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ABSTRACT

Childhood is the initial stage of life marked by the most rapid and wide-ranging human devel-
opment. During this period, individuals learn to speak, walk, perceive and process emotions, as
well as begin to acquire social experiences. Early childhood, particularly the pre-school years
(ages 4-6), is a period of intense physical, cognitive, and socio-emotional growth. Regular physical
activity supports the development of motor skills, which are founded on good coordination and
balance. Empirical studies have demonstrated clear links between physical activity and cognitive
development in children. Movement-based activities — such as exercises, active games, and other
forms of physical play — contribute significantly to the development of perception, attention,
thinking, and language. Furthermore, movement fosters emotional well-being by providing chil-
dren with a sense of joy, accomplishment, and self-confidence. Through physical play, children
also learn to respect rules and coordinate their actions with the needs of others, thus enhancing
their social skills.

While early motor milestones, such as rolling, crawling, and standing, are typically celebrated,
later parental concerns about safety often lead to restrictions on physical activity. As a child grows
older and more active, activities such as running, jumping, and climbing are frequently curtailed,
potentially limiting developmental opportunities. This article examines theoretical perspectives
and presents findings from a parental survey, conducted to determine whether parents recognise
the role of physical activity in supporting cognitive and socio-emotional development of children.
The results indicate that while parents generally recognise the importance of physical activity for
health and physical development, many lack a deeper understanding of the developmental sig-
nificance of movement and physical play, particularly in cognitive and socio-emotional domains.

Keywords: physical activity, preschooler, physical, cognitive and socio-emotional development,
movement games, sports activities, motor skills, socio-emotional skills
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Introduction

In the modern era of rapid technological advancement, both adults and children are
spending increasing amounts of time engaged with tablets, computers, smartphones,
game consoles and other digital devices, often in sedentary settings. Excessive engage-
ment with digital technologies has been linked to underdeveloped communication skills
(Karaca et al., 2025; Zdanevych et al., 2022; Rubene, 2024) and an increasing risk of
obesity (Glimore et al., 2024). In addition to contributing to obesity, a sedentary lifestyle
is associated with other serious health problems, including cardiovascular disease and
diabetes. Promoting regular physical activity from an early age - particularly among chil-
dren - is essential for preventing these health issues and enhancing overall quality of life.

Childhood is the initial stage of life when the fastest human development takes place
(Tiaotrakul, 2024; Burger, 2010). Moreover, movement is one of the innate needs of
the human organism. This is most evident when observing young children, as a healthy
child is almost constantly in motion. Even when quietly watching or listening to an adult,
child experiences internal activity, which is soon expressed through physical movement
and play. Yet, do we truly allow children to satisfy this fundamental need? In their efforts
to ensure safety, both parents and educators often restrict physical activity, discouraging
children from running, jumping, and climbing. However, safeguarding children’s health
does require environments that support safe, yet maximally active, physical engagement.

Physical activity is very important for the overall development of children (Senol,
2021; Carson et al., 2017; Pate et al., 2019). It supports healthy development of organ
systems, enhances cognitive abilities, and promotes social and emotional well-being
(Ward et al., 2020). World Health Organization data suggest that physical activity con-
tributes to the healthy development of bones and muscles, reduces the risk of cardiomet-
abolic disorders (such as hypertension, dyslipidaemia, impaired glucose regulation, and
insulin resistance), improves body coordination, supports healthy body weight, helps
lower levels of anxiety and depression (WHO, 2011), as well as helps maintain optimal
health indicators (Senol, 2021).

