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Physical activity is integral to 
the health and development of 
children and young people.

Promote healthy development through physical 
activity participation
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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)

 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 free-
flowing 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)



Blueprint for an Active Australia > NATIONAL HEART FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA  67

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 after-
school 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) 
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