ukactive’s call to open schools as community hubs
A letter from ukactive Chair Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson which calls on the next Prime Minister and
Chancellor to support schools to have a powerful impact on the health and wellbeing of children, young people
and their families by opening over the summer holidays and engaging families in local, affordable and healthy
activity opportunities is set to be released in the national media on Saturday 13th July.
We are urging Government to transform schools into ‘community hubs’ over the summer holiday period to
engage children and their families in activities to improve the health and wellbeing of the community, and deliver
the Government’s ambitions to build an active nation, tackle childhood obesity, and combat loneliness and
antisocial behaviour through improved social cohesion.
We’ve also supplemented this letter with polling from ComRes which finds that 85% of people support the
proposal to open school facilities during the holidays, and 87% of parents and guardians say they would
consider using them for clubs offering children physical activity through sports, dance and other activities.

Supporting information
·

Research by ukactive shows that children and young people suffer a loss in fitness levels of up to 80%
over the summer holidays, with the fitness of those from low-income families falling 18 times faster
than their more affluent peers. This mirrors “summer learning loss”. A report by the Education Policy
Institute shows that schoolchildren who were eligible for free school meals for 80% of their time at
school were on average 24 months behind their classmates, and it is estimated that 66% of the
achievement gap can be explained by summer learning loss.

·

While options for disadvantaged children and young people diminish, especially during the summer
holidays, there is an answer that lies right on their doorstep. On average, children live within 2.4 miles
of their school, with the average distance falling as low as 1.4 miles for those in inner cities, where
levels of deprivation are higher. Research by Sport England shows that 39% of sports facilities in
England sit behind school gates, yet the majority of these are inaccessible over the summer holidays.

·

The physical activity sector is asking for the keys to unlock school facilities over the summer, and use
them as hubs for activities. We know the value of schools during term time, the essential
development they provide for new generations in our society. But they have another use beyond
that; using a model that puts no additional pressure on staff, resources or budgets; a model that pays
dividends both in terms of financial rewards and children returning to school happier, healthier and
ready to continue where they left off

·

We are calling for a commitment from all departments to work together and for the government to
back a proposal to expand this model across the UK

ukactive Chair Tanni Grey-Thompson said: “Today’s children are the least active generation ever. Yet, at a
time of huge division in both the public and political sphere, our letter to Government shows the major parties
united and our polling shows clear public agreement on this issue.
“It is time for the Government to show its commitment to the next generation by unlocking the school sports
facilities lying unused on the doorstep of every neighbourhood.
“We urge the next Prime Minister and Chancellor to support schools to have a powerful impact on the health
and wellbeing of children, young people and their families by opening over the summer holidays and engaging
families in local, affordable and healthy activity opportunities.
“This is an unmissable opportunity to reshape the summer holiday period, and realise the ambitions of many
existing policies aiming to improve child health by encouraging physical activity, tackle childhood obesity and
reduce loneliness through improved social cohesion.”

Children’s Commissioner Anne Longfield OBE said: “School buildings and grounds are a community resource,
purpose designed as environments for children that we simply don’t make the most effective use of.
“We all own them and pay for them and yet in the evenings and weekends and holidays they are often shut.
We need to separate the idea of school and school buildings – they could provide the base for so much more.
“Nobody is suggesting the same staff can open them longer and more often on existing budgets but that
needn’t be the ask. A school can use the school buildings for the academic and physical education of our
children, but there are funds and sources of funding that could be used to keep school premises open for all
sorts of life enhancing activities, in a safe environment that are not part of traditional schooling.
“We need to make school facilities a base for all sorts of community activity and change the concept that the
buildings are just there for exams, lessons and the school day, important of course though all of that is. Some
schools already do lots of this, I’d like to see them all able to do this to create a local hub where all can
benefit.”

The Chancellor of the Exchequer
HM Treasury
1 Horse Guards Road
London
SW1A 2HQ

To the Chancellor of the Exchequer,
We are writing to request that HM Treasury, as part of the upcoming Spending Review, considers how
funding can be allocated to open school sports facilities for children and young people over the
summer holidays in disadvantaged communities, supporting them to access local, affordable and
healthy activities.
We are urging the Government to transform schools into ‘community hubs’ over the summer holiday
period to engage children and their families in activities to improve the health and wellbeing of the
community, and deliver the Government’s ambitions to build an active nation, tackle childhood
obesity, and combat loneliness and antisocial behaviour through improved social cohesion.
Today’s children are the least active generation ever. Sport England research shows that just one in
four boys and one in five girls in England achieve the recommended 60 minutes of physical activity
every day 1 . As children lead more sedentary lives, they become increasingly vulnerable to many
preventable long-term health conditions, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer and type-II diabetes
in later life, engendering serious implications for an NHS already under pressure.
The health risks of physical inactivity – chronic disease, obesity, poor mental wellbeing and social
disconnection – disproportionally affect families from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Research
shows that physical inactivity is significantly more likely among children living in deprived areas.
According to Sport England’s Active Lives survey, 39% of disadvantaged children and young people are
inactive. Among more affluent families, this figure drops to 26%2.
Government guidelines set out that children and young people should have the opportunity to be
active for 30 minutes during the school day, and for 30 minutes beyond the school gates. However,
the evidence shows that, during term time, a greater proportion of children are supported to be active
at school than outside of it – 28% of children take part in at least 30 minutes of activity throughout
the school day, compared to only 22% who achieve thirty minutes outside of it3.
The six-week summer holiday period can be particularly detrimental to the health and wellbeing of
children and young people. ukactive research shows that children lose up to 80% of their fitness levels
over the summer due to the lack of local, accessible and affordable activity offerings 4 . In
disadvantaged areas, the drop in fitness levels among children and young people is 18 times greater
than in more affluent areas. In the 2018 Playing Out report, Children’s Commissioner Anne Longfield
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expressed concern that children increasingly spend their summers within the confines of the home,
playing online games and watching television, rather than engaging in healthy and active experiences5.
This has significant consequences for their health, wellbeing, and social development.
Research by Sport England shows that 39% of sports facilities in England sit behind school gates, but
the majority of these are inaccessible over the summer holidays6. With minimal investment, these
sports grounds could be converted into accessible and ready-to-use community hubs to engage
children and their families in affordable and healthy activities and improve community health and
wellbeing. Most children live within 2.4 miles of a school, with the average distance falling to 1.4 miles
for those living in inner cities, where deprivation levels are higher.
We believe this is an unmissable opportunity for the Government to reshape the summer holiday
period, and realise the ambitions of many existing policies and strategies aiming to improve child
health by encouraging physical activity, tackle childhood obesity and reduce loneliness through
improved social cohesion7.
For just £7 a day per child, Government could get 1.2 million children and young people aged five to
16 more active over the summer holidays, over the next three years.
We are writing to urge the Government to support schools to have a powerful impact on the health a
and wellbeing of children, young people and their families by opening over the summer holidays and
engaging families in local, affordable and healthy activity opportunities.

Yours sincerely,
Baroness Grey-Thompson, ukactive Chair
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