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I. STUDY OVERVIEW 

Childhood obesity is a growing health problem in the United States that has captured the 
attention of researchers, policymakers, and practitioners. The prevalence of overweight and obesity 
at all ages differs by race/ethnicity. Racial/ethnic disparities in childhood obesity are already present 
by the preschool years: American Indian, Hispanic, and African American children have higher rates 
than white and Asian children (Anderson and Whitaker 2009; Ogden et al. 2012). Because obesity 
poses short- and long-term health and emotional risks for children (Daniels 2006), it is important to 
identify and understand practices that support children’s healthy weight and eating—in the home 
and in early-childhood settings. Encouragement by parents to engage in physical activity and good 
nutritional choices can contribute to children developing healthy habits and combating childhood 
obesity (Koplan et al. 2005). 

Since 2007, Mathematica Policy Research has worked with First 5 LA and Los Angeles 
Universal Preschool (LAUP) to conduct the Universal Preschool Child Outcomes Study (UPCOS). 
Because of the important role that families and programs play in promoting children’s physical well-
being, the sixth phase of UPCOS included a descriptive look—during the fall of 2012—at children’s 
body mass index (BMI) and household routines as well as the program practices and policies related 
to their physical activity and healthy nutrition. To gather information, UPCOS-6 included: (1) direct 
assessments of children’s height and weight,1 (2) parent questionnaires focused on household 
routines, (3) observations to document the physical space and materials available in programs for 
engaging children in physical activity, and (4) surveys and focus groups with teachers to delve into 
policy and practice with regard to physical activity and nutrition. Findings based on these activities 
can inform LAUP’s ongoing efforts to promote physical activity and healthy nutrition in its 
programs, and provide information to First 5 LA relevant to a central goal in its strategic plan: that 
children maintain healthy weight to support better health over their lives. 

In the rest of this chapter, we describe the study methodology, efforts to maintain 
confidentiality, and study limitations. We describe in subsequent chapters the findings from the data 
collected this program year on children and families (Chapter II), physical space and activity 
(Chapter III), and nutrition (Chapter IV). Key lessons derived from those findings are described in 
Chapter VI. Detailed tables based on data collected through observations of physical space and 
teacher questionnaires are included in Appendices A and B of this report. 

A.  Sample 

UPCOS-6 includes a stratified random sample of center-based programs and family child care 
homes (FCCs) that are part of the LAUP network. The total number of FCCs and centers in the 
sample is proportional to their overall numbers in LAUP. To create the sample, we randomly 
selected one classroom from each sampled program. We then selected all children from each 
classroom. There were 54 programs and 704 children eligible in the original sample, and the goal was 

                                                 
1 In addition to the findings presented in this report, UPCOS-6 includes an analysis of child progress during the 

program year. Height and weight were measured as part of a larger child-assessment battery implemented to measure 
cognitive and social-emotional development; direct assessments were conducted in the fall and spring. In this report, we 
include only fall estimates of children’s BMI. For an overview of how BMI changes over the program year, and 
outcomes in other domains, see Atkins-Burnett et al. 2013.  
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to recruit 40 programs (proportionally allocated between center-based programs and FCCs, which 
would be 28 and 12, respectively). The final sample included 654 children in 41 programs (27 centers 
and 13 FCCs).2 The response rates were 76 percent and 93 percent for programs and children,3 
respectively. Parents of all sampled children were invited to complete brief self-administered 
questionnaires. The final sample included 586 parents, or 88 percent of the sample of children with 
consent to participate in the study. Finally, 41 lead teachers in the selected programs were invited to 
participate in the teacher activities. The response rates for the teacher focus groups (n=21, including 
7 teachers from FCCs and 14 from centers) and teacher questionnaires (n=32) were 51 percent and 
78 percent, respectively.  

B.  Instruments 

UPCOS-6 included several data collection instruments: a direct assessment of children’s height 
and weight, parent questionnaires, teacher focus groups and questionnaires, and physical space 
observations. In this section, we briefly describe each instrument. 

Direct child assessments. For the first time since UPCOS-2, we collected data on children’s 
height and weight to provide information on children’s BMI and risk for obesity.  Similar to other 
large-scale studies (for example, the 2006 and 2009 cohorts of the Head Start Family and Child 
Experiences Survey [FACES] and the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Birth and Kindergarten 
Cohorts [ECLS-B and ECLS-K]), we used a stadiometer to measure children’s height and a digital 
scale for their weight. Children’s height and weight measurements were each taken twice according 
to a standardized protocol. If the two measurements were not close (more than .2 kg or 2 mm 
apart), a third measurement was conducted.4 Estimates of children’s BMI presented in this report 
are based on height and weight assessments completed in the fall of the program year (October–
December 20125).  

Parent questionnaires. To provide additional context for the child-progress data, we drafted 
and gave to parents a brief, self-administered questionnaire. The 20-item questionnaire included 
questions on household routines (sleep patterns and physical activity, for example) and on parents’ 
demographic and background characteristics (race/ethnicity, education, household income, and 
family structure, for example). The questionnaire was distributed to parents with the consent form 
during the consent process (August–September 2012). We distributed English and Spanish versions 
of the questionnaire. If requested by parents, the field enrollment specialist (FES) helped parents 
complete the questionnaire. Parents could choose to return the questionnaire when they returned 
the consent form or complete and mail it in later. As an incentive, parents from each class who 
returned the questionnaire had the opportunity to win a $25 gift card through a raffle; for each of 
the 41 classes in the study, two parents from each class received a gift card. 
                                                 

2 During the course of UPCOS-6, one of the 41 programs in the participating sample left the LAUP network. 
Because that program was part of the network at the time the data presented in this report were collected, data from that 
program are included in this report.  

