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ABSTRACT

In this study, it is aimed to understand the perceptions of preschool teachers around the physical activity levels
of children in preschool period and the factors that increase or limit their physical activity. The case study
design, one of the qualitative research methods, was used in the study. In addition to maximum variation
sampling from purposeful sampling types was used in the selection of the study group. A total of 102 teachers,
out of 296 teachers, working in 85 schools were reached. The semi-structured interview form prepared by the
researcher was used as the data collection tool. As a result of this study, it was seen that most of preschool
teachers had positive opinions about physical activity, they gave importance to physical activity in their
classroom activities, and they applied physical activity regularly and in a systematic plan. Preschool teachers are
aware of the contribution and importance of physical activity to children, and it is thought that if arrangements
are made in line with their suggestions to perform physical activity, children will be more physically active.
Teachers made suggestions to improve physical conditions, to have regular PA, to direct them to sports, to
ensure that children exercise at home with family education, and to plan the plans interesting so that they can
include more PA and make children more physically active. Policy makers, healthcare providers, and teachers
should take into account these recommendations and provide various supports to increase children's PA levels.

Keywords: physical activity, preschool children, preschool teacher

INTRODUCTION

Early childhood has a key role in the development of individuals (Burger, 2010). Physical
activity (PA) is of great importance for the optimal health development of children in this
period (Carson et al., 2017; Pate et al., 2019). PA is the use of skeleton and muscles to
expend energy and it’s also an essential critical component of children's development. It
ensures healthy growth of organ systems, development of cognitive ability, and social and
emotional well-being (Ward et al., 2020). More importantly, it provides healthy development
of bones and muscles, cardiometabolic health (blood pressure, dyslipidemia, glucose and
insulin resistance), improvement of body coordination, having a healthy body weight and a
decrease in anxiety and depression levels (World Health Organization [WHO], 2011) and a
high level of health indicators (Poitras et al., 2016).
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Observing the positive effect of PA on the health and development of children is
possible with regular practice from the first years of life (Physical Activity Guidelines
Advisory Committee, 2008). It is also important to determine the dose of PA (such as
frequency, intensity, time, duration), which has such an important role in the healthy
development of children (Carson et al., 2017). It is stated that children between the ages of 1-
4 should do at least 180 minutes a day, and children between the ages of 5-11 should do at
least 60 minutes of increasing intensity PA. PA can be presented as energetic play in different
indoor and outdoor playgrounds (Tremblay et al., 2012).

Nowadays, most of the pre-school aged children attend pre-school education
institutions. It is claimed that PA inadequacy of children in the preschool period is related
with spending too much time in preschool education institutions (Corcoran & Steinley, 2019).
Preschool education institutions are a key environment for children who spend most of their
days at school to engage in PA (WHO, 2016). Preschool education is an important
environment for health promotion, as there are many opportunities to simultaneously support
the development of PA habits and healthy behaviors of large numbers of children (Ward et
al., 2020). Although preschool children are physically active by nature (Reilly, 2016),
children's physical movement skills do not develop spontaneously. Being physically active is
a developmental state (Clark, 2005). Physical movements need to be taught, practiced and
reinforced to children (Logan et al., 2012). For this, interventions that will increase the PA of
children regularly and systematically should be made (Carson et al., 2016; Clark, 2005).
Interventions to increase the PA of children in preschool education enable disadvantaged or
sedentary children to have the same level of PA as other children (Burger, 2010). Therefore,
directing preschool children to activities involving PA at school will allow them to acquire a
habit of PA in later ages (Jones et al., 2013).

Teachers may have concerns that including more PA in preschool classrooms, they
shorten the time allocated to other activities (Rasberry et al., 2011). When PA is integrated
with other activities and offered to children, these concerns of teachers may disappear. While
a story is being read, children can move when they hear an action in the story (For example,
if the story mentions a frog jumping forward, children may jump in the classroom). Games
with short physical movements can be used in transitions between activities (Dinkel et al.,
2017). They can use active exercises to improve PA while planning activities related to
various concepts. With studies like these, other activities can be applied and children can be
physically active. For example, four-year-old children were given PA early literacy training
and it was concluded that the children developed their early literacy skills and the children
became physically active in the process (Kirk & Kirk, 2016).

