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in the metabolic, cardiovascular, and musculoskeletal health of

children (ages 5-12) and adolescents (ages 13-17; Carson et al.,
2016; Janssen & LeBlanc, 2010; Poitras et al., 2016). In addition,
physical activity has a positive effect on the mental health of children
and adolescents by reducing levels of anxiety and depression;
increasing resilience, self-esteem, and self-confidence; and improving
mood and well-being (Andermo et al., 2020; S. J. H. Biddle et al.,
2019). What is less widely known is the role that physical activity
plays in learning. Physical activity has been positively associated
with increased academic-related outcomes, including cognitive skills
(e.g., executive functioning, attention, memory, comprehension),
attitudes toward learning (e.g., motivation, self-concept, satisfaction,
enjoyment), engagement in learning (e.g., on-task time), and academic
achievement (e.g., standardized test scores; Mahar et al., 2006;
Schmidt et al., 2016; Singh et al., 2019).

Sedentary behavior is also an important consideration in the
health and well-being of children and adolescents. Sedentary behav-
ior is defined as sitting, reclining, or lying down while awake and
expending less than 1.5 metabolic equivalent units (Tremblay et al.,
2017). There is emerging evidence of the negative health effects and
impacts on academic outcomes of high levels of sedentary behavior
(Carson et al., 2016; Tremblay et al., 2011). Considering this evi-
dence, there have been global calls for greater policy emphasis on
promoting regular physical activity and reducing sedentary behavior
in young people (Bull et al., 2020).

Despite the known benefits, young people globally are far less
active than expected, with 81% of school-age children not meeting
the recommendations of 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous phys-
ical activity per day (World Health Organization, 2022). Further,
excessive sedentary time is widespread among children and adoles-
cents around the world (Pate et al., 2011), with only 35% of children
and 20% of adolescents meeting sedentary screen-based behavior
guidelines (Australian Institute of Health Welfare, 2018; Guthold
et al., 2020; World Health Organization, 2022). This has been fur-
ther exacerbated by COVID-19-related restrictions, during which
young people were less active and more sedentary (Arundell et al.,
2022; Rossi et al., 2021).

Since the COVID-19 pandemic and related policy responses, there
have also been broad, long-lasting implications for children’s and
adolescents’ learning, including diminished engagement in learning
and poorer academic outcomes (N. Biddle et al., 2020; Goldfeld et al.,
2022). This is in addition to the long-term decline in reading, mathe-
matics, and science presented by the latest Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development’s Programme for International Student
Assessment results (Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2019). Considering that the current educational norm
is for students to sit for approximately 75% of the school day
(Arundell et al., 2019; Contardo Ayala et al., 2018), the school setting
offers an ideal opportunity to enhance young people’s physical activity,
reduce sedentary behavior, and simultaneously improve their learning
and well-being outcomes (van Sluijs et al., 2021).
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Whole-of-school physical activity and sedentary behavior inter-
ventions provide practical, low-cost, and effective strategies to
improve learning and well-being outcomes (Watson et al., 2017).
One example is TransformUs, a unique and efficacious education
and health initiative designed for teachers, schools, and parents
(https://transformus.com.au; Salmon et al., 2011, 2023; Yildirim
et al., 2014). The change principles underpinning TransformUs
include social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986; Rachlin, 1989),
behavioral choice theory (Rachlin, 1989), and ecological systems
theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The program uses innovative behav-
ioral, pedagogical, and environmental strategies within the classroom
(e.g., active breaks, active lessons, active equipment, and classroom
layout), across school (e.g., recess and lunch, supportive playground
environments), and at home (e.g., active homework, newsletters to
parents) to support schoolchildren in being more active and more
engaged in their learning, improve their educational outcomes, and
benefit their health and well-being (Salmon et al., 2011).

One well-tested component of TransformUs, as with many other
whole-of-school physical activity interventions, is active breaks
(Carson et al., 2013; Salmon et al., 2020; Yildirim et al., 2014).
Active breaks have been defined in the literature as short bouts of
physical activity performed as a break from academic instruction
(Peiris et al., 2022). They are also sometimes referred to as “brain
breaks” (Glapa et al., 2018). Active breaks have previously been
categorized as non-curriculum linked, curriculum linked and cogni-
tively challenging (Salmon et al., 2020). Systematic review evidence
suggests that active breaks can reduce sitting time; increase physical
activity; improve cognitive function, mood, on-task behavior, and
perceived competence; and strengthen teacher—student relationships
(Masini et al., 2020).

