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Abstract: The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 introduces a transformative vision by 

elevating physical activity and sports from peripheral extracurricular activities to core pedagogical 

tools within school education. This critical analysis examines how NEP 2020 promotes sports-

integrated learning as a cross-curricular approach that harnesses movement to enhance cognitive, 

affective, and psychomotor domains among school-going children. Drawing on the policy document, 

the National Curriculum Framework for School Education (NCF-SE) 2023 and supporting literature, 

this paper explores key provisions, theoretical foundations, and implementation mechanisms across 

the 5+3+3+4 structure. It evaluates potential benefits for holistic development alongside persistent 

challenges, such as infrastructure deficits, societal mindsets, and teacher capacity. While NEP 2020 

aligns with global evidence on embodied cognition and experiential learning, its success hinges on 

effective translation into everyday classroom practices. The analysis concludes with actionable 

recommendations for policymakers, educators, and researchers to realize the policy’s goal of joyful, 

equitable, and lifelong learning through physical activity and sports. 

Keywords: NEP 2020, sports-integrated learning, physical activity, pedagogical tools, holistic 

development, experiential learning, NCF-SE 2023, school education. 

 

Introduction: 

For decades, the Indian school education system has largely treated physical activity and sports as 

optional add-ons, typically confined to brief recess periods or isolated annual athletic events. This 

systemic compartmentalization has contributed to suboptimal physical fitness levels among children, 

with a vast majority falling short of the World Health Organization’s recommendation of at least 60 

minutes of daily moderate-to-vigorous physical activity. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 

fundamentally challenges this outdated paradigm by positioning physical activity and sports as 

integral pedagogical tools capable of reinforcing academic concepts while fostering holistic student 

development. 

NEP 2020 explicitly advocates sports-integrated learning, defining it as a cross-curricular 

pedagogical strategy that uses physical activities—including indigenous games—to develop 

essential life skills such as collaboration, self-discipline, teamwork, and citizenship. Concurrently, 

this approach aims to enhance cognitive abilities and make classroom transactions more joyful and 

experiential. By deliberately eliminating rigid separations between curricular, co-curricular, and 

extracurricular domains, the policy seeks to embed movement-based learning throughout the 

educational lifecycle. 

This paper provides a critical analysis of NEP 2020’s provisions regarding physical activity and 

sports as pedagogical tools. It examines their alignment with contemporary learning theories, 
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operationalization through the National Curriculum Framework for School Education (NCF-SE) 

2023, anticipated developmental benefits, persistent ground-level implementation challenges, and 

strategic pathways for effective realization. 

 

Theoretical Foundations 

NEP 2020’s emphasis on sports-integrated learning draws structural strength from well-established 

educational and psychological frameworks: 

• Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb, 1984): This theory asserts that learning cycles 

through concrete experience, reflective observation, Abstract conceptualization, and active 

experimentation. Games and sports naturally embody this cycle, allowing students to test 

strategies, experience outcomes, and reflect on performance in real time. 

• Embodied Cognition (Shapiro, 2019): Departing from traditional Cartesian divides, 

embodied cognition positions cognitive processes as fundamentally grounded in 

sensorimotor experiences. Physical movement stimulates neurological pathways, directly 

enhancing attention spans, memory retention, and spatial problem-solving capabilities. 

• Triadic Domain Development (Bloom, 1956) and Multiple Intelligences (Gardner, 

1983): Physical activities uniquely engage the psychomotor (physical execution) and 

affective (emotional and social regulation) domains alongside the cognitive domain, directly 

addressing bodily-kinesthetic and interpersonal intelligences. 

The policy explicitly recognizes these theoretical intersections, stating that: 

"Sports-integrated learning in pedagogical practices (and core subjects) can help develop the 

thinking (cognitive), feeling (affective), and doing (psychomotor) faculties of children effectively" 

(Government of India [GoI], 2020, p. 12). 

This approach systematically transforms passive rote learning into active, joyful engagement. It 

aligns with global longitudinal data indicating that regular physical activity improves scholastic 

outcomes, mitigates academic stress, and cultivates critical 21st-century competencies. 