It is stated that PA contributes to the development of children both in a separate time
period and when presented with other activities (Rasberry et al., 2011). With sufficient
inclusion of PA, children achieve better primary school readiness goals (Bingham et al.,
2016; Hoza et al., 2020; Rasberry et al., 2011); It is emphasized that their cognitive, motor,
and psychosocial developments are positively affected (Carson et al., 2017). There are studies
on the PA of preschool children, which have an important place in children's lives. Most of
the studies are about evaluating how physically active children are with the aid of a device
(such as an accelerometer) (Wiersma et al., 2019) and it is noteworthy that it consists of
studies for more PA studies in kindergartens (Ward et al., 2020). However, the main key to
PA acquisition in children is teachers (Connelly et al., 2018). Children spend most of their
days in schools starting from preschool (Tribolet, 2020). It can be said that being physically
active during the day is directly proportional to teachers' perceptions and knowledge of PA.
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There are studies examining the teachers' and administrators' views on the role of
school administrators and preschool teachers (PT) in children's physical activities (Connelly
et al., 2018); the effect of social factors on preschool children's PA in line with teachers'
views (Coleman & Dyment, 2013). When these studies are examined, it is thought that the
number of participants in the study groups is limited. In examining the views on PA, it is
thought that the opinions obtained from more teachers working in different kindergartens will
allow more generalizable and comprehensive results to be obtained. It provides important
information on determining teachers' perceptions of PA, how to encourage teachers to plan
activities related to PA and to include PA in classrooms (Webster et al., 2015). Additionally,
identifying barriers, opportunities and benefits for teachers to include PA in their classroom;
Children's PA levels can be thought to be related to their effective use of the indoor-outdoor
playground or classroom environment for PA.

In this study, it is aimed to understand the perceptions of PT around the PA levels of
children in preschool period and the factors that increase or limit their PA. In this study, four
research questions are examined:

1)  What are the practices PT uses to improve children's PA?

i1) What are the opinions of PT about the effects of PA on preschool children?
i) What are the factors that develop and limit PT' PA practices?

iv) What are the suggestions of PT for PA?

METHODOLOGY

The case study design, one of the qualitative research methods, was used in the study. In this
study, the PA levels of children in the preschool period and the factors that increase or limit
their PA were considered as the situation, and interviews were made with PT to examine the
situation

Participants

Maximum variation sampling was used in the selection of the study group. To ensure
maximum variation one or two teachers who work in public pre-schools and nursery classes
affiliated to elementary school functioning under the Afyonkarahisar Directorate of National
Education were selected. A total of 102 teachers, out of 296 teachers, working in 85 schools
were reached.

Data Collection Tools

Teacher interview form. The interview form prepared by the researcher was used in the study.
Before creating the data collection tool, the relevant literature was researched. An Interview
form consisting of eight open-ended questions was created. The questions in the interview
form were grouped under four themes: practices, effects, factors that limit-improve, and
recommendations. The data collection tool was examined by three experts in order to ensure
interview forms of internal validity and arrangements were made in line with the
recommendations of experts. The interview form was applied by two teachers who were not
in the study group.
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Data Collection Procedure

Interviews were made with PT who volunteered to participate in the study. The interviews
were held face-to-face in a quiet environment in their schools whenever teachers were
available. The interviews with the teachers lasted about 30 minutes.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the content analysis technique. The data collected in the
content analysis technique is first conceptualized, then organized logically according to the
emerging concepts and the themes explaining the data are determined. Accordingly, the data
were read by the researcher and encoded. The data were evaluated and coded by another
researcher who is a field expert. Different codings have been changed by negotiating again.
The themes were created by examining the codes created and the codes were collected under
themes. Codes and themes were compared and re-examined, and then the codes and themes
were finalized. Frequency percentage tables for the encodings were created. The frequency
and percentage values calculated by digitizing the obtained data are presented in tables and in
the text. In the study, teachers were coded as T1, T2, T3, T4 etc. and analyzes are presented
with these codes.