3 The 93 percent response rate among children is based on the child population in the 41 programs that agreed to 
participate in the study.  

4 The development of this approach was funded and approved by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). 
5 Twenty children in the sample were weighed and measured in December. All other assessments were in October 

and November. 
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Physical space observations. We developed forms for observing physical space to capture 
details about the areas available for physical activity at a program (outdoor and indoor), the surface 
materials used, the types of items used for activity, and the condition of the equipment. If an off-site 
playground was used regularly, the condition of that playground and the safety of the roads used to 
reach the playground were also noted. The observation training included a question-by-question 
overview including photographs illustrating how to evaluate safety hazards and the condition of 
equipment and establish a shared understanding of materials and structures. Observations were 
conducted by a FES when on site in August–September 2013. 

Teacher focus groups and questionnaires. Several factors influence the steps individual 
teachers take to plan for their classrooms. Thus, teachers in the 41 programs participating in 
UPCOS were invited to complete brief questionnaires and participate in follow-up focus groups to 
provide information on the physical and nutritional environment of the program and classroom.  

The questionnaire consisted primarily of closed-ended questions; some open-ended questions 
also were asked. Topics included, among other things, policies and practices regarding the amount 
of physical activity that children receive, the types of gross motor activities children engage in while 
at the program, the nutrition that children receive while at the program, efforts to communicate with 
families regarding physical activity and nutrition, and perspectives on challenges to implementing 
strong practices in this area. Teachers received the questionnaire prior to the focus group and either 
mailed it in or brought it with them to the focus group.  

We conducted four focus groups in February 2013. The focus groups provided an opportunity 
to gather more in-depth, qualitative information on practice in the areas of physical activity and 
nutrition. Focus groups took place in different locations across Los Angeles County. Teachers who 
completed the questionnaire and participated in a focus group received a $40 Target gift card. 
Demands on teachers’ time likely reduced participation in both the focus groups and survey. 

C.  Analysis 

For quantitative data, we summarized the collected data using frequencies or means and 
standard deviations, as appropriate. All analyses are unweighted. We coded and analyzed findings 
from the teacher focus groups and open-ended items on the teacher questionnaires. Analysis 
focused on examining themes that emerged in relation to each of the questions posed to teachers 
and identifying examples of practice relevant to each. Although the focus group protocols were 
semi-structured, conversations sometimes followed divergent paths, according to whatever matters 
respondents raised. Thus, not every study participant responded to the exactly the same set of 
questions, and some participants may have opted to not answer a particular question. As a 
consequence, we typically cannot provide specific counts of who endorsed particular themes. In an 
effort to convey the prevalence of themes, we use the following terminology:  

• “Many” denotes that we heard something from half or more of respondents—but not 
necessarily most or all—across all focus groups 

• “Some” refers to groups of 6 to 10 respondents from across all focus groups. 

• “Several” refers to groups of 4 or 5 respondents from across all focus groups. 

• “Few” refers to 2 or 3 respondents from across all focus groups.  
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D.  Maintaining Confidentiality of Study Data 

To protect the confidential information of children, parents, teachers, and programs 
participating in this study, we followed standard Mathematica policies, procedures and technical 
safeguards designed to guard data from unauthorized disclosure, use, or alteration. Our approach is 
consistent with federal standards. All staff members are required to comply with the Mathematica 
Confidentiality Pledge, and complete security awareness training, as well as training on the use of 
specific security measures. We use standard safeguards including data encryption methods consistent 
with federal standards, removing identifiers from data as soon as practicable, and controlling access 
to information on a need-to-know basis.  

Focus group participants were assured all information they provided would be kept 
confidential. Teachers were reminded of the loss of confidentiality associated with sharing 
information in a group with other teachers and they were instructed to keep all comments made 
during the focus group confidential. Teachers were informed they would not be identified by name 
in any study reports but that direct quotes would be used to illustrate findings. 

E. Limitations 

This study has three primary limitations. First, even though each study activity included 
participants from a representative sample of LAUP programs, quantitative findings are not weighted 
for nonresponse and are therefore not representative of LAUP.  Second, the response rates for the 
teacher questionnaire and focus groups were relatively low (76 percent and 51 percent, respectively). 
Third, findings regarding teacher practice and children’s physical activity are based solely on teacher 
reports (observations addressed only the physical space available in programs), and information on 
household routines is based on parent reports. First 5 LA and LAUP should consider these 
limitations when using the information presented in this report to plan ways of supporting teachers 
as they aim to promote physical activity and nutrition with children and families. 
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II. CHILDREN’S BMI AND HOUSEHOLD ROUTINES IN LAUP FAMILIES  

In its 2009–2015 strategic plan, First 5 LA identified helping children maintain a healthy weight 
as a goal (First 5 LA 2009). Among children and youth, obesity and overweight are associated with 
such negative health consequences as high blood pressure and high cholesterol. Overweight and 
obese children are more likely than those with healthy weight to become overweight or obese adults, 
and to experience additional negative health consequences (Daniels 2006, U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services 2010).  