 

Key Provisions in NEP 2020 and NCF-SE 2023 

NEP 2020 outlines several landmark provisions aimed at re-engineering the educational landscape: 

No Hard Separation of Activities: Physical education, games, sports, and fitness are to be 

seamlessly incorporated throughout the school curriculum without artificial administrative divisions. 

Activities must be engineered to be age-appropriate, safe, and entirely inclusive of diverse student 

profiles, including children with special needs (Divyangjan). 

Sports-Integrated Learning: Physical activities serve as active instructional tools within classroom 

transactions to foster lifelong fitness attitudes, cognitive enhancement, and cooperative life skills. 

Indigenous games (e.g., Kabaddi, Kho-Kho, Gilli-Danda) receive special structural emphasis due to 

their cultural relevance, cost-effectiveness, and low infrastructural barriers. 

Curricular Restructuring (5+3+3+4): The restructured academic framework provides the 

flexibility required for shorter, intensive modules and expanded exposure to physical activities 

across the Foundational (ages 3–8), Preparatory (8–11), Middle (11–14), and Secondary (14–18) 

stages. 
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Holistic and Multidisciplinary Approach: Physical education gains equal curricular status with 

traditional core subjects like mathematics and languages. It is designed to support mental health, 

discipline, teamwork, and overall well-being, directly complementing national health initiatives like 

the Fit India Movement. 

The NCF-SE 2023 operationalizes these foundational policy goals by establishing dedicated learning 

standards for Physical Education and Well-being across distinct developmental milestones: 

Curricular 

Stage 

Age 

Group 
Core Pedagogical Focus (NCF-SE 2023) 

Foundational Ages 3–8 
Development of gross and fine motor skills through guided free play 

and rhythmic movements. 

Preparatory 
Ages 8–

11 

Introduction to local and indigenous games characterized by fluid, 

adaptable rules to encourage participation. 

Middle 
Ages 11–

14 

Structured skill development, introducing formal rules, tactical 

awareness, and sports ethics. 

Secondary 
Ages 14–

18 

Specialization in specific sports disciplines, advanced fitness tracking, 

and vocational choices. 

 

Mechanisms and Practical Examples of Integration 

Physical activity functions as an active pedagogical tool through several clear, cross-curricular 

application mechanisms: 

• Cognitive Reinforcement in Mathematics: Utilizing relay races where students must solve 

sequencing puzzles or arithmetic equations at the turnaround point. Strategy maps in 

indigenous sports like Kabaddi or Kho-Kho can be utilized to teach logical reasoning, 

geometric spacing, and angular trajectories. 

• Language and Communication: Incorporating role-play within team sports or structured 

yoga sequences to build specialized vocabulary, expressive communication, and narrative 

skills among early learners. 

• Science and Health Integration: Teaching basic physics concepts such as force, velocity, and 

biomechanics through running, jumping, or throwing events. Body awareness modules in yoga 

serve as practical applications for human anatomy and health education. 

• Affective and Social Development: Deploying cooperative, low-stakes games specifically 

designed to cultivate empathy, socio-emotional resilience, democratic leadership, and peer 

conflict regulation. 

This structural integration makes Abstract concepts concrete and experiential, benefiting learners in 

the early stages while establishing pathways for deeper specialization later on. 

 

Potential Benefits for School-Going Children 

Empirical literature and policy observations highlight multifaceted developmental gains: 
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• Academic Enhancement: Increased cerebral blood flow associated with physical movement 

improves concentration, working memory, and scholastic outcomes, while effectively reducing 

classroom fatigue. 

• Physical and Mental Health: Enhanced cardiovascular fitness, a reduction in pediatric 

obesity risks, lower generalized anxiety levels, and improved psychological well-being. 

• Holistic Skill Development: Organic cultivation of lateral thinking, collective problem-

solving, self-discipline, and enduring fitness habits. 

• Equity and Inclusion: Low-equipment indigenous games democratize participation across 

gender, rural-urban, and socio-economic divides, ensuring marginalized demographics are not 

excluded due to financial constraints. 

• Broader Societal Impact: Cultivating an enduring national sports culture that integrates 

directly with early-stage athletic talent identification initiatives, such as the Khelo India 

framework. 