The study were examined, coded and analyzed separately by two independent
researchers. The reliability between the coders was calculated using Miles and Huberman's
(1994) consensus-divergence, and the reliability was determined as .87.

Ethics Statement

Ethical approval was obtained from Afyon Kocatepe University Social and Human Sciences
Scientific Research and Publication Ethics Committee.

RESULTS

The data obtained from the study was collected under four main headings: applications,
effects, limiting-improving factors, and recommendations. The term 'activities' used in the
tables and in the text includes Turkish, Art, Drama, Music, Movement Play, Science,
Mathematics and Readiness for Reading and Writing specified in the Ministry of National
Education (MoNE, 2013).

Applications and Activities

PT used movement play (f=86), drama (f=39), music (f=31), art (f =9), mathematics (f=7),
readiness for reading and writing (f=7). They stated that they took place in science (f=5) and
all activities (f=7). Two teachers stated that they took place in all activities except art. Most
of the teachers stated that activities that include PA every day of the week (f=81), and some
of them 3-4 days a week (f=21).
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The answers of the PT about the activities and their frequency in which they include
PA are as follows:

T12. “I take part in play, drama and music. I get the best participation in the
play activity”.

T42. “I frequently include PA in play and drama. I also try to take place in
other activities in line with the possibilities provided by the plan and physical
conditions”.

PT were asked how physically active children were during their stay at school. Most
of the teachers stated that children were physically active by nature, and they were physically
active in some way even during sedentary activities (f=81). Some of the teachers stated that
the children were physically partially active because they included their activities equally in
passive and active activities (f=13). Some teachers, on the other hand, stated that children
could not be physically active and mobile due to reasons such as small classroom
environment, large classroom size, and unsuitable climatic conditions (f=7).

The answers of the PT regarding the PA levels of the children during the day are as
follows:

T39. “I think they are 50% active. Because in activities such as art and
during play times, children mostly sit and play and complete their activities”.

T34. “Children are more engaged in PA at school. Because playgrounds and
activities provide the child's energy, emotional satisfaction, and the
opportunity to do what they cannot do at home”.

PT give importance to planned movement play (f=88) and free plays (f=47) for
children in indoor and outdoor playgrounds. Few of the teachers stated that they do not have
indoor playgrounds and they do not play games with children in the outdoor playgrounds.
When detailed information was obtained about the activities of the teachers in the
playgrounds, it was concluded that they provided the opportunity to play the movement play
under their own guidance, and that they made unattended observations in free play or did
other things at that time.

The answers of the PT regarding the PA they plan in indoor and outdoor playgrounds
are as follows:

T31. “I want them to play more free games in open playgrounds. Because the
games they set up and play within the rules set by themselves are more
enjoyable. It also supports their creativity more”.

T39. “I try to give the children as much physical exercise as possible. I give

them opportunities to play various movement play. Sometimes I try to explore
their interests by releasing them completely at play time”.

136



Southeast Asia Early Childhood Journal, Vol. 10 (2), 2021 (132-146)
ISSN 2289-3156 /eISSN 2550-1763
http://ejournal upsi.edu.my/index.php/SAECJ

Effects of PA

PT have positive views about including PA in the preschool education program and they
stated that it should be included in the activities. When the reasons for this situation were
examined, it was concluded that the PT stated that they should be included in the activities as
they support children's development (f=68), provide physical relaxation (f=26) and affect
healthy development (f=12).

The responses of the PT regarding the inclusion of PA in the preschool education
program are as follows:

T35. “PA should be included in the education program in the preschool
period. The child does not only learn to use his body when the child
participates in physical education and sports activities and gets acquainted
with them in the period of 2-6 years when the social development of the child
increases rapidly. It is also of great importance in terms of self-confidence
and individual development”.

T70. “Childhood is the fastest development period after infancy. I believe that
the inclusion of PA and sports in this period can positively affect the
cognitive, affective, physical and motor development of the child, and will be
the basis of important attitudes and habits for later life”.

The PT stated that PA has no negative effects on children. According to teachers, PA
improves children's developmental areas, health levels, sports skills and learning skills and
enables them to relax (see Table 1).

Table 1
Positive and negative effects of PA.

