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To outline the impact of covid on babies and young 
children’s physical activity

What is the damage? 

Solutions: the early childhood workforce?

Aims
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The damage done…

Practitioners report: that 19% of children have fallen behind in their physical development

Almost all providers said that the pandemic had significantly impacted the learning and development of children

dummies or back in nappies having previously been toilet trained.

Children have returned to nursery with loss of muscle strength and reduced stamina

Disturbed routines – sleep

Reduced confidence in open spaces

Children are more sedentary

The impact has been more profound on children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) 

those who speak English as an additional language 

those living in poverty 

those whose parents were not engaging previously. 

(Ofsted November 2020)

Covid



A social justice issue

Children’s ability to access physical activity is 
influenced by:

• geography and environment

• Family/carer support

• Parental mental health
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To address the problem and improve physical activity in young children

4. nationally

3. community

2. Early 
childhood 
settings

1.Child and 
family/carers

A layered approach drawing 
resources from each layer

1, Starting with the child and 
family

2. Provision of high quality 
early childhood education 
with knowledgeable and 
highly qualified practitioners 
working within the principles 
of the Early Years Foundation 
Stage statutory curriculum in 
England (and relevant EC 
guidance in NI, Scotland and 
Wales)

3. Access for parents and 
children to local resources 
such as children’s centres 
and safe play areas

4. National policies. guidance 
and media

Diagram adapted from 
Bronfenbrenner (1979)

How 
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UK Chief Medical Officers’ Physical Activity Guidelines

Achieving higher levels of physical activity in the early 
years should therefore help maintain higher levels later 
in childhood and adolescence

infants (less than 1 year); toddlers (1-2 years); and pre-
schoolers (3-4 years).

Include children with disabilities or chronic health 
conditions

(2019, p 27)

NICE Guidance Physical activity for children and young 
people (2009) reviewed 2018

Guidance
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policy

Physical development involves providing opportunities 
for young children to be active and interactive; and to 
develop their co-ordination, control, and movement. 
Children must also be helped to understand the 
importance of physical activity (Early Years Foundation 
Stage (EYFS) (2017 p 8) – statutory guidance for 
providers of Early Childhood Education and Care in 
England

‘We know that in the early years, a crucial part of 
preparing children for school is developing their 
muscular strength and dexterity. The best nurseries 
recognise this and encourage children to be busy and 
active’.(Ofsted 2018, p 270)

Guidance

UK Chief Medical Officers’ Physical Activity Guidelines 
(2019)

Part of the solution is to have a joined up approach.

Early Childhood practitioners are well placed to promote 
physical activity in children who attend their setting. 
Promoting physical development is a statutory 
requirement of the EYFS

solutions
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Practitioners in Early Childhood and Education settings

Who?

Nurseries

Childminders

Children’s Centres

Primary schools

How ?

By increasing knowledge and understanding

Working with parents in partnership

Multi-agency approach

Recommendations:

Training for practitioners

Physical activity to be assessed as part of the Ofsted 
inspection process

Who? How?
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Free course
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Supporting children’s PA in early childhood education settings: audit from week 6 of 
free course 

PD Audit
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resources

Free course

Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood – 18 hours course. Developed in partnership with Public Health 
England and ActiveMatters https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/supporting-physical-development-early-childhood -
funded by Health Education England

Reading

Manners, L. (2020) The Early Years Movement Handbook: a principled-based approach to supporting young children’s 
physical development, health and wellbeing.Jessica Kingsley: London
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