Families and early childhood programs can have roles in promoting behaviors that support 
children in maintaining a healthy weight. In this chapter, we first describe the BMI of children when 
they entered their LAUP programs in the fall. We then describe household routines—physical 
activity and sleep—with potential implications for children’s weight.  

A. BMI: An Indicator of Child Health 

BMI, which is derived from the ratio between height and weight, reflects children’s general 
health status and physical well-being. The Institute of Medicine of the National Academies considers 
children to be overweight when BMI is between the 85th and 94th percentile for their age and 
gender, and obese when it is at or above the 95th percentile (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention [CDC] 2011). Obesity is a risk factor for many different health problems, such as type 2 
diabetes, stroke, and heart disease.  

Based on CDC criteria, 18 percent of LAUP children in the UPCOS-6 sample were 
obese and 16 percent were overweight in fall 2012; 4 percent of children were underweight. 
By comparison, 22 percent of children were obese and 15 percent overweight in UPCOS-2 (Figure 
II.1). The most recent estimate of obesity among 4-year-olds enrolled in the Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) in Los Angeles County—20 percent 
for 2011—indicates a greater prevalence than we found in LAUP in fall 2012 (CDC 2013). These 
rates can be compared to those for 4-year-olds entering Head Start for the first time in fall 2009: 
FACES data indicate 21 percent of these children were obese and 16 percent were overweight 
(Aikens et al. 2011). Nationally, 12 percent of children ages 2 to 5 and 18 percent of children ages 6 
to 11 were obese in 2009–2010 (Ogden et al. 2012).6  

The rate of obesity and being overweight appeared to differ substantially across language 
groups. As part of the consent process, parents reported children’s home-language use. Among the 
children in the sample, more than one-third (37 percent) speak only English; about one-third (32 
percent) speak primarily English; 10 percent speak only Spanish; 17 percent speak primarily Spanish; 
and the remaining 4 percent speak only or primarily another language. Chi-square tests indicate 
some differences in obesity across these groups are statistically significant (Figure II.2). Children in 
the Spanish-only group had the highest rate of obesity (30 percent). Children in the English-only 
group had the lowest rate of obesity (8 percent).  

We also examined BMI by gender. In fall 2012, 19 percent of girls and 16 percent of boys in the 
LAUP sample were obese; 17 percent of girls and 14 percent of boys were overweight. The 

                                                 
6 National data for preschool-age children (4-year-olds) are not available.  
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prevalence of obesity and overweight by gender follows the opposite pattern nationally. Differences 
are not statistically significant. Nationally, 14 percent of boys and 10 percent of girls between ages 2 
and 5 were obese in 2009–2010; for children 6 to 11 years old, the prevalence of obesity was 20 
percent among boys and 16 percent among girls (Ogden et al. 2012). 

Figure II.1. Children’s BMI Status in LAUP and Other Samples 

Sources:  UPCOS-2 (2007) and  UPCOS-6 (2012) Fall Direct Child Assessments; UPCOS-2 data can be found in 
Love et al. 2009; LA County WIC data can be found in  CDC  2013b; FACES 2009 data can be found in 
Aikens et al. 2011. 

Note:   The Institute of Medicine of the National Academies considers children to be overweight when their 
gender-specific BMI-for-age is between the 85th and 94th percentile and obese when their BMI is at or 
above the 95th percentile for their age and gender (CDC 2013a).  

The rate of overweight is not available for LA County WIC. 
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Figure II.2. Children’s BMI Status in LAUP by Language Group: UPCOS-6 

Sources:  UPCOS-6 Fall Direct Child Assessments. 

Note:  The Institute of Medicine of the National Academies considers children to be overweight when their 
gender-specific BMI-for-age is between the 85th and 94th percentile. They are obese when BMI is at or 
above the 95th percentile for their age and gender (CDC 2013a).  

*Children in the English-only group have a lower rate of obesity than all other groups combined (statistically 
significant difference at p<.01). Children in the Spanish-only group have a higher rate of obesity than all other groups 
combined (statistically significant at p<.01).  

B.  Children’s Physical Activity Outside of Preschool 

We asked parents to report how much physical activity children get outside of their LAUP 
program. For children and adolescents, regular physical activity has positive effects on physical 
health (for example, bone strength and weight control) and social-emotional well-being (for 
example, reducing anxiety and improving self-esteem) (U.S. DHHS 2008). According to the CDC, 
children ages 6 to 17 should engage in 60 minutes or more of physical activity each day. 
Recommendations indicate that aerobic activity of moderate or vigorous intensity should make up 
most of the 60 minutes each day. Muscle-strengthening activities (gymnastics or push-ups, for 
example) and bone-strengthening activities (jumping rope or running, for example) should be 
included at least three days per week.7 Families can support children’s participation in age-
appropriate physical activities as early as infancy to promote motor development and establish 
patterns that will set the child up for a physically active life (Patrick et al. 2001). In the UPCOS-6 
parent questionnaire, parents reported how much time children spend in active physical play (for 
example, walking, dancing, or climbing) on weekdays and on weekends.  

 

                                                 
7 Recommendations are available at http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/everyone/guidelines/children.html.  
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Not accounting for physical activity children engaged in while at their LAUP programs, 
parents reported that most completed at least the 60 minutes recommended for children 
ages 6 to 17 on weekdays (63 percent) and weekends (79 percent). Only a small percentage of 
children (8 percent for weekdays, 4 percent for weekends), engaged in less than 30 minutes of 
activity each day (Table II.1).  

