
We have an 
important 
part to play 
in ensuring 
a child’s 
physical  
development 
isn’t just left 
to chance 
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LEARNING & DEVELOPMENT PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT: PART 1

Children need opportunities to experience spontaneous,                                                        a!ectionate physical contact throughout every day
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If proprioception is 
important for telling us 
what is happening from 
within our bodies, touch is 
vital for telling us what is 
happening outside. Sadly, 
changes in childrearing 
practices in the western 
world have reduced the 
opportunities for natural 
and instinctive physical 
closeness in the early 
years of a child. 

Bottle feeding, travelling 
around in car seats, 
sleeping in cots, and so 
on, have all become the 
norm, and when added 
to heightened concerns 
about physical and 
sexual abuse, these  have 
dramatically reduced 

the amount of time that 
children spend in direct 
physical contact with 
others. 

We now know that 
physical and sensory 
deprivation have 
important implications for 
the holistic development 
of a child, because it 
a!ects the development 
of the brain as well as their 
emotional well-being. 

Every child should 
have opportunities for 
spontaneous, a!ectionate 
physical contact every day. 
Additional experiences, 
such as massage, can help 
counteract the e!ects of 
our increasing contact-
less culture.
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Professor Mike Kelly, public 
health director of the National 
Institute for Health and 
Clinical Excellence (NICE), 
says, ‘It’s important that we 
let children play and don’t 
let society’s aversion to risk 
stop young people from 
being physically active’ (‘Give 
parents exercise advice’, 
Nursery World, 5 February 
2009). 

By trying to keep children 
very safe, we can sometimes 

prevent them from developing 
their own risk assessors. 
Our society seems to expect 
children to take responsibility 
for their actions, and yet 
constantly legislates against 
them being able to physically 
explore situations or learn 
for themselves through 
experience, risk and physical 
negotiation. 

Children need to learn how 
to keep themselves safe and to 
understand and manage their 

own strength and flexibility. 
Our job should not be about 
removing all risk (even if we 
could), because that would be 
more harmful in the long run. 
Our responsibility is to know our 
children well enough so that 
we can support their physical 
learning – and their risk-
taking – in developmentally 
appropriate ways. 

We need to know when we 
can stand back a bit and let 
children solve problems with 

their bodies rather than just 
giving them the answer, just as 
we would if they were tackling 
a tricky maths problem or 
exploring a spelling. When 
we lift them o! a piece of 
equipment, for example, or 
reach for something for them, 
this can short-cut the process 
of finding the physical answer 
themselves and, therefore, 
limit their ability to physically 
problem solve and take 
calculated risks.

RISK

The floor is  a great place for a child to do full-body exploration