Although active breaks are often effective in the short term, there
are many barriers to their adoption, implementation, fidelity, and
sustainability when delivered by teachers in schools (Lai et al.,2014;
Naylor et al., 2015). Common barriers to implementation of active
breaks include lack of time, a crowded curriculum, lack of teacher
confidence, lack of resources, limited student participation, and
space constraints in classrooms (Jaimie McMullen et al., 2014;
N. Nathan et al., 2018; Watson et al., 2019). Teachers have also
reported a reluctance to deliver active breaks due to the perception
that they interrupt and disrupt academic learning. Some teachers are
concerned that active breaks compete with learning and curriculum
time, increase off-task student behavior, and create subsequent chal-
lenges to resettle or refocus the class (Mazzoli et al., 2019; Watson
et al., 2019). Perhaps one of the greatest barriers to teachers suc-
cessfully embedding active breaks into routine teaching practice is
the competing demands on their time and focus (McMullen et al.,
2014; Metcalf et al., 2012; Watson et al., 2019). When active breaks
are seen as being separate or isolated from learning and teaching,
where the physical activity is perceived as interrupting learning and
where students stand to be active and sit to learn, the aforementioned
barriers may indeed hold true.

To overcome these perceived barriers, we need to reconceptualize
the narrow, traditional focus of the brain break in a more purposeful,
integrated and educative approach. We need to position active breaks
as a teaching tool, part of an instructional model, a vehicle for
increased student engagement, a proactive classroom management
strategy, and a mechanism to create a positive classroom environ-
ment. The purpose of this article is to describe the TransformUs
Active Break (TAB) model, which positions active breaks in an
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integrated approach to proactive classroom management for primary
and secondary schools, which also contributes to effective teaching.

The TAB model positions active breaks within an overall approach
to proactive classroom management and as a key contributor to effec-
tive teaching. Proactive classroom management is the practice of man-
aging student behavior with positive strategies that prevent disruptive
behaviors before they occur (Centre for Education Statistics and
Evaluation, 2020). If students are engaged in learning activities and
feel connected, they are less likely to move off task and teaching will
be more effective (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation,
2020). Effective teaching is the single greatest determinant of student
improvement (Department of Education—Victoria State Government,
2021). Teachers have a direct impact on student achievement and on
student engagement and motivation for learning (Department of
Education—Victoria State Government, 2021).

What teachers do in the classroom and how they interact with students
is vital. Teachers maximize student learning when they create a classroom
environment that is supportive, positive, and characterized by a clear focus
on learning. Teachers have the greatest potential to positively impact student
learning, and the strategies they use matter (Hanushek et al., 2005; Hattie,
2004). Hattie’s meta-analysis relating to student achievement identified the
intentional alignment of learning and teaching strategies as a key finding
to maximize impact on student learning (Hattie, 2009, 2023). As such,
there is a need to go beyond brain breaks and see active breaks for their
integrative, educative purpose, where they can be used as a strategy to
complement and facilitate excellence in teaching and contribute to many
evidence-based instructional models to improve student outcomes. By plan-
ning active breaks that are meaningfully integrated, teachers can mitigate
off-task behavior, increase student engagement, and enhance student learn-
ing outcomes. The TAB model has the potential to add to the teacher’s
repertoire of teaching strategies and maximize their effectiveness — thus
having an impact on student learning.
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The TAB model comprises five types of active breaks, with each
serving a specific function: structure, transition, manage, energize,
and learn (Figure 1; Table 1). The model demonstrates how the active
breaks can be meaningfully integrated into lessons to enhance teach-
ing and learning.

The purpose of structured active breaks is to use movement as
part of the structure of lessons. Effective educators plan and deliver
structured lessons that incorporate a series of clear steps and tran-
sitions and scaffold learning to build learners” knowledge and skills
(Department of Education-NSW, 2022). How teachers structure
lessons can have a significant impact on student learning. Research
has shown that student achievement is maximized when teachers
structure lessons purposefully, efficiently, and effectively (Kyriakides
etal.,2013). Structured active breaks serve an instructional purpose,
allowing students to move without disrupting the flow of the lesson
or planned practice.

Structured active breaks can incorporate signs such as “yes/
no,” “true/false,” “agree/disagree” on the walls of the classroom;
“A/B/C/D” in the corners; or tape or line markings on the floor
representing a scale or continuum. Instead of planning a tradi-
tionally seated question-and-answer session, teachers ask the
students to respond to questions by physically moving to the
relevant sign or location. Teachers can build on this by asking
students to justify their response or build an argument for or
against a statement using evidence or content covered in previous
lessons.

Additionally, structured active breaks provide alternative means
of questioning, which enables teachers to check for understanding,
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Figure 1.

The TAB model for integrated classroom-based active breaks

Table 1.
Overview of the TAB Model Components, Purpose, and Examples
Component Purpose Examples

Structure To use movement as part of the  Structured active breaks can incorporate signs around the room such as

structure of the lesson “yes/no,” “true/false,” “agree/disagree” on the walls of the classroom;
‘A/B/C/D” in the corners; or tape or line markings on the floor
representing a scale or continuum. Here, students respond to questions,
scenarios, or prompts by physically moving to the relevant sign or
location.

