fixture to spend a day cramming is not an effective revision technique and 

also does not provide an opportunity for the brain and body to chemically and emotionally recharge 

itself, nor does it facilitate learning.  

Ultimately, I want the pupils to work hard at everything they do but it is essential to recognise that both 

academic progress and sporting success is not simply correlated to time spent in the classroom or on 

the pitch. Using time effectively and interspersing one activity with another helps to keep pupils fresh, 

enthusiastic and recharged for the task in hand. Regardless of the scientific proof observed through brain 

scans and blood samples, continued sporting involvement during the exam period also ensures the 

pupils not only maintain their social cohesion and teamwork skills but more importantly continue to 

have fun at a very stressful period of their lives. 

 

Mark Burley, May 2016 

@burls40_ 