Theme Category f %

Development Physical 106 49,8
Motor
Holistic
Social Emotional

Health Healthy lifestyle and development 24 11,3

Relaxation Energy throwing 40 18,8
Being happy
Meeting the need for movement

Sport Sports skill 28 13,1
Sports habit

Learning Learning 15 7,0
Participation
Success

Total 213 100
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PT' views about PA on children are as follows:

T76. “It contributes to the psycho-motor development, cognitive and social
development of children. It has no negative effects”.

T88. “Children's self-confidence increases and social aspects improve. They
adapt to their friends. In the future, they become healthier individuals by
increasing their interest in sports activities. It has no negative effects”.

Factors That Limit and Improve PA

PT stated that the factors that improve the planning of PA stem from the positive effects it
provides to children. PT explained these as supporting the development of children,
relaxation and development of learning skills. In addition, teachers stated that having good
environmental conditions positively affected their planning activities involving PA (see Table
2).

Table 2
Positive and negative factors affecting preschool teachers' planning activities with PA.

Theme Category f % Theme Category f %
Positive Negative
Physical
L disability of
Holistic the
classroom
Indoor-
Psychomotor Phvsical O}Edoﬁfun d
Development 43 38,1 ysica playgros 123 74,1
factors insufficiency
Physical Class size
Coenitive Climatic
ghitty conditions
Social- Material-
emotional resource
shortage
Class
Entertainment control
difficulty
Classroom Inability to
Relaxation Relaxation 32 31 Management ~ explainthe 1] 6,6
cha]]enge rules of the
game
Energy Individual
throwing differences
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Meeting the Lack of
need for .
motivation
game
Participation Attention
increased
Activity
Motivation transition
Learning 21 18,5  The process of problem
Permanent 1mp1emegtqt10n Preparation 12 7,2
Learning of the activity difficulty
Teacher
Sports fatigue
Physical Duration of
. condition activity
Env1rppmental Parent- 14 12,4
Conditions .
teacher Dangerous Accident
attitude situations 13 7.8
Total 113 100 Illness
Family
support
Lack of School 7 43
support
management
support
Total 166 100

T1. “Children's holistic development is supported and their body

coordination is ensured”.

T4. “It is a fun process both for me and for the children. Children's gross
motor skills are developing”.

The PT stated the factors that limit their PA planning as physical inadequacies,
difficulty in classroom management and the implementation process of the activity,
experiencing dangerous situations, and inadequate support. It is striking that among the
constraining factors, teachers state physical disabilities at the highest frequency.

T29. “Children have limited movement in the classroom. Our classes are
large in size, so they move limited. Only when the weather is good we go to
our outdoor playground. They move more comfortably there. It is not very

popular because the weather is usually cold”.

T5. “Narrow indoor and outdoor playground, lack of wider environments

such as a gym”.

T10. “Parent attitude, bad weather conditions, insufficient material ”.
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Teachers' Suggestions

PT made suggestions to improve the physical environment in the school, to have regular PA,
to direct them to sports, to make family education and interesting planning in order to
increase the PA levels of children. It is noteworthy that improving the physical environment
and making interesting training plans have the highest frequency (see Table 3).

Table 3
Suggestions of preschool teacher about PA.
Theme Category f %
Improving physical Arrangement of indoor-outdoor playgrounds 54 36,2
conditions. Arranging the classroom environment
Remedy for lack of material
Interesting plans. Use of different efficiency-methods- 44 29,5
techniques
Different material
Open air
Different branch teachers
Regular PA Regular PA 18 12,1
Should be directed to sports. Should be directed to sports 18 12,1
Family education. Family information 15 10,1
Exercising at home
Total 149 100

T68. “Family participation can be carried out, children can be introduced to
gyms, children can be directed to sports branches with the support of their
school. One hour can be added to the daily training plan”.

T76. “We can increase the areas where children can play in order to
increase their PA in preschool period. We can try to diversify the materials
more. It should be ensured that they play games that include PA at home and
at school every day”.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The life experiences of children in the preschool period are effective on the healthy
development of children (Tandon et al., 2016). PA plays an important role in the acquisition
and maintenance of healthy development (Ward et al., 2020). Preschool is a critical period to
interfere with children's PA (Goldfield et al., 2012). For this reason, PT are thought to have
an important role in improving children's PA levels (McWilliams et al., 2009).

