
 

 

 Guiding Principles to Support Children’s Active Physical Play in 
Group Settings  

Seven guiding principles support each child’s active physical play in group settings. 

 

Principle 1: Adults set safe and appropriately challenging environments for daily active 
physical play.  

Children learn well by playing, making almost any environment their playground. 
They will play with a tin can in a mud puddle, if that is what is available to them. 
Those who work in early childhood settings have a mandate as professionals to 
support children in the safest environments possible. Professional ethics require that 
those working with young children provide developmentally appropriate activities for 
children. Active physical play environments, then, must be both safe and appropriate 
for age and stage.  

Principle 2: Children engage in active physical play both to develop their bodies and for 
fun and enjoyment.  

When young children master physical skills, they feel a sense of well-being 
physically, and the emotional sense of achievement and accomplishment. Staff 
see these reactions when children in their care take their first steps or go down a 
slide for the first time. The enthusiasm showing in a child’s eyes and squeals of 
delight are unmistakable. A common phrase that young children use as they 
move up a level in physical skills is “I did it!”  

Principle 3: Each child has opportunity for frequent and vigorous active physical play.  

In a busy and sometimes unsafe world, children may not have space, time, or 
supervision for frequent and vigorous active physical play. A quality early 
childhood setting has outdoor and inside areas that are safe from physical and 
social hazards, and that are stocked with age‐appropriate challenges. Each day, 
every day of the week, teacher‐directed activities and child‐chosen play are 
available several times a day to support running, jumping, climbing, hopping, 
throwing, pedaling, pushing/pulling, and other vigorous activities.  

Principle 4: Each child has time for and support for uninterrupted, sustained play.  

Each child in an early childhood program deserves to develop the highest level of 
physical skills possible. When adults pay attention to each child’s level of 
physical ability, and each child’s need to practice a skill, they will know when to 
offer assistance. They will also know when to simply step back and give a child 
uninterrupted space and time to reach potential. Lack of time and opportunity 
for practice can interrupt children’s attempts at advancing their skills.  

 



 

 

 
Principle 5: Each child has access to many and varied active physical play options.  

Running, jumping, kicking, pivoting, climbing, throwing, squatting, hopping, pushing, 
lifting, balancing, and pedaling…all of these skills are targets of a young child’s 
physical development. As young children master skills, play becomes richer, 
creativity emerges, and children have a repertoire of basic skills to help them live 
healthy lives. When children can practice skills in many different ways in many 
different settings, the skills become enduring.  

Principle 6: Active physical play is supported by adult-child relationships and child-to-
child interactions.  

“Teacher, teacher, look how high I climbed.” “When I’m five, I’m going to get a 
basketball hoop at my house like this one.” “Mannie and I are both soccer players, 
aren’t we, Mannie?” “No, teacher, I don’t want to ride. I can’t ride a tricycle, teacher.” 
“Benni took my ball. Benni, that’s my ball. You can play with it when I’m done.” 
“Charlize, stop running into me. I can’t walk on this if you run into me.” “Come on. Go 
down the slide. Go with me.” “My dad plays golf. Me, too. I play like this.” “Let’s climb 
up this ladder. Pretend it is a mountain and there’s a volcano coming. Climb faster. 
Hurry or we’ll get burned!” Relationships influence initiation of active physical play, 
types of play, and the culture of dramatic play themes that arise from active physical 
play.  

Principle 7: Adults advocate for children to have opportunities and environments that 
support active physical play.  

Good health and optimal physical development are foundations for a satisfying 
childhood for young children. Children have small voices when it comes to 
designing buildings and playgrounds, purchasing equipment, and setting 
schedules, routines and plans. Staff who work with young children can speak up on 
behalf of young children. They are obvious advocates for supporting young 
children’s active physical play.  

 



 

 

 
http://www.cals.uidaho.edu/feeding 
 University of Idaho Feeding in Group Settings Website:  Handouts! 
 
http://www.eatright.org/Public/ 
 American Dietetic Association 
 
http://www.usda.gov 
 Many, many feeding resources including handbook on feeding infants 
 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/ 
 Team Nutrition materials 
 
http://www.mealsmatter.org             
 Menu planning and Recipes 
 
http://www.zerotothree.org 
 Developmental materials for parents and professionals 
 
http://actionforhealthykids.org 
 Information on physical activity 
 
http://www.new-vis.com/ 
 Materials on maturation of eating skills 
 
 http://www.healthyalberta.com/HealthyEating/529.htm 
 Canadian guide to feeding young children 
 
http://cyfernet.ces.ncsu.edu/nncc 
 National Network for Child Care resources and articles on development and feeding 
 
http://www.mypyramid.gov 
 Food Guide Pyramid 
 
http://www.bcm.tmc.edu/cnrc 
 Baylor College of Medicine research and reports 
 
http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/topics/obesity/ 

Statistics on obesity 
 
http://www.parenting.com 
 Newsletter 
 
http://lancaster.unl.edu/food/ 
Food Reflections, on-line, newsletter from Nebraska Cooperative Extension 
 
http://www.aahperd.org/naspe/standards/nationalGuidlines/ActiveStart.cfm
 
 National Association for Sports and Physical Education recommendations for 

infant/toddler activity 
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http://www.mypyramid.gov/
http://www.bcm.tmc.edu/cnrc�
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http://www.aahperd.org/naspe/standards/nationalGuidelines/ActiveStart.cfm


 

 

  
 
Talking with Families about 
Their Child’s Active Play and What It Means 

Janice Fletcher, EdD and Laurel Branen, PhD, RD, LD 

 
 
Active play is foundational to physical and mental health for children.  Healthy weight 
and healthy growth and development are by-products of active play.  
 