Transition To allow intentional and task- Using defined transitions between lesson phases as opportunities for
oriented movement as students  purposeful movement. For example, as the gradual release of
transition between learning tasks responsibility model transitions from teacher-directed work to group
or lesson phases work, students are encouraged to stand and move into groups

appropriate to the purpose of the lesson, rather than remain seated in
table groups.

Manage To proactively and positively Teachers are encouraged to incorporate a short active break for every
manage the classroom 20 to 30 minutes of prolonged sitting. These short active breaks can be

linked to the curriculum and directly contribute to the learning or can
be used simply as a break from sitting and to reengage students via
activity. The regular, proactive use of active breaks keeps students
engaged and mitigates the need for reactive, negative disciplinary
approaches.

Energize To break up long periods of Teachers can implement high-intensity active breaks upon the
sedentary class time and completion of a seated learning task to allow students to reinvigorate
reenergize students with short and energize themselves before the next period of seated learning and
bouts of physical activity reap the physiological benefits of higher intensity activity.

Learn To introduce, reinforce, Teachers provide opportunities for students to embody their learning.

consolidate, or demonstrate

For example, when teaching time or angles, students can stand and

learning in a physically active way demonstrate a particular time or angle using their body and/or arms.

motivate students, lead students to think, and help develop prob-
lem-solving skills (Buchanan Hill, 2016). The most effective questions
are high-order “why?,” “how?,” and “which is best?” questions that
really make students think. These require processing time and may be
more effective in pairs or groups than alone (Buchanan Hill, 2016).
The structured active breaks promote collaborative learning oppor-
tunities (i.e., students physically moving into groups according to their

responses; e.g., yes/no, A/B/C/D, strongly agree/strongly disagree).
Here, peer questioning and group discussion can be incorporated
within cooperating groups to stimulate the cognitive and metacogni-
tive processing appropriate to the learning task, allowing deeper level
processing. Deliberately planning structured active breaks in lessons
can enable teachers to focus on long- to medium-term student learning
goals (Department of Education-NSW, 2022).
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The purpose of transitional active breaks is to allow intentional,
structured, and task-orientated movement as students transition
between learning tasks or lesson phases. In the TAB model, these
transitions provide opportunities for purposeful movement. For
example, the gradual release of responsibility model of instruction
(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983) progresses from a worked example
delivered by the teacher, to group work, to independent learning
(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). This model provides a structure for
teachers to move from assuming all of the responsibility for per-
forming a task to a situation in which the students assume all of the
responsibility. The gradual release of responsibility model also
includes defined transitions from one phase to the next, which pro-
vides a structure for the meaningful integration of transitional active
breaks. For example, rather than students remaining sedentary when
transitioning from teacher-directed to group work (e.g., working
with the groups they are already seated with), teachers can ask stu-
dents to stand and move into groups appropriate to the purpose of
the lesson. By providing opportunities to physically move into
groups, transitional active breaks also facilitate collaboration
through movement, and research has consistently found that collab-
orative approaches positively impact student learning (Evidence for
Learning, 2019).

In addition, transitional active breaks can be utilized in assess-
ment. Research demonstrates that quality assessment has a greater
positive impact on student learning than any other intervention, and
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all students benefit from quality assessment practices (Davies et al.,
2012; Wiliam, 2011). Transitional active breaks can be used for
diagnostic assessment before commencing a new unit of work
(Australian Capital Territory Government, 2016). For example, in
a “standing pair share” students discuss what they know. Using these
techniques, teachers can develop a clear understanding of student
understanding, identify gaps in knowledge, set learning goals, and
gauge the level of support needed for all students to succeed. Further,
teachers can use transitional active breaks in formative assessment
(Australian Education Research Organisation, 2023); for example,
to indicate whether they need to spend more time on the current
content or can move on to the next topic. Research has shown that
formative assessment can have a significant impact on student learn-
ing when used consistently and systematically. A recent meta-analysis
of 138 factors found that formative assessment and feedback are in
the top 10 strategies to enhance student learning outcomes (The
Council of Chief State School Officers, 2018). By including active
breaks in lesson transitions and as part of quality assessment prac-
tices, active breaks can become a normalized, integrated, and pur-
poseful component of teaching and learning.

The purpose of management active breaks is to proactively and
preventatively manage the class. Off-task behavior often results from
a decline in focus, interest, and concentration (Godwin et al., 2016),
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which is commonly associated with prolonged periods of seated
learning (Brusseau & Burns, 2018). Effective classroom management
increases on-task learning behaviors (Chaffee et al., 2017; Marzano
et al., 2003) and reduces disruptive behaviors (Chaffee et al., 2017;
Korpershoek et al., 2016; Oliver et al., 2011). Active breaks can be
used as a preventative classroom management strategy.