 

Critical Challenges in Implementation 

Despite its visionary framework, a critical analysis reveals several deep-seated structural and 

practical challenges that risk diluting the policy's transformative potential: 

1. Infrastructure and Resource Gaps 

A profound disparity exists between elite private institutions and under-resourced government or 

rural schools. Thousands of schools across India lack basic playgrounds, basic athletic equipment, 

and safe, private changing facilities. This infrastructure deficit severely restricts the uniform 

execution of the NCF-SE guidelines. 

2. Teacher Preparedness and Capacity Crunch 

There is an acute shortage of qualified physical education teachers across the country. Furthermore, 

the existing cohort is largely trained in traditional drills rather than modern, cross-curricular, sports-

integrated pedagogy. Regular classroom subject teachers also lack the training required to execute 

movement-based lessons safely and effectively. 

3. Societal and Parental Mindset 

A deeply entrenched cultural bias prioritizing rote academics and high-stakes written examinations 

often sidelines physical engagement. Parents and school administrators frequently view time spent 

on the playground as time subtracted from competitive academic preparation. 

4. Gender and Inclusion Barriers 

Adolescent girls in secondary schools continue to experience disproportionately lower sports 

participation rates due to systemic cultural hurdles, a lack of female physical education staff, and 

inadequate sanitation or privacy infrastructure within school premises. 

5. Funding Realities and Monitoring Weaknesses 

Achieving the recommended 6% of GDP allocation for education remains an elusive milestone for 

policymakers. Without targeted, ring-fenced budgets for sports infrastructure and teacher training, 

the policy's mandates risk remaining theoretical. Additionally, standardized formative assessment 

rubrics for tracking the quality of movement-based learning are still largely absent. 
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Recommendations 

To successfully bridge the gap between policy intent and ground-level execution, the following 

coordinated interventions are recommended: 

1. Develop Ready-to-Use Open Resources: The National Council of Educational Research and 

Training (NCERT) alongside State Councils (SCERTs) must co-develop granular, stage-wise 

lesson plans that map specific subject learning outcomes directly to physical activities and 

indigenous games. 

2. Overhaul Teacher Training Pipelines: Integrate sports-integrated pedagogy as a mandatory 

module within pre-service teacher programs, such as the Integrated Teacher Education 

Programme (ITEP), and scale up ongoing in-service professional development in collaboration 

with sports universities. 

3. Prioritize Decentralized Infrastructure Spending: Allocate targeted infrastructure funding 

under the Samagra Shiksha scheme to develop low-cost, multi-purpose play spaces. Public-

Private Partnerships (PPPs) and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) funding should be 

funneled toward upgrading rural school sports facilities. 

4. Launch Longitudinal Empirical Research: Commission large-scale pilot implementations in 

diverse geographic and socio-economic clusters (rural, urban, and tribal) to measure and 

document longitudinal impacts on cognitive retention, physical fitness, and socio-emotional 

indices. 

5. Formative Assessment Reform: Establish clear, non-punitive, and inclusive formative 

evaluation rubrics that reward effort, behavioral collaboration, personal progression, and 

physical literacy over raw athletic excellence. 

6. Inter-Ministerial Convergence: Ensure institutional convergence between the Ministry of 

Education, the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, and the Ministry of Health and Family 

Welfare to unify the delivery of the Fit India, Khelo India, and Ayushman Bharat programs 

within the school ecosystem. 

 

Conclusion 

NEP 2020 represents a bold, progressive milestone in re-engineering Indian school education by 

establishing physical activity and sports as fundamental pedagogical tools. By embedding movement 

directly into core instructional processes, the policy offers a viable path toward creating joyful, 

equitable, and highly effective educational environments. 

However, translating this vision into a universal classroom reality requires sustained capital 

investment, systematic institutional capacity building, and a foundational shift in societal mindsets. 

If implemented with structural rigor and unwavering long-term commitment, sports-integrated 

learning under NEP 2020 has the definitive potential to elevate India’s educational paradigm and 

cultivate a healthier, more resilient, and holistically proficient citizenry for the 21st century. 
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