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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY IN THE EARLY YEARS

Introduction
Active living is part of a healthy lifestyle in which physical activity is valued as part of
daily living. Early childhood is the ideal time for children to develop healthy lifestyle
attitudes and behaviours. For young children, daily physical activity is not only essential
for healthy growth and development; it also lays a foundation for a lifetime of health
through active living.

Although it may seem that young children are naturally active, over the past 20 years
children have become less active. In fact, recent research suggests that more than half
of Canadian children and youth are not active enough for optimal growth and
development. The decrease in children’s physical activity has been affected by many
things like safety concerns, demanding schedules, TVs, computers and video games,
and other modern conveniences.

Child care providers spend many hours with children in their care. This creates a unique
opportunity to make a difference by promoting physical activity opportunities and active
living values with these children. By offering a program that integrates physical activity
into the daily curriculum, child care providers not only support the optimal growth and
development of children in their care, they increase the likelihood that these children will
become active, healthy adults.

There are many resources available to support child care providers to integrate physical
activities into the daily curriculum. This section of the resource will provide:

• Information on the benefits of physical activity.

• Information on the link between physical, cognitive, social and emotional development
in children.

• Best practice recommendations related to implementing an integrated physical
activity program.

• Links to additional resources that will assist child care providers and early childhood
educators in enhancing physical activity opportunities for children in their care.
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Physical Activity and Early Development
Childhood health and developmental problems caused by inactivity are increasing. To
prevent these problems all infants, toddlers and preschoolers must be encouraged to be
physically active. One long-term benefit is that active children are more likely to lead
active healthy lifestyles as adults. In addition to providing many health-related benefits,
physical activity is instrumental in the optimal development of motor, cognitive, emotional
and social skills in young children.

For young children, play is often synonymous with what is called physical activity. Within
the field of psychology, play has been described as ‘the work of children.’ Research
shows that through structured and unstructured play, children develop fundamental
movement skills. In turn this enhances the development of cognitive, social and
emotional skills. Simply put, for young children, moving is learning.

Physical inactivity is usually associated with health risks like unnecessary weight gain
and obesity, heart and bone diseases, some cancers, and type 2 diabetes (which has
been observed in children with obesity). Growth and developmental impacts for a young
child are often overlooked. The risks of being under active are even greater for young
children because cognitive, social, emotional and physical development are intertwined.

Physically under-active young children tend to have under-developed fundamental motor
skills. When children do not develop these fundamental motors skills it sets them up for
failure. As a result, they are less likely to choose to be physically active as they grow up.

Being physically active helps young children to:

• Establish and strengthen networks between the body and the brain.

• Build the foundations for moving, learning, and communicating.

• Develop physically, intellectually, socially and emotionally.

• Be healthy, happy, and confident.

• Achieve their full developmental potential.
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The following diagram illustrates the strong connections between physical activity and all
other aspects of learning and development in children.
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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY FOR YOUNG CHILDREN –
BEST PRACTICES
Child care providers have a unique opportunity to shape the overall growth and
development of children in their care. This can be accomplished by providing stimulating
environments in which active living values are promoted and where the daily curriculum
integrates a variety of developmentally appropriate physical activities. The Day Nurseries
Act outlines minimum standards for such programming. These standards require child
care providers to:

• Ensure there are safe and adequate indoor and outdoor spaces to play.
• Ensure children have the opportunity to play outdoors.
• Offer a program that includes opportunities to develop motor skills.

‘Best practice’ physical activity programming for young children reinforces the premise
that for young children, physical activity is a primary medium through which all learning
occurs. When physical activity learning opportunities are combined into other areas of
learning and development, all other areas benefit.

Physical activity programming must be carefully matched to the development of young
children. Research and teaching experiences have been used to identify best practices
in providing physical activity programming within the child care curriculum.

Here are some best practice principles to consider when planning physical activity
programming:

• Integrate physical activity learning opportunities and active living values into the
curriculum.

• Structure learning experiences based on the physical activity guidelines.

• Focus on the development of fundamental motor skills.

• Design programming based on the continuum of motor skill development.

• Build on existing motor skills for all children to experience success and to enhance
motor competence.

• Allow for repetition and variation.

• Movement skill development occurs through both unstructured and structured play
experiences.