Table II.1. LAUP Children’s Physical Activity Outside of Preschool 

 Percent 

Active time on a typical weekday outside of preschool   
Less than 30 minutes 7.7 
31 to 60 minutes  29.5 
61 to 90 minutes 27.2 
91 to 120 minutes 15.1 
More than 120 minutes 20.5 

Active time on a typical weekend day   
Less than 30 minutes 4.4 
31 to 60 minutes  16.9 
61 to 90 minutes 22.2 
91 to 120 minutes 22.6 
More than 120 minutes 33.8 

Source: UPCOS-6 Brief Parent Questionnaire. 

Note: Estimates are unweighted. Among the 586 completed parent questionnaires, data are missing for 16 
respondents regarding weekday activity and 42 respondents regarding weekend activity. 

C. Children’s Sleep Patterns 

Across a variety of studies, both the quantity and quality of children’s sleep have been linked to 
several child outcomes, including cognitive functioning and physical health (Atkins-Burnett and 
Aikens 2011; Gaylor and Burnham 2010; Patel and Hu 2008; Ravid et al. 2009; Sekine et al. 2002; 
Tareas and Potts-Datema 2005). Quantity and quality of sleep have also been linked to children’s 
behavior and ability to pay attention (Atkins-Burnett and Aikens 2011; Hiscock et al. 2007; Hofferth 
and Sandberg 2001; LaVigne et al. 1999). Shorter sleep duration is also associated with increased risk 
for obesity (Patel and Hu 2008) and for injuries (Koulouglioti et al. 2008). Thus, parents also 
reported children’s bedtimes and wake times, and whether children wake up during the night. 

Respondents to the brief parent questionnaire reported that 98 percent of children had a 
regular bedtime and 98 percent had a regular wake time. Among those with a regular bedtime, 
22 percent had a late bedtime (after 9:00).  

Among those with a regular bedtime and wake time, children slept an average of 10.4 
hours each night. The National Sleep Foundation recommends that preschool children (ages 3 to 
5) sleep 11 to 13 hours a night and that school-age children (ages 5 to 10) sleep 10 to 11 hours a 
night. In Table II.2, we also show the variation in hours of sleep each night. Thirty-one percent of 
children were said to sleep the recommended 11 hours or more. Almost half of children (48 percent) 
slept 10 hours to less than 11 hours each night, and 20 percent slept less than 10 hours. In terms of 
sleep quality, In Table II.2, we show that most children sleep well; only 6 percent of children were 
said to wake up two or more times each night, although nearly one-third woke up once per night. 
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Table II.2. Characteristics of Children’s Nighttime Sleep  

 Mean (Standard Deviation) or Percent 

Hours of Sleep Each Night  
Mean 10.4 (.9) 
Range  7–14 

Variation in Hours of Sleep   
Less than 8 hours 0.4 
8 to less than 9 hours 2.0 
9 to less than 10 hours 18.0 
10 to less than 11 hours 48.3 
11 or more hours 31.4 

Number of Wake Ups During a Typical Night  
None 62.6 
1 31.6 
2 or more 5.9 

Source: UPCOS-6 Brief Parent Questionnaire. 

Note: Hours of sleep are based on the 551 of 586 cases that reported both a regular bedtime and wake time; 
of the remaining 35 cases, 18 reported that children did not have a regular bedtime and/or wake time, 
and 19 did not respond to questions about bedtimes and/or wake times. Data are missing for 25 
respondents for the question on number of wake ups.  
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III. PHYSICAL ACTIVITY IN LAUP PROGRAMS: SUPPORTS AND APPROACHES  

In this chapter, we present findings from the physical space observations, teacher questionnaire, 
and teacher focus groups relevant to the resources and supports available to teachers as they aim to 
promote physical activity with children. We also present findings regarding teachers’ approaches to 
promoting physical activity and the challenges they face in doing this. Findings from different data 
collection instruments are grouped according to theme. Detailed tables on data collected through the 
physical space observation and teacher questionnaire are available in Appendix A and B, 
respectively.  

A. Resources and Supports Available to Teachers  

All observed programs had outdoor space available for children’s active play, and more 
than  half (59 percent) had dedicated indoor space for physical activity as well. Slightly more 
than one-fifth of programs (21 percent) also used off-site space for active play (see Figure III.1). Of 
programs using off-site space, 67 percent did so once a week, 17 percent reported two to three times 
per week, and the remaining 17 percent said they used it three or more times per week. On average, 
off-site space was slightly over one-quarter of a mile (.3 miles) from the program. 

Figure III.1. Space for Gross Motor Play 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey.  

In the majority of programs, outdoor play areas appeared safe and in at least average 
condition. To address the safety and quality of outdoor play areas, we documented the type of 
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material under climbing surfaces, the condition of structures for gross motor activities, whether litter 
was present, and barriers between outdoor play space and roads. For climbing areas, observers noted 
all types of materials that were under on-site outdoor climbing structures. Most programs use rubber 
tiles or other unitary8 synthetic surfaces (83 percent), and half (50 percent) had some grass. Concrete 
or asphalt were prevalent in the play areas (83 percent), but in only 7 percent of programs were 
concrete and asphalt the only material under climbing structures. Thus, most programs have 
multiple materials under climbing structures that are part of a single outdoor space. It is possible that 
the diversity of materials under climbing structures reflects the diversity of the structures (for 
example, some taller than others), but this information was not collected as part of observations.  

