Physical activity for children under 5 years during COVID-
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The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way we live and for many parents of
children under-5, life at home may be upside down, giving new meaning to the word
‘chaos’. Without childcare and facilities for under-5s, parents may feel overwhelmed,
whether they were stay-at-home or working parents pre-COVID-19. Watching TV or
playing on a tablet may be helpful solutions to entertain a restless toddler (1-2y) or
pre-schooler (3-4y), but can mean that they keep still for longer than normal.

The benefits of physical activity for babies, toddlers and pre-schoolers are well-
described in the UK Physical Activity Guidelines.! It is also important to try to make
sure that our little ones spend minimal time sitting still, and get enough sleep. For O-
5s, the WHO has published guidance for being physically active, limiting sedentary
behaviour, and getting good quality sleep in a 24-hour day.? In this blog, we focus on
the importance of keeping 0-5s physically active, despite the challenges of COVID-
19. We deliberately focus on being inside; although if guidelines allow, getting
outside is also beneficial.

WHY and HOW MUCH?

Physical activity guidelines are indicative targets for various stages of a child’s
development. Physical activity in 0-5s is favourably linked with a range of health
outcomes such as bone and cardiometabolic health, mental and motor skills
development. For babies specifically, tummy time is positively linked with reaching
developmental milestones earlier.34

The guidance indicates that babies should be physically active several times a day
every day (e.g. interactive floor-based activities/play, crawling, doing movements
such as reaching and grasping or rolling over). Babies who are not yet mobile should
have at least 30min/day of tummy time spread throughout the day while awake.
We know that babies do not always enjoy tummy time, and this is O.K.! The 30
minutes can be made up of short stints of 1-2 minutes at a time, and you can build it
up as your baby becomes used to it.

Toddlers and pre-schoolers should ideally spend at least 3hours/day, spread
throughout the day in a variety of physical activities at any intensity (e.g. interactive
play, dancing, crawling). For pre-schoolers, if possible, this should include at least
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1hr of moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity (‘energetic play’ making the
child ‘huff and puff’, e.g. jumping, climbing, running).

These are ideal targets, but we are not living in ideal times. The main thing is to
remember that some physical activity is better than none, and more is better.

WHAT?
Physical activity ideas for babies

Tummy time can be more fun and interesting for babies by placing them on surfaces
that have varying textures (e.g. fluffy blankets, towels, play mats). Try scattering toys
of varying shapes, sizes, colours and even some noisemakers (e.g. rattles, soft toys,
teething toys, squeaky toys) just out of their reach to encourage them to lift their
heads up, look around them, reach, roll and belly crawl. For babies already crawling,
obstacle courses with several safe, soft toys and household items like cushions can
work well. Don’t forgot that adults can function as climbing equipment, and that
repetition of activities for babies is good.

Physical activity ideas for toddlers

Toddlers are full of energy and sometimes the greater struggle is keeping them
engaged with an activity for more than a few minutes at a time. Toddlers seem to
love things that they shouldn’t play with (e.g. the crockery cupboard, TV remote,
bookshelf). We advise that you have their toys (e.g. balls, blocks) readily available to
them in a designated play area, if possible. Try introducing a variety of safe but
common household items for them to explore (e.g. silicon oven mitts, wooden
spoons, pots, plastic cups). This exploration may be noisy! Having music on in the
background may encourage them to dance and clap while they play. As is the case
with babies, repeating activities is good, and games that include adults (e.g. ‘hide-
and-seek’, ‘peek-a-boo’) never go out of fashion!

Physical activity ideas for pre-schoolers

Like with school-aged children and suggestions in our previous BJSM blog, you can
combine learning with physical activities (e.g. ‘Simon Says’, counting while doing
hopscotch, playing ‘Songs and Statues’ to practice balancing) to encourage skill and
cognitive development. Pre-schoolers enjoy ball games that allow them to learn and
practice skills (e.g. bouncing, rolling, kicking, catching; preferably in a ball-friendly
room). They can learn some of these skills using balloons or newspaper scrunched
into a ball. You can introduce targets using laundry baskets or empty plastic bottles
as skittles. Pre-schoolers enjoy dancing and singing to music, and music
applications like Spotify have downloadable playlists designed for gross motor skill
development. Some pre-schoolers may respond particularly well to routine, so
identifying when they seem most keen to play and keeping to a schedule could
encourage more independent play. Consider involving your pre-schoolers in
household chores; we may not enjoy it ourselves, but ‘helping out’ with the dusting,
laundry or sweeping the floor is another way to keep moving.

HOW?
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Most evidence suggests that one of the biggest influences on the physical activity
levels of 0-5s is their parent/carer.>¢ So although at this time we don’t have access to
play parks and soft-play, we do have access to one of the biggest physical activity
assets in under-5s life — their adult(s)! We can encourage our children to be active by
getting involved and spending time actively playing with them (see above for
suggestions on what). Pre-schoolers can often play independently, so get them
started with an activity, and then retreat. It can be helpful to keep track of how active
your child has been each day, and if it is low then set yourself a goal to increase it
(be realistic and aim for small initial changes). Also, it can be useful to try to plan
certain times of the day for activities (e.g. dancing post-nap), and try to stick to the
routine. As noted above, babies and toddlers love repetition so revisiting the same
activities each day works well. Even if you might think you need to come up with new
exciting ideas every day, rest assured, you don’t. Finally, if you can find time to be
active, this will be beneficial for your own physical and mental health (see previously
published BJSM blog) and will show your wee one that physical activity is important.

The infographic below is for parents of under-5s who are at home with children and
aims to give some ideas about how to keep young children active.
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Physical activity for under 5s
during COVID-19

Enjoy learning through play

Tummy time through the day
(start with a few minutes a time and aim for 30 minutes in total)

Encourage baby to look around and move with bright and/or noisy toys
If crawling, make obstacles from cushions and soft toys
Be your baby’s climbing frame .
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1 & 2 yea\’s
Toddlers are never bored of ‘hide-and-seek’ and ‘peek-a-boo’

? Repetition is good, you can do the same activities every day s ‘
'.\ Dance, sing and clap to nursery rhymes ("

Encourage active play with safe household items
(e.g. spoons, pots, plastic cups)

Begin active play together and then retreat to encourage independence
Use balloons or scrunched up paper for ball games .o ‘
Let your pre-schooler ‘help’ with dusting and sweeping r J‘ \*

Download an action song play list and encourage
dancing and singing @

You are the biggest Under 5s love to copy|| 3 active hours a day is
influence on your child, so try to be ideal for 1- 4s. Keep track
so play and have fun active yourself and increase gradually

We hope that you find the information useful to help keep our under-5s active at this
challenging time. We’ve drawn from the latest scientific evidence, and our
experiences as parents. We encourage parents to share this infographic with friends
and family using social media (Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp etc.). We’ve also

created a jigsaw puzzle to print for your pre-schooler to colour-in and assemble. You
can download them below:
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A few tips for the jigsaw puzzle: After your child has coloured it in, paste the picture
on a cereal box for a less flimsy puzzle and then cut out the puzzle pieces. You
could also print it out and stick it on a wall at home to remind you of fun activities!
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