Several studies have shown that physical activity enhances memory-related cognitive
functions and problem-solving skills, which in turn support improved learning outcomes
in subjects such as mathematics and languages (Valentini & Gennari, 2024; Carson et al.,
2016; Hillman et al., 2009). In Latvia, the curriculum at both pre-school and primary
school includes a range of life skills, including those related to safety and well-being.
Transversal skills play an important role in education systems globally, and in Latvia,
they have received particular emphasis through the introduction of the new compe-
tence-based curriculum (Linde et al., 2024). Pedagogical process must be organised in
a way that enables children to acquire not only subject-specific knowledge, but also trans-
versal skills such as critical thinking, confidence and boldness in action, self-directed
learning, cooperation, civic engagement, and others. In pre-school education, move-
ment-based games offer valuable opportunities to develop these competences. Through
physical play and sports activities, children learn to follow rules, regulate their emotions,
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and manage their behaviour - for example, by waiting for their turn or dealing with
losing a game. These activities also help children develop planning skills, as they learn to
sequence their actions purposefully and complete tasks they have started. Several studies
highlight the positive effects of physical activity on the development of cognitive abili-
ties — such as perception, attention, memory, and thinking (Pdez-Maldonado et al., 2020;
Biddle et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2014). During active games and sports activities, children
listen, imitate, and focus on coordinating their movements. They practise rhythm, follow
verbal instructions, change direction, start and stop in sync with others, and perform
movements based on patterns and spoken guidance - all of which support cognitive
engagement and development.

Findings in the field point to a strong relationship between physical activity and
children readiness for school. It is emphasised that physical activity positively influences
various aspects of child development, including cognitive, motor, and socio-emotional
domains. When children engage in sufficient physical activity, they are more likely to
demonstrate greater readiness for primary education (Senol, 2021; Bingham et al., 2016;
Rasberry et al., 2011). A successful acquisition of reading and writing - often regarded as
purely academic skills - depends on well-developed motor abilities laying the foundation
thereof, such as crawling, walking, running, throwing, catching, and jumping. Several
studies emphasise the importance of the interaction between cognitive and motor skills in
the development of motor coordination. Children with poor coordination often demon-
strate lower academic performance and face significant challenges when entering school
(Michel et al., 2011). Thus, physical activity also contributes to the development of move-
ment coordination, which is based on the harmonisation of the nervous and musculo-
skeletal systems, resulting in rapid, accurate, and balanced motor responses (Budde et al.,
2008). A study carried out by Mr Budde and his co-authors concluded that 10 minutes
of daily coordination exercises improve concentration and attention in school-age chil-
dren. Coordination and attention play a role in children’s cognitive performance, and
since the interrelation between motor, cognitive, and emotional development decreases
with age, pre-school is the most effective period for supporting their joint development.

Parents’ lifestyles and attitudes towards physical activity significantly influence
the development of similar habits in children. In Latvia, results from a study on envi-
ronment promoting physical activity carried out under the ESF project Complex Health
Promotion and Disease Prevention Measures show that children in families where parents
are physically active or regularly participate in sport are also more likely to be physically
active and take part in sporting activities outside school. However, it is still relatively
uncommon in Latvia for pupils and adults, particularly parents, to engage in physical
activity together: 63% of pupils report rare or very rare joint physical activity with par-
ents, while only about one in three (37%) say it happens occasionally (study on the envi-
ronment promoting physical activity in educational institutions within the framework of
the ESF project Complex health promotion and disease prevention measures (identification
No 9.2.4.1/16/1/001, 2020)). Other international findings support this pattern, showing
that parents — especially mothers - often support physical activity of their children by
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bringing them to sports clubs or extracurricular activities, yet are not physically active
themselves and are generally reluctant to engage in activities involving physical exertion
(Alvarez-Bogantes, 2019).

Methodology

The empirical study was conducted between December 2024 and March 2025.

The research addressed two central questions:

RQI: To what extent do parents understand the role of physical activity in promoting

children’s health?

RQ2: How do parents perceive the significance of physical activity in fostering chil-

dren’s cognitive and socio-emotional development?

To address these questions, a semi-structured questionnaire was developed. Surveys
are among the most frequently employed research methods, as they provide numerous
advantages for both data collection and analysis (Green et al., 2006). The questionnaire
was electronically distributed to a purposive sample of preschools in Riga and regional
areas, with a request to forward it to parents of preschool children. This approach ensured
that the questionnaires were completed exclusively by parents.