For a majority of programs (93 percent), structures in outdoor play areas were in average or 
better condition; 27 percent were in excellent or like-new condition. Structures in only 2 percent of 
programs were in poor or deteriorated condition. Eighty-five percent of on-site outdoor play areas 
did not have any observed litter. In the 15 percent of programs in which litter was observed, it was 
characterized as “a little,” and included paper trash and/or food trash. Dangerous materials (such as 
glass, needles, and animal droppings) were not observed in any program. 

All observed programs had a chain-link fence, gate, brick wall, building, and/or some other 
physical barrier between outdoor play areas and the street. Among these physical barriers, chain-link 
fences were common (in 79 percent of programs).  

Programs had a variety of equipment in their outdoor play areas. In Figure III.2, we show 
the types of equipment programs had in their outdoor play areas and the prevalence of each. The 
first panel shows equipment observed with a high prevalence (in 65 percent of programs), the 
second panel shows equipment that was somewhat less common (in 20 to 64 percent of programs), 
and the third panel shows equipment observed with a low prevalence (in less than 20 percent of 
programs). The most common equipment was tricycles and scooters, observed in 90 percent of 
programs.9 Observers also saw soccer balls or basketballs, basketball hoops or baskets, and hula 
hoops in at least three-quarters of the programs’ on-site outdoor space. Other common items 
included cones, jump ropes, jungle gyms or climbing structures, and slides.  

Compared to outdoor play, less equipment was available for use in indoor gross motor 
play. Working from the list of items shown in Figure III.2,10 observers noted what equipment was 
available in any rooms that were designated11 for gross motor activity (available in 59 percent of 
programs) and in the selected classrooms in all programs. Equipment was not common in either 

                                                 
8 “Unitary” surfaces are those in which the elements of the surface are bonded together such as a poured surface, 

as opposed to “loose fill” which includes such materials as sand and mulch.  
9 It is important to note that observers did not ask to gain access to storage or other areas. We can report about 

only the equipment observers saw out and available while they were on site. It is possible programs had more equipment 
that was not in use on the day of observation. 

10 Items were included in the materials list based on expert input, a review of recommendations from professional 
organizations regarding physical activity for young children, and a review of catalogues typically targeted to early 
childhood programs and teachers.  

11 It is possible that areas noted as dedicated for gross motor activity are also used for other purposes, such as 
social events for families. We expect they are not used as classrooms. 
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space.12 Observers identified small bean bags that might be used, for example, for throwing or 
catching as the most common indoor equipment, but these were observed in gross motor rooms in 
only 23 percent of programs (in 39 percent of programs with a designated indoor space). In 
classrooms, push toys and bean bags were the most common active-play equipment (each observed 
in 8 percent of programs).  

Figure III.2. Equipment Available for Outdoor Activity 

Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 

Almost half of teachers reported that published materials informed their efforts to 
promote physical activity; about one-third had gone through training on the topic In teacher 
surveys, nearly half had used published lesson plans or materials for active play (48 percent); 36 
percent reported having received training on ways to keep children active. Twenty-nine percent of 
teachers did both, while 45 percent did neither.  

Among the 48 percent of teachers using published materials, the most frequently used materials 
were from Project RENEW (Renew Environments for Nutrition, Exercise, and Wellness) and I Am 
Moving, I Am Learning (IMIL) (33 percent for each). Project RENEW was an initiative of the Los 
Angeles County Department of Public Health funded through Federal American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act (ARRA) that focused on health and well-being throughout LA county. Through 
LAUP, Project RENEW provided training, coaching, and resources to providers on the principles 
of good nutrition and physical activity. In the 2011–2012, 70 LAUP providers (22 percent) 
participated in Project RENEW. IMIL is an approach, designed for Head Start, of addressing 
physical activity and nutrition; materials are widely available.13  

                                                 
12 When gross motor activity occurs indoors rather than in outdoor play areas, it is possible that teachers carry 

some of the equipment observed outdoors to the indoors. This was not addressed by the physical-space observation.  
13 IMIL materials are available at http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-

system/health/Health/nutrition/nutrition%20program%20staff/iammovingiam.htm 
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The 36 percent of teachers who reported having received training also responded to an open-
ended question in the survey about training content. Teachers identified receiving training on such 
topics as encouraging physical activity (no further explanation), making physical activity fun, music 
and movement, encouraging outdoor play, group games, and healthy behaviors.  

B. Teachers’ Approaches to Supporting Children’s Active Play 

Teachers typically participate in children’s active play; sometimes they simply watch. 
Teachers reported through the survey the different ways they usually participate in children’s 
physical activity (they could report more than one approach). Almost all surveyed teachers (97 
percent) reported they participate with children throughout the duration of activities. Almost half 
(44 percent) reported they start doing activities with children and then watch, and slightly less than 
one-third of teachers (31 percent) reported they give instructions for activities then watch children.14 

Teachers regularly use several positive approaches to encourage active play, and they 
identified modeling as an important approach for motivating children. In the survey, teachers 
reported the frequency with which they used certain strategies to encourage children’s active play. As 
shown in Figure III.3, all teachers indicated they often make sure children have the equipment they 
need. Most teachers indicated they often help children join in groups already engaged in active play 
(87 percent), and tell children why being active is good for them (81 percent). Almost two-thirds of 
teachers (61 percent) reported that they sometimes or often bargain with children to get them to 
participate in active play. Although a few teachers (3 percent) indicated they often tell children they 
must participate in active play even if they do not want to, 76 percent say they rarely or never tell 
children they must participate. 