Preschool children experience the most physically active processes of their lives in
line with their developmental characteristics (Reilly, 2016). In this period, it is important to
determine how physically active children are in the school environment. In the study, most of
the PT stated that children are physically active during the day and they include PA every
day. The World Health Organization emphasized that it should be done regularly every day in
order to gain the desired benefits from children's PA (WHO, 2011). But in Turkey, The
Preschool Education Program, aims to improve pre-school education programs for children in
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different areas of development with different types of events. Therefore, all activities are
included in the preschool education program equally (MoNE, 2013). It was concluded that
teachers integrate PA with other activities in order to keep children physically active every
day. Similar to this result, it is suggested that PA should be integrated into the preschool
education curriculum (Gagné & Harnois, 2013). Some studies seem to focus on the need for
PA to be offered to children by integrating or pairing with other activities (Pate et al., 2016).
It can be said that positive effects can be seen if PA are regularly integrated with other
activities every day.

Teachers use PA in the form of structured activities (play and movement) and
unstructured activities (free play). In structured PA, all children participate in the activity, as
the teachers make work in line with their plans. It enables children who tend to sedentary
activities during free PA to be physically active on an equal basis with others (Eather et al.,
2013; San et al., 2021). There is evidence that children participating in structured PA have
high levels of PA in children participating in leisure PA (Pate et al., 2016). Free physical
activities performed in the outdoor playgrounds positively affect the development of children,
just like structured activities (Tremblay et al., 2015). However, when children are in free PA,
teachers are less active and sitting without interfering with guidance tasks at that moment
negatively affects children who do not do PA (Cardon et al., 2008). However, if teachers are
in a participatory and supportive role during free PA, they may not have a negative effect on
children. In short, PT' involvement in PA in a planned manner is important for the more
systematic development of PA levels of all children. Turkish PT include both planned and
free physical activities in their practice.

Main factor in including PA in their regular and systematic practices is directly
proportional to the teachers' views on PA and their contribution to the child. When the
opinions of PT regarding the inclusion of PA in preschool education program were examined,
it was concluded that most of the teachers had positive opinions. Teachers stated that pre-
school education should be included in preschool education because of its positive effects on
children's development, physical relaxation, sports skills, health levels and learning skills. It
is stated that teachers generally have positive views because they are knowledgeable about
the contribution of PA to children's health and development (Stylianou et al., 2016). There
are research results showing that it positively affects cognitive development of PA in
preschool children (Carson et al., 2016, 2017). Because during PA, children use cognitive
skills to perform complex motor movements (Reedy & Krebs-Smith, 2010). In addition,
preschool children develop learning skills by using their senses more actively with movement
activities (Bruce & Meggit, 2002). It creates the Proximal Development Zone by enabling the
formation of the most suitable learning environment thanks to the advances in the cognitive
and social development of children during PA. This enables children to improve their
learning skills by using their cognitive skills better in social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). In
terms of psychosocial aspects, it has been proven that PA depends on the social interaction
skills and social behaviors of preschool children (Burdette et al., 2004). PA in preschool
education is not in the form of individual exercises; It is carried out in large or small groups
as play activities. PA performed by children by interacting with their peers contribute to the
development of skills such as ability to act in cooperation, social skills, internal discipline,
taking responsibility and empathy (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005).

Psychomotor development is at the forefront, as PA takes place using the entire body

of children. Studies have proven that PA has a positive effect on children's motor
development (Carson et al., 2017). In this way, it is stated that children acquire some basic
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movement skills early in order to have PA habits and to be able to do sports (Clark, 2005).

Individuals who learn basic movement skills and gain PA and sports habits from
preschool period have a high level of health indicators (Poitras et al., 2016). Enabling
children to be physically active in the preschool period is an effective strategy for the positive
development of their health (Burdette et al., 2004) and well-being (Baltac1 & Sapsaglam,
2021). In particular, to have a healthy body weight and prevent obesity risk (Mohamad
Khalid, 2013; Logan et al., 2012) and to healthy development of the musculoskeletal system
(Carson et al., 2017), it has been proven that regular PA habits have an important place since
preschool. Participation in PA from preschool years contributes to the protection and
development of children's mental health (Vella et al., 2015). In a study, it was concluded that
problems such as depression and anxiety are less common in physically active children than
sedentary children (Biddle & Asare, 2011). In addition, it is stated that while doing PA,
children have fun, enjoy themselves and feel good, thereby positively affecting children's
well-being (Stylianou et al., 2016).