In total, 111 parents responded to the survey. Participation was voluntary. Among
the respondents, 20 parents (n = 20) had children aged 2-3 years, while 91 parents (n = 9)
had children aged 3-6 years, resulting in an overall sample of 111 participants (n = 111).
All data were collected anonymously, thereby eliminating the possibility of respondent
identification. Quantitative data were analyzed using Excel-based statistical calculations,
whereas qualitative data were examined through content analysis. The study was con-
ducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and the Academic Ethics Codex
of the University of Latvia (decision No. 2-3/46, 26.04.2021).and the Academic Ethics
Codex of the University of Latvia (decision No. 2-3/46, 26.04.2021).

Results and Discussion

The pre-school education curriculum in Latvia includes targeted sports classes, held
at least twice a week and provided by either a sports teacher or a pre-school education
teacher. However, this alone is not sufficient to ensure adequate physical activity for
children. Pre-school institutions, often attended for an average of 10 hours per day, five
days a week, are where children spend most of their time. Therefore, it is essential that
pre-school education teachers organise the pedagogical process in such a way that chil-
dren have opportunities to be physically active throughout the day. Studies show that
increased physical activity not only enhances motor skills but also improves intellectual
abilities and helps prevent cognitive decline. In contrast, a sedentary lifestyle has been
identified as a contributing factor to reduced cognitive function later in life (Sofi et al.,
2011). One of the most effective ways to promote movement is through movement games,
which can be integrated into both indoor activities and outdoor walks.
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Comprehensive development of the child is facilitated by diverse movement games,
which:

« enable the development of motor skills (crawling, jumping, throwing, grabbing,
walking);

« enhance physical characteristics (coordination, balance, spatial awareness);

« improve fine motor skills, accuracy, and the ability to estimate visually (through
play with natural materials);

« promote cognitive abilities, including perception, attention, memory, and thinking
(remembering rules, reacting to signals);

« supportthe development of transversal skills (critical thinking, self-directed learning);

« foster socio-emotional development (empathy, honesty, courage, willingness to
help others);

« help develop socio-emotional skills (respecting rules, acting in coordination with
others, resolving disagreements calmly);

« bring joy and boost self-confidence;

« provide specific knowledge (by integrating age-appropriate learning content such as
colours, animals, nature, letters, numerals, geometric shapes, spatial orientation, etc.).

Despite the wide variety of movement games available and their potential for use
in different situations, observations show that, in practice, preschool teachers tend to
use them mainly during outdoor walks. Our previous studies likewise demonstrate that
children, especially those aged 5-6, spend significant periods sitting, engaged in work-
sheets and other structured tasks (Stangaine & Augstkalne, 2019). This inactivity is often
justified by teachers with reference to the demanding nature of the pre-school curriculum
and pressure from parents regarding school readiness.

In order to investigate parents’ understanding of the significance of physical activity
for children’s physical, cognitive, and socio-emotional development, the study employed
a semi-structured questionnaire. In addition to answering the survey questions, respond-
ents also provided information regarding their child’s age group.

In response to the question on daily activity, respondents described the types of
physical activity and typical times when these took place. A large proportion of parents
with children aged 5-6 reported that their children engage in physical activity (includ-
ing movement games, sports) for no more than one hour per day, which is insufficient.
According to the World Health Organization, children at a pre-school age should engage
in at least 180 minutes of physical activity of any intensity per day, including at least
60 minutes of moderate- to vigorous-intensity activity, spread throughout the day (WHO,
2019). Parental responses to the question about duration of physical activity are summa-
rised in the Table 1.

