OUR JOURNEY

Physical Literacy in
Early Years
Improving physical literacy at an early age is vital as it
enables children to develop and build their understanding
and knowledge of how to be active, their confidence and
competence in movement, and above all their enjoyment.

Why was Physical Literacy in Early
Years launched?
If you are a 3-year-old female child with
additional needs and living in particularly
deprived areas of Cornwall, you are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

More likely to be eligible for free school
meals
More likely to have parents or carers that
suffer from mental health issues
30% more likely to be behind your peers in
your Early Years Development Goals
be approximately 5 months behind in
learning than your peers by the time you
reach Reception class
25% more likely to be overweight or obese
And less likely to be doing the
recommended daily levels of physical
activity per day

Children who are more active are happier, more
resilient and more trusting of others. They are
also more likely to achieve higher attainment
levels and be of a healthy weight. While the
current system works for many children, it
doesn’t work for everyone. Some don’t have
the same opportunities to be active, so they
deserve extra support.
This is particularly true for girls, disabled
children, young people with long-term health
conditions, those from less affluent families and
youngsters from Black and Asian backgrounds.
Current inequalities in activity unfortunately
start from a young age and they need to be
addressed.

In Cornwall
According to the latest figures (2019) 17
neighbourhoods across Cornwall are within
the top 10% most deprived areas in England.
This is based on a number of factors (income,
employment, health, education, barriers to
services, the environment and crime). These
areas include neighbourhoods in:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Camborne
Penzance
Redruth
St Austell
Bodmin
Illogan
Newquay
St Blazey
Camborne
Newlyn
Liskeard

Approximately 15% of children have an
identified special educational need (SEN).

Impact of COVID-19 on Early Years
As measured by these
most recent surveys,
mental health and
wellbeing in adults
got worse during
the pandemic. A
survey in July
2020 showed
that 92% of
health visitors
were concerned
that there was
missed need in
relation to parental
mental health
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support. The mental wellbeing of a parent can
impact their ability to care for their child.
Education and training were also severely
disrupted. However, certain groups of
children and young people were
more affected by the pandemic.
This included girls, those
who are economically
disadvantaged, children
with special educational
needs and disabilities,
and those with preexisting mental health
problems. There was
also a suggestion
that children from
black and minority
ethnic backgrounds
experienced a higher
level of emotional
health and wellbeing
concerns.
Most parents
felt their child
was less active
during lockdown.
Several related
this reduction to
childcare closures
which removed usual
opportunities for activity.
Opportunities for active
transport to and from childcare were also lost.
Normal activities (like swimming, soft play)
were also closed and opportunities to socialise
with others restricted.
In Spring 2021, some Early Years providers
continued to notice delays in babies’ physical
development, children’s personal, social and
emotional development and delays in their
speech and language progress.
Some babies have also struggled to respond
to basic facial expressions, which may be due
to reduced contact and interaction with others
during the pandemic.

What did we do?
The first 5 years of life are fundamental to
children’s growth and development. This is
where physical activity, and more specifically,
the Healthy Movers programme, can come in.
The Healthy Movers programme has been
targeted at supporting children aged 3, 4
and 5 within early years settings within
17 neighbourhoods of high areas of
deprivation across Cornwall. The aim is to
ensure the gap in early years development
is addressed through physical literacy and
children that need it most can start or return
to play, and are more prepared to start
compulsory school.
Healthy Movers is a Youth Sport Trust product
that provides children with the opportunity to
achieve a good level of physical development
linked to their language and literacy skills. In
doing so, it will increase the children’s selfesteem and wellbeing, develop agility, balance,
and co-ordination, which all help children gain
a better start to their life. It is a very flexible
and adaptable programme, only limited by the
creativity and imagination of those using it.
We know that this programme will address
the attainment gap due to a pilot programme
delivered in Cornwall from April 2019 March
2020, where 23 settings saw significant
increases in all key areas of learning assessed.
If you’d like to read more about the pilot
programme, please visit the Active Cornwall
website.

Healthy Movers Champion Training
We worked closely with the Early Years
team within Together for Families to target
and recruit settings within our 17 priority
neighbourhoods. We invited the
early years practitioners
to an initial launch event,
and then invited them to
join us for a full day of
training, delivered by
Youth Sport Trust
tutor, Flo Holmes.
Video on Facebook
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Supporting Settings
All settings have been continuously supported
over months via face-to-face and virtual
mentoring sessions, delivered by the YST. This
has enabled a flexible and bespoke approach
to meet the needs of each individual setting
and their children. All settings are unique: some
are part of large franchises; others are small
and independently run. Some have multiple
rooms and large outdoor spaces, while others
are much smaller. But all include children
and families that research shows face the
most barriers to physical activity and social
mobility. After a few months, we then invited
the practitioners from the settings to take
part in further training that focused on how
to engage families with their child’s physical
literacy and activity development at home, plus
networking sessions.

Family engagement
According to Youth.gov, research shows that
parental or family engagement in a child’s
education at any level has positive outcomes.
This is because:
•

•

•

•

It helps children feel connected to their
caregivers, families and communities.
Children who are connected feel safe,
secure, supported and are ready to learn.
It helps parents and other caregivers feel
connected and tuned into their children
and communities. When adults are tuned
in and feel supported by settings, they feel
connected to their child and more prepared
to support their child.
It enables a sharing of valuable information
about what families need, what strengths
families have and how their programs are
working.
It also enables families to spend time having
fun together, create strong bonds and build
trust together.

This is why family
engagement with
Healthy Movers is
so important. We
recognise that
this can look
different across
all settings,
so YST offered
support and
guidance based
on setting needs.

Outcomes
At the end of the
programme, the Youth
Sport Trust will collect
and analyse information
by way of:
•
•
•

Practitioner surveys
Physical literacy data
reporting
Early years goals data
reporting

They will then produce a final report as
well as a range of case studies from other
settings that have taken part throughout the
year.
Cornwall Council has identified that to change
the odds for our most disadvantaged children,
key partners, including Active Cornwall, need
to work together to focus on a child’s first
1,001 days and provide our youngest children
with the best start in life. There should be
further support for early years settings in more
deprived areas, including additional support
for parents, and for those with children with
special education needs or disabilities.
Our next steps will be to work with partners to
enable Healthy Movers to continue in the years
to come.

For more information about EYFS work, please contact Samantha Lawrence
samantha.lawrence@cornwall.gov.uk
and visit our website
Early Years and Families – Active Cornwall

