ACTION AREA 9

– Children and young people
Promote healthy development through physical
activity participation
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Physical activity is integral to
the health and development of
children and young people.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Physical activity is integral to the health and development of children
and young people;(1, 2) it contributes to successfully navigating each of
the major development phases from infancy through to adolescence.
Physical activity is one of the building blocks of good health and yet
evidence has shown that physical activity levels decline from early
childhood to childhood and from childhood to adolescence. The
evidence to support increasing the rates of physical activity among
young people is overwhelming. With the release of Australia’s 24-Hour
Movement Guidelines for the Early Years(3) and for Children and Young
People it has been highlighted that there is an important relationship
between how much physical activity, sedentary behaviour, and sleep
children get in a 24-hour period and their health.(3, 4)
Consider the case for change:
 Most Australian children do not currently meet physical activity
guidelines. This was highlighted by the 2018 Active Healthy Kids
Australia Report Card on Physical Activity for Children and Young
People, which found:
›

Early Years (Birth to 5yrs)
At the National level, parent-reported data show that 72% of
2–4 year olds accumulate at least 180 minutes of physical activity
every day(5)

›

Children (5 to 11yrs) and Young People (12 to 17yrs)

›

At the National level, self- and parent-report data show that 18% of
12–17 year olds(6) and 19% of 5–17 year olds(5) accumulate at least
60 minutes of MVPA every day

›

At the National level, self-reported data show that 13% of 15–17
year olds engage in muscle and bone strengthening activities on
at least three days per week(7)

›

The mean decline in activity from childhood through to
adolescence is 7% per year,(8) with declines in participation starting
as young as 11 years for both males and females.(9, 10)

 Children who meet the recommended physical activity guidelines
experience improved physical, social, psychological and cognitive
health — and even higher levels of physical activity is associated with
additional health benefits. Specifically, for:
›

Early Years (Birth to 5yrs)
Participation in physical activity is associated with improved motor
and cognitive development; psychosocial and cardiometabolic
health; physical fitness; and bone and skeletal health(2)

›

Children (5 to 11yrs) and Young People (12 to 17yrs)
Participation in physical activity is associated with improved
adiposity; cardiometabolic health; physical fitness and bone health;
motor skill development; quality of life; and psychological distress.(1)
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WHAT MUST BE DONE?
The following evidence-based strategies and
approaches are recommended to increase the
opportunities for children and young people to be
physically active every day.
Implement policies to promote and provide
opportunities for physical activity in young people:
 mandate delivery of high-quality organised
physical activity, with Physical Education (PE)
lessons as a core component, across the school
week (at least 150 minutes per week) with a focus
on lifelong engagement in physical activity and
sport, and mastery of fundamental movement skills
and sport skills. This should be mandated at the
national level across all jurisdictions(11, 12)
 establish and maintain partnerships with the
education sector with the purpose of strengthening
formal preservice and in-service training for
preschool, primary and secondary school teaching
staff and administrators. Specifically, increasing
knowledge and teaching skills on active play,
quality physical education, adaptive physical
activity, fundamental movement skills and physical
literacy, and on how to prioritise those most in
need – the least active (proportional universalism),
should be the main focuses(13)
 provide funding to local government to maintain
and enhance community infrastructure that is
diverse, accessible and likely to engage children, of
all ability levels, in physical activity (e.g. open green
space, playgrounds and climbing equipment,
sport and recreation facilities) and develop their
movement skills and physical fitness(13, 14)
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 invest in safer and more active travel through
establishing policy and environmental support
for active transport programs (e.g., Way 2 Go),
including the improvement of walking and cycling
facilities and creating safer environments that
promote active travel, especially to and from
school(13, 15, 16)
 implement multi-sectoral cooperation to promote
links between schools and other local agencies
including sport and recreation clubs and facilities,
local governments and planning and transport
agencies.
Provide physical activity opportunities in early
childhood education and care settings:
 include more frequent outdoor free-play times
of shorter duration rather than fewer of longer
duration(17)
 for those centres that follow a structured routine,
consider switching part or all the day to a freeflowing routine where children are able to move
from indoor to outdoor environments at their will
 with regards to structured physical activity sessions,
they should be delivered with a hands-on approach
and easily incorporated into daily routines(18)
 encourage and facilitate activities that break up
prolonged sitting (more than 30mins) and reduce
total sitting time.(3)