The collected data show that only a third of children meet the physical activity level
recommended by the World Health Organisation (see Table 1). Moreover, while chil-
dren attend pre-school education establishments with regular sports activities, only 8.2%
(n =9) of respondents reported that these are held daily. The majority reported that sports
activities take place two (65.5%, n = 72) or three (20.0%, n = 22) times a week.
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Table 1 Daily Duration of Physical Activity Among Children

Share and count of responses

Duration

% n
Less than 30 minutes a day 1.8 2
30 minutes -1 hour a day 36.0 40
1-2 hours a day 34.2 38
More than 2 hours a day 27.9 31

As for the person delivering the sports activities, 85.3% (n = 93) of respondents
reported that these are given by a sports teacher. However, daily physical activities, such
as movement games, relay-races, and walks, should be organised by a group teacher.

Parents play an important role in supporting children’s physical development on
a daily basis by ensuring both the variety and adequacy of physical activity according to
the child’s age and needs. However, according to the respondents, only 24.3% (n = 27)
of parents plan physical activities for their children outside pre-school (for example,
through participation in dance, football, or other extracurricular classes). Most children
return home after pre-school (most often by car) and engage in unstructured or free play.

The question regarding the main reasons limiting physical activity of children
revealed the following key obstacles:

« lack of time was reported by 52.3% (r = 58), often due to parents being tired after
work and wanting to return home as soon as possible;

« use of technologies was mentioned by 12.6% (r = 14); however, excessive screen
time is reducing opportunities for active play, free movement or social interaction
with peers and adults;

« other reasons included illness, lack of a suitable environment, or absence of play-
mates outside pre-school.

Survey results suggest that parents rarely engage in joint physical activities with their
children, and when they do, the activities are not designed for shared participation with
children. Examples include yoga, walking, dancing, and other individual activities.

A sedentary lifestyle adversely affects both physical well-being and cognitive and
social development in childhood. Numerous studies have shown the link between
insufficient physical activity, reduced cognitive ability, and poor academic performance
(Valentini & Gennari, 2024; Chaddock et al., 2011). Results from this study show that,
overall, parents recognise the importance of physical activity for both physical and cog-
nitive development. Respondents reported that physical activity:

« « contributes to sustained attention (99.1%, n = 110);

« promotes memory development (73.9%, n = 82);

« enhances problem-solving skills (69.4%, n = 77);

« improves language skills (66.0%, n = 66).

Parental responses also reflect an understanding of the broader developmental value
of physical activity, particularly its contribution to socio-emotional development. More-
over, physical activity is often perceived not merely as a means of enhancing physical
health, but also as a tool for fostering key socio-emotional skills (see Table 2).
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Table2  Socio-Emotional Skills Parents Associate with Physical Activity

Share and count of responses

Socio-emotional skills

% n
Collaborative skills 97.6 80
Sharing skills 671 55
Contflict resolution skills 76.8 63
Ability to follow rules and instructions 90.2 74
Ability to take responsibility (leadership) 59.8 49
Understanding emotions of other children 61.0 50

Table 3  Types of Activities Parents Associate with Promoting Social Skills

Share and count of responses

Activities

% n
Structured games with clear rules (e.g., board games) 34.2 38
Free games without set rules (e.g., role-playing games) 29.7 33
Movement and sports games with competitive elements 20.7 23
Musical games and dancing 15.3 17

Parents also pointed out that children generally experience positive emotions during
physical activity — such as joy, excitement, and satisfaction - with anger or frustration
typically arising in the context of losing. However, anxiety or fear of new challenges was
reported by only 19.8% (n = 18).

Analysis of responses regarding the role of physical activity in the development of
socio-emotional skills shows that most parents (97.6%, n = 80) believe it is important
for developing collaborative skills. Its contribution to fostering the ability to follow rules
and instructions is also widely acknowledged (90.2%, n = 74). About three quarters of
parents (76.8%, n = 63) reported that physical activity helps children develop conflict
resolution skills. These results align with scientific literature, which emphasises the value
of physical activity in supporting socio-emotional development. Movement and sports
games, in particular, not only encourage collaboration and teamwork, but also help chil-
dren develop empathy, regulate emotions, and build positive interpersonal relationships
(Brussoni et al., 2015).

Respondent answers to the next survey question, however, contradict these views.
When asked about the types of activities that contribute to the development of socio-emo-
tional skills, most parents selected role-playing and board games, while movement games
and other physical activities were mentioned far less frequently (see Table 3).

