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Active indoors

Five years back, UNICEF put the
UK at the bottom of the rich
countries’ child wellbeing

league table. Having devoted my life
to early childhood education, I found
this devastating and ask all readers,
“What are you doing to change
this?”

Physical activity is critical for
healthy development and wellbeing,
while research clearly shows the
consequences of play deprivation.
All children should have access to
many hours of active daily play, and
yet the emphasis on statutory school
readiness is robbing our children of
their much-needed physical play
programmes that satisfy their need
for autonomy, competence, physical
mastery and meaningful self-
regulation skills.  

‘Practical, physical play’
Of course, we all recognise that
young children thrive on practical,
physical play. Lifting and carrying,
designing and inventing, co-
operating and problem-solving,
succeeding and failing are all part of
this major learning process. Their
physical and mental wellbeing are
inextricably linked, which is why we
need to re-organise our premises to
ensure that children have the space,
time and exciting resources to
engage in quality, active learning for
at least three hours a day.

Outdoor play, you say. Yes, but

much can also be achieved indoors
by re-organising the environment to
give children access to a wide range
of interesting resources, large and
small, familiar and challenging,
including junk with its opportunities
for innovation and creativity - and
the space and time to invent or
explore, create and imagine. 

Lifelong benefits
I believe we need to put more

emphasis on indoor programmes that
develop children’s motor skills,
fitness and endurance. The benefits
of healthy body weight, strong bones,
supple muscles and healthy heart are
lifelong, as are the self-confidence
and social and communication skills
that are nurtured within a well
balanced PE programme.

That is why we have organised our
centre around children’s
developmental and physical needs,
and our staff plan and lead
programmes that encourage healthy
development.

At Madresfield, we are fortunate in
that, at the heart of the centre, is a
fully equipped carpeted gymnasium,
where the apparatus is changed daily
to facilitate exciting, exploratory,
physical play.  This space is
timetabled for continuous use by all
age groups, which means we can use
role play and drama with music as
powerful stimuli for our storytelling
with all age groups.  

Our under-threes’ nativity, for

example, took the form of a
spontaneous and very physical,
dance drama where parents worked
alongside their toddlers, climbing the
hills, chasing the sheep and making a
campfire before arriving at the full-
sized stable to discover the Christ
child.

From activity to activity
Our practice is to provide exciting
additional educational spaces for all
ages so that small groups of children
can move around from activity to
activity, often with older children as
role models. There is a music room,
while our woodland classroom offers
activities from leaves and conkers to
apple pressing and mud painting. As
we are on a working farm, we have
also been able to convert our oast
houses for everything from a merry-
go-round to a planetarium. And
that’s not counting the stables, barns,
carriage sheds, but that’s another
story. 

We are fortunate, but the principle
remains the same: children should
not be confined to one room for 10
hours a day. All children need
access to explore a wide range of
creative and physical play
opportunities. So, in conclusion, I
ask you once again, “What are you
doing in your setting to enhance
children’s physical well being? Are
you satisfied with the legacy that
puts British children at the very
bottom of the league table?”  �

Alice Bennett, a PE specialist, whose nursery has been
leading good practice for many years and most recently
won the NMT Nursery Indoor Learning Environment
Award, urges more physically demanding indoor play

� Alice Bennett is director of Madresfield Early Years Centre in Worcestershire,
which is set  in over 200 acres of pasture and woodlands on a working farm.
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