Promote and provide physical activity opportunities in primary and
secondary schools:
 comprehensive school physical activity programs(19, 20) that include
curricular and non-curricular physical activity promotion elements,
need to be implemented at scale (i.e., across schools nationally) to
increase activity levels across the school day(13, 21-23)
 time for unstructured physical activity (during recess and lunch)
should be protected and supported through the provision of
equipment, spaces that engage and challenge, and encouragement
from school staff(24-26)
 ensure the presence of qualified sport and PE teachers in primary and
secondary schools and provide flexibility in timetabling and curriculum
for sports opportunities(27, 28)
 increase physical activity levels during organised physical activity
opportunities(29) through:
›

teacher professional learning (for both specialist and classroom
teachers) that focuses on class organisation, management,
transitions and maximising active learning time in physical
education(30, 31)

›

instruction and supplementing usual PE lessons and other
organised physical activities with high-intensity activity (i.e. fitness
infusion/energy breaks)(32)

›

developing confidence and competence in fundamental
movement skills(33)

 make changes to the physical environment:
›

provide a variety of grassed surface spaces, access to
equipment(34) and playground line markings(24) that are engaging
and accessible to children of various abilities and motivations

›

increase access to play areas at lunchtime(35) and outside of
school hours(36)

›

provide activity-permissive classrooms through height-adjustable
desks and an active curriculum (including homework)(37)

›

provide safer routes to school and establish active environments to
encourage active travel(12, 13, 15, 16)

 reduce time spent sedentary through breaking up long periods of
sitting as often as possible. This could be achieved by using active
lesson plans or active lesson breaks.
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Promote and provide opportunity for physical activity during the afterschool period and in other community settings:
 during after-school care focus on unstructured activities (active play),
modified sports and games, fundamental motor skills and providing
access to school facilities;(38, 39) limit the use of screens for sedentary
entertainment purposes; and encourage and facilitate breaking up
long periods of sitting as often as possible
 provide greater access to facilities (e.g. public open spaces,
playgrounds) in the community(13) including linking schools
to community opportunities which will encourage continued
participation once adolescents leave their school environments and
therefore develop lifelong physical activity habits
 encourage independent mobility for older children by: nominating
a school coordinator who promotes and enables active travel,
establish and promote safe routes to schools with mapped routes and
safer crossings and implement road safety and bicycle education
programs within the schools and communities(13, 15, 16)
 collaborate with community sporting organisations, including
making school facilities accessible and offering the Sporting School
program(40)
 limit sedentary recreational screen time to no more than 2 hours per
day and encourage breaking up long periods of sitting as often as
possible.
Promote and provide opportunity for physical activity within families:
 provide programs that target parents and caregivers(41) and
incorporate parent training, family counselling or telephone-based
interventions(42), which:
›

target parenting practices and beliefs relating to physical activity

›

provide education on optimising the home, social and physical
environments to maximise physical activity opportunities and
minimise sedentary recreational screen time(43)

 provide information on local opportunities for co-physical activity(44)
that are suitable for families and free or low-cost ideas about ways
that families can incorporate co-physical activity into their daily
routines
 provide guidance to families as to the importance of establishing
healthy sleep patterns which should include: consistent bedtime
routine, avoiding screen time before bed time and keeping screens
out of bedrooms(3)
 provide guidance for parents on appropriate amounts of screen time
for themselves as well as their children.(45)

68 Blueprint for an Active Australia > NATIONAL HEART FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA

Blueprint for an Active Australia > NATIONAL HEART FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA 69