Focus group discussions also shed light on how teachers motivate children. Many teachers 
identified modeling as the key strategy for engaging children—if children see the teacher doing the 
activity, particularly with enthusiasm, they will do it as well. As one teacher put it:  

 “[Us] adults, we go to these Zumba classes, yoga classes. How are you going to feel if the 
instructor is not doing it and is just like speaking into the mic, “Push it, Push it” but yet they’re 
not pushing it. It’s kind of like “Well you get down with me too.” So I do it with them so that 
they can know that ‘I’m doing it too and that I’m just like you, I’m not different than you’ and 
get down to their level.” 

For indoor activity, teachers identified the particular activity (for example, dancing) as a means 
for motivating children. Half of the teachers in the focus groups mentioned using music and dance 
to involve children in indoor active play, and some also added aspects of yoga and stretching.  

Focus group participants noted three barriers to engaging children in active play: a shy 
or reserved temperament, fatigue, and disability. Some teachers identified children’s shy or 
reserved temperament as a barrier to participating in physical activity, and they described a variety of 
approaches to overcoming that barrier. For example, they mentioned allowing children to observe 
the activity at first, then encouraging them to join. Some began to engage the child by holding hands 
and participating along with him or her. For some shy children, seeing other children having fun was 

                                                 
14 Teachers could select more than one way in which they participated in children’s play. 
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sufficient encouragement. One teacher noted that by bringing a toy to dance with her, a shy student 
overcame her reticence and began dancing with her classmates. A few teachers also mentioned the 
role of peers—pairing more- and less-active children. As described by one teacher:  

Figure III.3. Teachers’ Approaches to Encouraging Children’s Physical Activity 

 Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey.  

“Sometimes we pair children who are less active with children who are more active…Instead of 
us pushing them, another child who’s more outgoing will push them and they kind of like that 
more. At least that works with the child that we have that’s kind of stand-offish. If the other 
little girl comes…and asks her like ‘Do you want to come play with us?’ then she’ll go, but if 
[the teachers] try to encourage her, then she’ll be like, ‘no.’” 

A few teachers also mentioned fatigue, which some said was especially an issue for children 
who were in the program all day. Teachers encouraged these children to participate but indicated 
efforts were not always successful. “We have a particular child—she is not a morning person,” one 
teacher said. “I don’t care if you’re having the most fun in the world, she doesn’t want to do it. In 
the afternoon, she is ok.”  

Finally, to overcome barriers to participation due to a disability, one focus group participant 
described how she designed activities in which all children could engage regardless of a disability:  

“I came up with this thing, I have the little balls that we use. I’m like, ‘Ok, I need somebody to 
help me carry this ball.’…We have to stand side by side and the ball can’t drop, and just little 
funky activities like that. They’re still getting gross motor…I have one child who has a 
deformed hand or whatever, so we came up with a game…we can only use one hand [and] we’ll 
tie one hand and we have to carry something with one hand. You just have to get creative and 
they just think it’s the funniest thing. And because they’re helping, which is something they like 
to do, you make them your little helper and when you make them do something you make them 
feel important, you make them feel wanted, that you need this activity done and your day 
cannot go on without their help.”  
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C. Children’s Active Play in Their LAUP Program 

Teachers reported an average of more than one hour of gross motor activity daily. The 
CDC recommends that children ages 6 to 17 engage in 60 minutes of physical activity each day, and 
the preschool years are important for encouraging children to become physically active (Patrick et al. 
2001). All but one teacher indicated children spent time in both indoor and outdoor active play. 
Teachers reported an average of 44.1 minutes of daily outside active play and an average of 32.7 
minutes of daily inside active play, for a total daily average of almost 77 minutes.  

Children participated in a wide variety of activities during outdoor play, and teachers 
reported different patterns of play by gender. Teachers suggested that girls are less likely than 
boys to be actively playing for the entire play period. Specifically, girls are more likely than boys to 
spend more than 10 minutes of outside activity time not participating in active play (37 percent of 
teachers indicated “a few” or more girls spent more than 10 minutes not in active play; only 23 
percent of teachers said “a few” or more boys spent more than 10 minutes not in active play). In 
Figures III.4a and b (split into two panels for ease of reviewing the content), we show outdoor 
activities for which teachers report boys and girls participating for more than 10 minutes. Teachers 
reported some activities are clear favorites for boys, but there was more variation in favorites for 
girls. More than 75 percent of teachers indicated that on a typical day, most or all boys spent more 
than 10 minutes playing with a ball or bean bag; riding on tricycles or scooters; or engaging in some 
activity that involves running, climbing, or swinging.15 No activity was identified by more than 75 
percent of teachers as being engaged in by most or all girls for more than 10 minutes on a typical 
day; between 50 and 75 percent of teachers indicated most or all girls engaged in riding on tricycles 
or scooters, jumping or hopping, and some other activity that involves running. 