• Promote cooperative play and participation.

• Include safety consideration in planning.

• Limit class size.

• Facilitate gender equality.

• Recognize and adapt to differing abilities among children.

• Foster communications with parents about the importance of daily physical activity.

• Assess and evaluate program by examining motor skill development in all children.
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Physical Activity and Active Living Program Integration
Integration means that physical activities are planned and organized by child care
providers every day as part of the curriculum. When young children experience the joy of
moving, they learn to value physical activity and are more likely to continue to be
physically active throughout their lives. As part of program integration, it is important that
child care providers demonstrate and teach positive attitudes towards physical activity.
Children also need to understand the benefits and necessity of physical activity, and can
be taught this by discussing what happens to their bodies when they are being physically
active.

There are many ways to integrate physical activity and active living values into the daily
curriculum.

• Have children act out the words in books and songs.

• Read books about people who lead active lives.

• Go on a nature walk while learning about the environment.

• Have children use their bodies to create shapes, number and letters.

• Have children count physical movements.

• Display photos of the children being active or posting images of children moving and
playing actively.

• Be an active role model by participating in structured and unstructured physical
activities.

Please refer to the recommended resources for child care providers (pages 17-19) for a
collection of resources that provide specific developmentally appropriate physical
activities for young children.



Physical Activity .

9-7
SIMCOE MUSKOKA DISTRICT HEALTH UNIT—Child Care Resource

Physical Activity Guidelines for Children
Birth to Five Years
Children who develop basic movement skills and feel confident in their ability to use
those skills are more likely to choose to be physically active at all stages in life. The best
time for basic movement skill development is during the early years.

To plan programs, it is helpful to know how much physical activity infants, toddlers and
preschoolers need. Health Canada has developed physical activity guidelines for all age
groups except children 0-5 years. It was thought that children 0-5 years were active and
there was no need for physical activity guidelines. Parents and caregivers believe that
children 0-5 years are active. Unfortunately, this belief is untrue. Recent research has
shown that the time children spend being physically active begins to decrease by the
age of 3 years, preschoolers watch close to two hours of TV per day. An increasing
number of children between the ages of 2 - 5 are overweight or obese (Best Start/Health
Nexus, 2009). Health Canada is currently working on developing guidelines for children
0-5 years of age.

Considerations for physical activity for children 0-5 could include:

• Participation in both structured and unstructured physical activity every day.
Structured physical activity includes activities that you direct children to do or
participate in with them, such as walking, or playing a game. It also includes play
opportunities, such as organized recreational games (soccer, hopscotch, etc).
Unstructured physical activity is more often thought of as play. Children are
supervised but are free to play on their own or with other children. They may use play
structures, run, jump, or make up a game.

• Young children should have at least one hour a day of structured physical activity
(particularly for children three and older).
They should also have at least one hour a day of unstructured physical activity and
limited sedentary time, whether at home or in a daycare program.

• Activities for young children should be fun and non-competitive.

• Children should be encouraged to play outside. Children tend to be more active
when they are outside.

• Basic movement skills, such as running, climbing, throwing, catching and kicking do
not just happen as a child gets older. Children must learn and practice these skills

Child care providers can use the guidelines above and those adapted from the National
Association for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE) (refer to page 8) in combination
with their existing curriculum to integrate physical activity programming for young
children.
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Fundamental Motor Skills
Children need guidance and opportunity to learn movement skills and how to be
physically active. Consequently, early childhood movement best practices emphasize
the necessity of providing a stimulating environment in which carefully planned,
developmentally appropriate physical activity opportunities are guided and facilitated.
When young children engage in developmentally appropriate movement activities, motor
competence and positive attitudes toward physical activity develop. Therefore,
opportunities for motor skill successes impact on children’s continued participation in
physical activity, setting the stage for young children to continue being physically active
through childhood and adulthood. There are eight key fundamental motor skill groups
that must be included in integrated physical activity programs for young children:

• locomotor

• object control

• body awareness

• spatial concepts

• body actions

• rhythmic activities

• play participation

• group games

The fundamental movement skills chart (refer to page 9) outlines examples of
fundamental movement skills and provides equipment and material ideas to enhance the
development of fundamental movement skills through an integrated physical activity
program.