REFERENCES
1. Poitras VJ, Gray CE, Borghese MM, Carson V, Chaput J-P, Janssen I, et al. Systematic review of the relationships between
objectively measured physical activity and health indicators in school-aged children and youth. Appl Physiol Nutr Metab.
2016;41(6):S197-S239.
2. Carson V, Lee E-Y, Hewitt L, Jennings C, Hunter S, Kuzik N, et al. Systematic review of the relationships between physical activity
and health indicators in the early years (0-4 years). BMC Public Health. 2017;17(5):854.
3. Department of Health. Australian 24-Hour Movement Guidelines for the Early Years (birth to 5 years): An Integration of Physical
Activity, Sedentary Behaviour, and Sleep. Canberra, ACT: Commonwealth of Australia; 2017.
4. Carson V, Tremblay MS, Chaput J-P, Chastin SF. Associations between sleep duration, sedentary time, physical activity,
and health indicators among Canadian children and youth using compositional analyses. Appl Physiol Nutr Metab.
2016;41(6):S294-S302.
5. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Australian Health Survey: Physical Activity, 2011–12 [Internet]. 2013 [cited 2019 07 February]. ABS
cat. no. 4364.0 [Available from: http://www.abs.gov.au/.
6. Cancer Council Victoria. National Secondary Students’ Diet and Activity (NaSSDA) survey. Sydney, NSW; 2012-13.
7. Australian Bureau of Statistics. National Health Survey: First Results, 2014–15 [Internet]. 2015 [cited 2019 07 February]. ABS cat. no.
4364.0.55.001 [Available from: http://www.abs.gov.au/.
8. Dumith SC, Gigante DP, Domingues MR, Kohl III HW. Physical activity change during adolescence: A systematic review and a
pooled analysis. Int J Epidemiol. 2011;40(3):685-98.
9. Australian Sports Commission. AusPlay Focus: Children’s Participation in Organised Physical Activity Outside of School Hours.
Canberra, ACT; 2018.
10. Eime RM, Harvey JT, Charity MJ, Casey MM, Westerbeek H, Payne WR. Age profiles of sport participants. BMC Sports Sci Med
Rehabil. 2016;8(1):6.
11. Stylianou M, Walker J. An assessment of Australian school physical activity and nutrition policies. Aust N Z J Public Health.
2018;42(1).
12. Robertson-Wilson JE, Dargavel MD, Bryden PJ, Giles-Corti B. Physical activity policies and legislation in schools: A systematic
review. Am J Prev Med. 2012;43(6):643-9.
13. Udell T, Daley M, Johnson B, Tolley R. Does density matter? The role of density in creating walkable neighbourhoods.
Melbourne, Australia: National Heart Foundation of Australia; 2014.
14. MacMillan F, George ES, Feng X, Merom D, Bennie A, Cook A, et al. Do natural experiments of changes in neighborhood built
environment impact physical activity and diet? A systematic review. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2018;15(2):217.
15. McDonald N. Impact of Safe Routes to School programs on walking and biking. San Diego, CA: Active Living Research; 2015.
16. Duggan M, Fetherston H, Harris B, Lindberg R, Parisella A, Shilton T, et al. Active School Travel: Pathways to a Healthy Future.
Melbourne, VIC: Australian Health Policy Collaboration, Victoria University; 2018.
17. Razak LA, Yoong SL, Wiggers J, Morgan PJ, Jones J, Finch M, et al. Impact of scheduling multiple outdoor free-play periods in
childcare on child moderate-to-vigorous physical activity: A cluster randomised trial. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2018;15(1):34.
18. Hnatiuk J, Brown H, Downing K, Hinkley T, Salmon J, Hesketh K. Interventions to increase physical activity in children 0–5 years
old: A systematic review, meta-analysis and realist synthesis. Obes Rev. 2018;1(20):75-87.
19. CSPAP & SHAPE America. Comprehensive School Physical Activity Programs A Guide for Schools. 2013.
20. Institute of Medicine. Educating the student body: Taking physical activity and physical education to school. Washington DC,
USA: National Academies Press; 2013.
21. Kriemler S, Meyer U, Martin E, van Sluijs EM, Andersen LB, Martin BW. Effect of school-based interventions on physical activity
and fitness in children and adolescents: A review of reviews and systematic update. Br J Sports Med. 2011;45(11):923-30.
22. Sutherland RL, Campbell EM, Lubans DR, Morgan PJ, Nathan NK, Wolfenden L, et al. The Physical Activity 4 Everyone
cluster randomized trial: 2-year outcomes of a school physical activity intervention among adolescents. Am J Prev Med.
2016;51(2):195-205.
23. Trost SG, Blair SN, Khan KM. Physical inactivity remains the greatest public health problem of the 21st century: evidence,
improved methods and solutions using the ‘7 investments that work’as a framework. BMJ Publishing Group Ltd and British
Association of Sport and Exercise Medicine; 2014.
24. Parrish A-M, Okely AD, Stanley RM, Ridgers ND. The effect of school recess interventions on physical activity. Sports Med.
2013;43(4):287-99.
25. Yıldırım M, Arundell L, Cerin E, Carson V, Brown H, Crawford D, et al. What helps children to move more at school recess and
lunchtime? Mid-intervention results from Transform-Us! cluster-randomised controlled trial. Br J Sports Med. 2014;48(3):271-7.