Some teachers in the focus groups described their approach to outdoor activity, reporting a 
variety of aerobic and non-aerobic. Several teachers said they used balls; a few mentioned hula 
hoops and other equipment. Other outdoor activities/equipment mentioned by at least one teacher 
included gardening, obstacle courses, balance beams, playground equipment, and jump ropes. One 
teacher had some high school students who helped with activities—for example, a gymnast did 
gymnastics with the children. 

Children engaged in a variety of activities during indoor active play time, and boys and 
girls often participated in the same activities. Sixty-eight percent of teachers indicated that no 
children or almost no children—boys or girls—were spending more than 10 minutes not engaged in 
active play. Boys and girls overlapped in their two most common activities: 65 percent of teachers 
indicated most or all girls spent more than 10 minutes hula hooping or dancing, and 49 percent of 
teachers indicated most or all boys did the same (Figures III.5a and b). For both boys and girls, 
more than 45 percent of teachers reported that most or all children spent time jumping or hopping 
while playing indoors. The fact that activities are more similar for boys and girls during indoor play 
than outdoor play may reflect the fact that teachers are more directly involved in indoor active play. 
Teachers might limit the materials or equipment set out for active play if there are space constraints, 
they may set up active-play opportunities for small or whole groups, and they may provide more 

                                                 
15 78.6 percent of teachers report most or all boys participated in “other” activities, including playing soccer, bike 

riding, swimming, and gardening or digging; 72.8 percent of teachers reported most or all girls participated in “other” 
activities, which included hopscotch, jump rope, and gardening or digging. 
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direction throughout the indoor active play period than for the outdoor active play period. There 
may also be more limitations on space. We did not observe active play sessions, so we cannot say 
conclusively if this is the case.  

Figure III.4a. Teachers’ Reports of How Many Boys and Girls Engage in Different Outdoor Activities for 10 or 
More Minutes  

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
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Figure III.4b. Teachers’ Reports of How Many Boys and Girls Engage in Different Outdoor Activities for 10 or 
More Minutes  

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 

Figure III.5a. Teachers’ Reports of How Many Boys and Girls Engage in Different Indoor Activities for 10 or 
More Minutes 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
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Figure III.5b. How Teachers’ Reports of How Many Boys and Girls Engage in Different Indoor Activities for 10 
or More Minutes 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
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noted, dancing is the most common indoor activity among girls (65 percent of girls spend 10 
minutes or more dancing during indoor physical play) and one of the two most common among 
boys (48 percent). Consistent with questionnaire responses, dancing (music and movement) came up 
frequently during the teachers’ focus group discussions of indoor activities—half of all participants 
identified using music and movement. In one classroom, a particular song was so popular that, the 
teacher noted, “They anticipate it. They look forward to the music and ask for it. It engages almost 
all of the children.”  

Several teachers reported they “exercise” with children, and several also referenced stretching or 
yoga. One teacher engaged children in child-selected exercises before heading outdoors: “I have 
them get in a circle and we do exercise. They each pick an exercise to do and we all do it. We do 10 
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they don’t know [how to do a particular exercise], but little by little they’ll get it.”   
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information or inviting parents to participate in program activities. In Figure III.6, we show 
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percent). Half of teachers (50 percent) invite parents once to a few times a year to participate in 
education activities at the program about exercise; 16 percent do so at least once a month. Thirteen 
percent of teachers never use these methods to engage parents. We also examined how many of 
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these strategies teachers use regularly, defined as a few times a year or more. Thirty-one percent of 
teachers do not use any of the strategies that often, 28 percent use one, 16 percent use two, and 25 
percent use three.  

Figure III.6. Teachers’ Approaches to Engaging Parents Around Physical Activity 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 

In the focus groups, about one-third of participants discussed the focus of their efforts to 
engage parents in children’s physical activity. Consistent with survey responses, teachers reported 
encouraging parents to promote physical activity by providing information on activities parents can 
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“Each parent has to complete those hours or their child cannot go on a field trip or cannot 
participate in graduation. So they have to come to the school and actually do a physical activity 
with the children whether it’s yoga, exercise, play a sport, teach them how to throw [a] 
basketball, baseball, any type of sport that they choose that they did maybe when they were in 
high school and they talk about it maybe tell the children a little bit of history about it.”  

Another teacher’s program has a “Bring Your Parent to School Day,” and they try to include 
physical activities like potato sack races. Finally, one teacher described drawing on parents’ own 
skills in this area:  

“At the beginning of the year [we] ask what special skills parents can share. We have a parent 
who does Zumba classes, so we had Zumba day at school. [We] take what parents have to offer 
and invite them into the classroom to work with the class. Parents got excited and competitive 
when they heard that one participated, then others wanted to come in also.” 
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IV. PROMOTING NUTRITION IN LAUP PROGRAMS: SUPPORTS AND 
APPROACHES  

In this chapter, we present findings from the teacher questionnaire and teacher focus groups 
relevant to the resources and supports available to teachers as they aim to promote nutrition, their 
approaches to doing so, and their concerns. As in the prior chapter, findings from different data 
collection instruments are grouped according to theme. Detailed tables on data collected through the 
teacher questionnaire are in Appendix B.  

A. Knowledge, Resources, and Supports Available to Teachers 

Most teachers have some knowledge about healthy-eating programs. Teachers were 
asked in the survey whether they knew “a lot,” “a little,” or “nothing” about The Food Guide 
(known as the USDA’s MyPlate) and the 5-A-Day Program. Forty-seven percent of teachers 
reported knowing “a little” about The Food Guide; 41 percent reported they know “a lot.” For the 
5-A-Day Program, 48 percent know a little and 39 percent know a lot.  