As shown in Table 3, the majority of respondents (34.2%, n = 38) highlighted struc-
tured games with clearly defined rules, such as board games, as key to promoting social
skills. This choice suggests that parents recognise the importance of rule-following and
mutual cooperation, both of which are actively practiced in such games. Role-playing
games were also frequently mentioned (29.7%, n = 33), indicating that many parents
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view them as important for developing empathy and communication among children.
However, physical activities — including movement and sports games with competitive
elements — were mentioned by only 20.7% (n = 23). This trend may reflect a limited
understanding of the potential of physical activity in supporting children’s socio-emo-
tional development. Furthermore, these findings reveal some inconsistencies when com-
pared to responses to earlier questions, where parents acknowledged the importance of
socio-emotional sKkills. If the value of socio-emotional development is recognised, yet
the role of physically active play in fostering these skills is underestimated, this may point
to the need for increased parental awareness and education on the broader benefits of
physical activity.

Inconsistencies are also evident in the responses regarding the skills considered
important for school readiness (see Table 4; parents were allowed to select multiple
options).

Questionnaire results reveal that parents prioritise cognitive and socio-emotional
skills for school readiness, while placing less importance on physical development.
The most frequently mentioned skills were literacy (72.6%), the ability to focus on tasks
(70.5%), and mathematical skills (64.2%), reflecting a strong emphasis on academic
and cognitive readiness. In contrast, physical and motor skills, such as coordination of
movements (24.2%), ability to maintain balance (16.8%), and ability to catch and throw
accurately (16.8%), were selected significantly less often. This imbalance suggests that
the physical domain is either overlooked or considered less relevant for school readiness,
despite its recognised importance in supporting both physical health and cognitive func-
tioning and socio-emotional development - areas parents themselves identified as cru-
cial. These findings suggest that school readiness is often viewed through an intellectual
lens, with the value of a holistic approach underrecognized. Although physical fitness is
essential to overall development, only a small share of respondents identified physical

Table 4 Key Competences Parents Consider Essential for Starting School

Share and count of responses

Competences

% n
Reading and writing skills 72.6 79
Ability to focus on tasks 70.5 67
Mathematical skills 64.2 61
Ability to clearly express needs and thoughts 64.2 61
Ability to understand and follow instructions 62.1 59
Ability to regulate emotions 61.0 58
Curiosity and willingness to learn 51.6 49
Ability to coordinate movements 242 23
Ability to maintain balance (walking, running, jumping, 16.8 16
etc.)
Ability to catch and throw accurately 16.8 16
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skills as important for starting school. This points to a possible gap in understanding
the developmental role of physical activity and highlights the need to strengthen parental
awareness of its importance for a successful transition to school.

Conclusions

« The study shows that while parents generally recognise the role of physical activity
in supporting children’s health and physical development, their understanding of its
cognitive and socio-emotional benefits — particularly through movement and sports
games — is more limited. Although many acknowledge its impact on attention, mem-
ory, problem-solving, and social skills, parents generally tend to prioritise structured
or role-playing games over physically active ones for promoting socio-emotional
development.

« Cognitive and socio-emotional skills are valued, yet the role of physical activity in
developing them is often underestimated.

« When considering school readiness, parents tend to prioritise cognitive and
socio-emotional competences, placing less value on physical development (such as
motor coordination, balance, and agility), even though these skills are fundamental
to holistic development and support learning processes.

« Research findings indicate that many preschoolers do not meet the World Health
Organization recommendation of at least 180 minutes of physical activity per day.

« Parental involvement in shared physical activities with children is relatively low.
Instead, parents more frequently participate in individual activities that are not
intended for joint engagement. Time constraints and the influence of technology are
mentioned as the main factors limiting physical activity of children.

« The study highlights the necessity of increasing parental awareness about the devel-
opmental benefits of physical activity, particularly in relation to cognitive and
socio-emotional development of preschool children.
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