In the study, PT stated that the positive effects of PA on children increase their
frequency of including PA. Although PA contributes a lot to children, there are various
limitations in pre-school education institutions regarding its implementation during the day.
In this study, PT stated that they had difficulties in practicing activities involving PA due to
insufficient physical facilities, lack of support from family and administrators, experiencing
dangerous situations, difficulty in classroom management and the process of implementing
the activity. For the implementation of PA, not all schools have open and closed playgrounds,
wide classrooms and suitable materials. A suitable educational environment and materials are
needed for PT to make plans to improve children's PA. Because all these are related to the PA
levels of children (Gunter et al., 2012). Having various materials for PA also increases
children's motivation and participation in activities. For this reason, it is important that
materials for PA are available in schools as much as possible and are suitable for the age and
height of children. In many schools, there are no indoor or outdoor playgrounds where PA
can be performed. It is not possible for PA to take place in a small classroom setting (Logan
et al., 2012). Although class size is appropriate, sometimes items and materials can be fixed
or very heavy. It can be difficult to obtain the free space required to perform the activity.
Preparing an environment for PA by eliminating materials and materials is very difficult for
teachers. For this reason, teachers often give up activities that include PA (Cardon et al.,
2008). Materials and items should be stable and portable in an environment that supports PA.
In addition, having an outdoor playground in schools is linked to children's PA (Tandon et
al., 2018). PA levels of children who spend little or no time in the outdoor playground are
reduced (Razak et al., 2018). In addition to the outdoor playground, it was emphasized that
children who spend more time outdoors within the preschool education program have higher
PA levels (Tandon et al., 2018). Indoor playgrounds as well as outdoor playgrounds in
kindergartens should be improved in terms of physical properties. Having indoor playgrounds
in schools positively affects children's PA (Neshteruk et al., 2018). In addition, some teachers
stated that bad weather conditions limit their planning of PA. With the availability of a
suitable sized indoor playground, bad weather conditions and the family barrier on this issue
will be eliminated (Ward et al., 2020). As children may be more active with increasing PA
level, they can cause dangerous situations. Participants in the study stated that PA led to
dangerous situations such as injuries, falls, collisions, fractures and sweating; therefore, they
stated that both parents and school administrators have a negative attitude towards PA and all
these situations limit their participation in PA in their classrooms. Similarly, PA has been
reported to cause fractures (Clark et al., 2008) and injuries (Damashek & Kuhn, 2013). The
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supportive environment supports the PA of children (Davison & Lawson, 2006). Having a
supportive structure of family and school administrators for PA will eliminate the limitations
in the implementation of PA.

PA is a type of activity that children participate fondly and with fun. However,
teachers stated that there are factors that limit their planning of activities involving physical
activity: such as, preparation, overly tired, children’s problems with obeying the rules,
difficulty in ending the activity. Whereas, teachers should be able to perform all these without
any problems due to their teaching profession knowledge skills. At this point, it can be said
that there is a small inadequacy in teacher education. Because problems like this are not
expected in an event that children enthusiastically participate in. The mentioned problems
will not be experienced in PA that teachers plan by using interesting materials suitable for
children's developmental characteristics (Coe, 2020).

CONCLUSION

PT's practices to improve the level of PA and their views on PA reveal very important results.
PT's evaluation of the situation regarding PA, along with their suggestions regarding what
can be done to increase the PA of children, is considered to be an important result. Teachers
made suggestions to improve physical conditions, to have regular PA, to direct them to
sports, to ensure that children exercise at home with family education, and to plan the plans
interesting so that they can include more PA and make children more physically active.
Policy makers, healthcare providers, and teachers should take into account these
recommendations and provide various supports to increase children's PA levels.
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