70 Blueprint for an Active Australia > NATIONAL HEART FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA

26. Ridgers ND, Timperio A, Crawford D, Salmon J. What factors are associated with adolescents’ school break time physical
activity and sedentary time? PLoS One. 2013;8(2):e56838.
27. Hills AP, Dengel DR, Lubans DR. Supporting public health priorities: recommendations for physical education and physical
activity promotion in schools. Prog Cardiovasc Dis. 2015;57(4):368-74.
28. Telford RM, Olive LS, Cochrane T, Davey R, Telford RD. Outcomes of a four-year specialist-taught physical education program
on physical activity: A cluster randomized controlled trial, the LOOK study. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2016;13(1):64.
29. Lonsdale C, Rosenkranz RR, Peralta LR, Bennie A, Fahey P, Lubans DR. A systematic review and meta-analysis of interventions
designed to increase moderate-to-vigorous physical activity in school physical education lessons. Prev Med. 2013;56(2):152-61.
30. Harris J, Cale L, Musson H. The predicament of primary physical education: A consequence of ‘insufficient’ITT and
‘ineffective’CPD? Phys Educ Sport Pedagogy. 2012;17(4):367-81.
31. Morgan P, Hansen V. Recommendations to improve primary school physical education: Classroom teachers’ perspective. J
Educ Res. 2007;101(2):99-108.
32. Leahy AA, Eather N, Smith JJ, Hillman CH, Morgan PJ, Plotnikoff RC, et al. Feasibility and preliminary efficacy of a teacherfacilitated high-intensity interval training intervention for older adolescents. Pediatr Exerc Sci. 2018;0(0):1-11.
33. Morgan PJ, Barnett LM, Cliff DP, Okely AD, Scott HA, Cohen KE, et al. Fundamental movement skill interventions in youth: A
systematic review and meta-analysis. Pediatrics. 2013;132(5):e1361-e83.
34. Martin K, Bremner A, Salmon J, Rosenberg M, Giles-Corti B. School and individual-level characteristics are associated with
children’s moderate to vigorous-intensity physical activity during school recess. Aust N Z J Public Health. 2012;36(5):469-77.
35. Lubans DR, Morgan PJ, Cliff DP, Barnett LM, Okely AD. Fundamental movement skills in children and adolescents. Sports
medicine. 2010;40(12):1019-35.
36. Haug E, Torsheim T, Sallis JF, Samdal O. The characteristics of the outdoor school environment associated with physical activity.
Health Educ Res. 2008;25(2):248-56.
37. Salmon J, Arundell L, Hume C, Brown H, Hesketh K, Dunstan DW, et al. A cluster-randomized controlled trial to reduce sedentary
behavior and promote physical activity and health of 8-9 year olds: The Transform-Us! Study. BMC Public Health. 2011;11(1):759.
38. Atkin AJ, Gorely T, Biddle SJ, Cavill N, Foster C. Interventions to promote physical activity in young people conducted in the
hours immediately after school: A systematic review. Int J Behav Med. 2011;18(3):176-87.
39. Stanley RM, Ridley K, Dollman J. Correlates of children’s time-specific physical activity: A review of the literature. Int J Behav
Nutr Phys Act. 2012;9(1):50.
40. Sport Australia. 2018 Canberra, ACT: Sport Australia; Sporting Schools [cited 2018 November 9]. Available from: https://
sportingschools.gov.au/sports.
41. Morgan PJ, Collins CE, Plotnikoff RC, Callister R, Burrows T, Fletcher R, et al. The ‘Healthy Dads, Healthy Kids’ community
randomized controlled trial: A community-based healthy lifestyle program for fathers and their children. Prev Med. 2014;61:90-9.
42. van Sluijs EM, Kriemler S, McMinn AM. The effect of community and family interventions on young people’s physical activity
levels: a review of reviews and updated systematic review. British journal of sports medicine. 2011;45(11):914-22.
43. Campbell KJ, Lioret S, McNaughton SA, Crawford DA, Salmon J, Ball K, et al. A parent-focused intervention to reduce infant
obesity risk behaviors: A randomized trial. Pediatrics. 2013;4(131):2012-576.
44. Uijtdewilligen L, Brown HE, Müller-Riemenschneider F, Lim Y, Brage S, van Sluijs EM. A systematic review of methods to measure
family co-participation in physical activity. Obes Rev. 2017;18(12):1454-72.
45. Radesky J, Moreno MA. How to consider screen time limits…for parents. JAMA Pediatr. 2018;172(10):996-.

Blueprint for an Active Australia > NATIONAL HEART FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA 71

For heart health information and support,
call the Helpline on 13 11 12 or visit
heartfoundation.org.au
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