Preventative classroom management strategies create a positive envi-
ronment that supports students to engage in learning and develop pro-
social behaviors, and can also increase the amount of time for instruction,
minimize disruptions, and reduce the amount of time teachers spend
on responding to inappropriate behaviors (Osher et al., 2010; Skiba
et al., 2016; Sugai & Horner, 2008). For example, for every 20 to
30minutes of prolonged sitting, teachers are encouraged to incorporate
a short active break. These short management active breaks can be
linked to the curriculum and directly contribute to the learning or can
be used simply as a break from sitting and to reengage students via
activity. As such, regular proactive use of active breaks can create a
positive learning environment by mitigating the need to implement
reactive, negative disciplinary approaches for classroom management.

Further, research has shown that children who have active breaks
develop better emotional regulation and impulse control than chil-
dren who do not have active breaks (Mazzoli et al., 2021). Moreover,
physical activity improves overall well-being, and overall well-being
has been shown to enhance intrinsic motivation and decrease disci-
plinary problems (Biicker et al., 2018).

The purpose of energizing active breaks is to break up long peri-
ods of sedentary class time with short bouts of physical activity.
Some of the benefits of physical activity on children’s health occur
immediately after a short bout of activity, such as reduced anxiety
and improved cognitive function (Hillman et al., 2019; Verburgh
et al., 2014). These effects allow students to become reenergized,
refocused, and reengaged in their learning. The energizing active
break does not have to be curriculum linked but rather serves to
break up prolonged sitting through the provision of physical
movement.

The TAB model encourages teachers to align the intensity of
activity with the purpose and phase of a lesson. For example, teach-
ers can implement high-intensity active breaks (e.g., dance breaks)
on completion of a seated learning task to allow students to rein-
vigorate themselves before the next period of seated learning and
simultaneously reap the physiological benefits of higher intensity
physical activity. Conversely, teachers can implement lower intensity
or calmer active breaks (e.g., stand and stretch with focused breath
work) to resettle the class. By allowing students to choose or con-
tribute to the selection of active breaks, teachers can build student
agency (Vaughn, 2020) and convey the importance of movement for
behavior regulation, focus, and productivity.

The purpose of learning active breaks is to introduce, reinforce,
consolidate, or demonstrate learning in a visual and physically active
way. This type of active break creates opportunities for students to
“embody” their learning. An embodied perspective proposes that
cognitive processes are deeply rooted in the body’s interactions with
the world (Wilson, 2002). Embodied activities engage students in

physical actions to help them better understand concepts (M. J.
Nathan & Walkington, 2017; Smith et al., 2014). For example, when
teaching time or angles, students can be asked to stand and demon-
strate a particular time or angle using their body and/or arms. These
types of activities have great potential to help students develop
deeper conceptual understanding, engage in the learning process,
and retain knowledge (M. J. Nathan & Walkington, 2017; Smith
et al., 2014; 2016).

Learning active breaks also provide an opportunity for multiple
exposures of content. Research demonstrates that deep learning of
new knowledge develops over time via multiple, spaced interactions
with the content (Kang, 2016). The use of physical and visual rep-
resentations via learning active breaks provides an additional mech-
anism to convey content to build and reinforce student learning.

Learning active breaks can also facilitate differentiated teaching.
Students come to learning with different levels of readiness, interest,
and knowledge. Further, learning does not occur at a predetermined
pace. Teaching can be differentiated by modifying the content, pro-
cess, product, and/or environment (Subban, 2006). Providing oppor-
tunities for students to learn through doing can help them understand
a concept in a visual and physical way. In addition, learning through
doing can enable students to progress to different levels of thinking
(e.g., Bloom’s taxonomy; Bloom & Engelhart, 1956; Shane, 1981)
and apply their knowledge using physical representations.

The purpose of this article was to describe the TAB model, which
positions active breaks in an integrated approach to proactive class-
room management in primary and secondary schools and also con-
tributes to effective teaching. Active breaks in the classroom have
been shown to effectively increase physical activity in children and
improve classroom behavior. However, there are numerous barriers
to the sustained use of active breaks by teachers. To address these
barriers, we consider the educational benefits of active breaks to
complement and facilitate instructional models and improve student
outcomes.

In the TAB model, five types of active breaks — structured, tran-
sitional, management, energizing, and learning — are positioned
within an overall approach to proactive classroom management as
a key contributor to effective teaching. Active breaks need to be
considered in the planning stage to ensure that they are viewed as
an integrated component of lessons instead of isolated add-ons.
Future research will explore how the other classroom-based com-
ponents of TransformUs, such as active academic lessons and active
environments, interact with active breaks as well as whether certain
types of active breaks are adopted and implemented more readily
by teachers than others and whether the five TAB types have similar
impacts on the learning and health outcomes of children and
adolescents.
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