Active play happens when children run, jump, bounce, leap, skip, gallop, throw and 
catch, climb, dance, and use wheel toys. 
 
Communicate often with families about characteristics and benefits of active play in your 
program for young children. 
 
1. Frequently and intentionally remind yourself that you are in a partnership with 

parents. 
 
2. Empower parents to recognize the skills their children display when they play.  
 
3. Ask about parent’s dreams for their child’s physical well-being and health.  Draw a 

parallel to those dreams and the child’s active play. 
 
4. Know what is developmentally appropriate for a child so you can give parents valid 

information about active play. 
 
5. Talk with parents about the uniqueness of early childhood relationships.  This 

matters when you explain how valuable play is to help children develop social and 
emotional competence and their physical growth and development. 

 
6. Tell parents why you set out specific equipment or choose active play activities in 

your schedule/curriculum.  Explain what you expect to happen.   
 
7. Explain to parents how you will intentionally choose opportunities for active play that 

lead to skills attainment. 
 
8. Explain how early childhood skills look when children are playing.   
 
9. Talk with parents about how their child’s play demonstrates that the child has 

attained a skill.   
 
10. Take careful notes to document active play.  Show progress over time.  (Share with 

parents daily, and in portfolios.) 
 



 

 

11. Recognize your biases about weight.  Deal with those prior to trying to explain your 
strategies to parents. 
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Guiding Principle V 

 
Children have access to many and varied active physical play options 

 
 
V.1      The daily curriculum includes scheduled active physical play indoors. 
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 

 
 
V.2      The daily curriculum includes scheduled active physical play outdoors. 
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 

 
 
V.3      The curriculum includes opportunities for spontaneous, child-initiated active physical play indoors. 
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason:  

 
 
V.4      The curriculum has opportunities for spontaneous, child-initiated active physical play outdoors. 
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 

 
 
V.5      Materials and equipment for active physical play are rotated frequently in response to children’s 

developmental progress and needs. 
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
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Guiding Principle V 

 
Children have access to many and varied active physical play options 

 
 

V.6       Storage for physical play equipment and materials is easily accessible to staff.  
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 

 
 
V.7      Equipment is available for vigorous play, including pedaling; climbing; running; lifting; carrying; pushing 

and pulling; digging; crawling; hanging using upper body; jumping to a distance, from a height, to a 
height ; balancing;  projectile play (aiming, throwing, kicking, bouncing, striking, pitching); rolling;  
hopping; and sliding.  

 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 

 
 
V.8       Activities include dancing, marching, chanting, and active singing games. 
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 

 
 
V.9      Active play environments include space for children to engage in active play without interrupting or 

interfering with play of others.  
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
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THINKING ACTIVE PHYSICAL PLAY  

SELF-REFLECTION INVENTORY 

 
Guiding Principle VII 

 
Adults advocate for children to have opportunity to engage in active physical play 

 
VII.1    Program and classroom policies for active physical play are written and available to staff and parents. 
 

Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.2    Administrators take active steps for advancing policies, grants, and practices that support children’s 
active physical play. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.3    Staff input is given, and used by administrators for planning schedules for active physical play.  
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.4    Budgets include resources and funds for active physical play materials, equipment, and staff training. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.5    Staff have opportunity for input about purchasing materials and equipment for active physical play 
environments. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.6    Parents and staff communicate about children’s active physical play at school. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 
 



 

THINKING ACTIVE PHYSICAL PLAY  

SELF-REFLECTION INVENTORY 

 
Guiding Principle VII 

 
Adults advocate for children to have opportunity to engage in active physical play 

 
 

VII.7    Parents and staff communicate about children’s outside of school active physical play. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.8   Parents and staff communicate about appropriate clothing for active physical play outdoors. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.9    Time for planning active physical play is set aside for staff, and for administrators.  
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.10  Staff frequently (daily) discuss curriculum needs for children’s active physical play.  
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.11   Lesson plans are expected to include active physical play goals and objectives. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.12  Daily plans routinely include both structured and unstructured active physical play, and both indoors 
and outdoors active physical play. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 

 

 



 

THINKING ACTIVE PHYSICAL PLAY  

SELF-REFLECTION INVENTORY 

 
Guiding Principle VII 

 
Adults advocate for children to have opportunity to engage in active physical play 
 
 
VII.13  Staff orientation includes training about program policies and activities that support children’s physical 

development and active physical play. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.14  Staff attend trainings that include information about children’s physical development. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.15  Staff receive on-going training about strategies for supporting teacher and child-to-child relationships 
that influence active physical play. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.16  Staff attend trainings about setting environments that support children’s physical development. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason: 
 
 

VII.17  Staff receive training on selecting age appropriate materials and equipment for young children’s 
physical development. 
 
Already doing    Making progress   Considering    Unable to do    Not planning to do 
 
Reason:  
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