Fewer than one-third of teachers had received training on promoting healthy eating, 
and about one-half reported using published materials on this topic. Twenty-eight percent of 
teachers had received training, and in response to open-ended questions, teachers reported the 
topics included nutrition and healthy eating (78 percent of those who received training) and physical 
activity (56 percent—perhaps training that broadly addressed healthy living and/or obesity 
prevention). Forty-seven percent reported using published lesson plans or other materials to 
encourage healthy eating. The most popular resources include USDA’s MyPlate (67 percent) and 
Project RENEW (33 percent). Fewer than one-third reported using other published materials.  

Programs frequently serve healthy foods and beverages; they rarely serve unhealthy 
foods and beverages. All teachers reported in the survey that food is served during the program 
day; 69 percent reported programs serve a snack, 56 percent reported breakfast, and 56 percent 
reported lunch. Teachers also reported in the survey the frequency with which different beverages 
and foods are served in a typical week (Figures IV.1 and IV.2, respectively). Reports reflect generally 
healthy practices. Reduced-fat milk is served every day or three to four days per week in 75 percent 
of programs. Fresh fruits are served with that frequency in 81 percent of programs, and vegetables 
or salads are served with the same frequency in slightly more than one-half (56 percent) of 
programs. Nearly all teachers (97 percent) reported that they never or only sometimes (i.e., not every 
week) serve unhealthy beverages (soda, sports drinks, or fruit drinks that are not 100 percent fruit 
juice), or candy, or sweets. 

In a majority of programs, children help serve food. Through the questionnaire, 74 percent 
of teachers reported that children serve themselves; 7 percent reported that children serve each 
other. No teachers reported giving children already-prepared plates, and only 19 percent said that 
adults serve the children their food. According to 81 percent of teachers, children also help with 
food preparation (for example, cutting fruits and vegetables, assembling pizza, making pancake 
batter, or making sandwiches).  
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Figure IV.1. Beverages Served by Programs in a Typical Week 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 

Figure IV.2. Food Served by Programs in a Typical Week 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
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B. Teachers’ Approaches to Promoting Good Nutrition Among Children  

Teachers avoid coercive strategies, and use positive strategies to encourage healthy 
eating. Most teachers sometimes or often (1) talk to children about food, (2) eat with the children 
to model positive behaviors, (3) read stories about different foods, (4) let children experiment with 
foods, (5) talk about how to recognize when they are full, and (6) encourage social conversation 
during meals (Figure IV.3; these positive strategies are shown above the space). Similarly, most 
teachers reported that they rarely or never (1) tell children they must stay at the table until they 
finish, (2) tell children they cannot do an activity unless they try their food, (3) tell them not to talk 
during meals, or (4) reward or console children by giving them special food. 

Figure IV.3. Food- and Meal-Related Activities Teachers Do with Children 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 

Modeling positive nutritional behaviors and expressing enthusiasm for healthy foods 
are especially popular approaches to encouraging good eating habits. In response to the 
questionnaire, 75 percent of teachers reported they often eat with children to model positive eating 
behaviors, and another 16 percent reported doing so sometimes. Almost all teachers reported eating 
at the same time as the children in their classroom (91 percent). Most teachers (59 percent) reported 
usually eating what the children eat, 9 percent usually bring food from home, and 22 percent do 
both. 

In the focus groups, one teacher said, “You know I just get really crazy with them. I say, ‘Oh 
my gosh it’s so good!’ [Because] we do modeling, I’ll taste it and be like, ‘Mmmm it’s so good, taste 
it, come on taste it.’ And they’re all like, ‘Yea.’ Kind of like trick them into it, but once they taste it 
they like it.” 

Teachers used a variety of strategies to convince children to try new (healthy) foods. In 
the focus groups, one teacher described asking children to try a food three times before saying they 
didn’t like it and emphasizing the good it would do their body:  
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“I used to watch Popeye all the time as a little boy. We’d watch him eat the spinach and his arm 
would go up. I think that all I do with kids is say, ‘eat your vegetables, you’re going to get 
strong, look at those muscles, let me feel your muscles.’  And the kids, they will eat them 
because they want to be able to put their arm up and say, ‘look teacher, look at my arm’.” 

One teacher used a taste test to get children to sample foods they might not otherwise try: “We 
played a game with a blind taste test and put vegetables and fruit out. They’re thinking that they’re 
learning about their senses and all of that but I am tricking them into liking them.” In another 
classroom, prizes were awarded for the child who tried the most foods in one month. Prizes had 
been awarded on a more frequent basis, but the strategy led to so much participation the duration 
had to be changed. “Before then, it got so big we had to go to the month because everybody was 
doing it. We were running out of awards. Then, once somebody tried it, then the hands start going 
up.  Of course, when someone else is getting a sticker, the stickers work.” 

One teacher spoke of a “Harvest of the Month” program as another way to get children to 
explore more, to smell and taste new foods, as the program “bring[s] in foods children are not 
accustomed to eating—[then they] prepare it together—when children have hands in it [they are] 
more likely to try it.” 

Teachers discussed the value of cooking or preparing foods with children as a way to 
help them try new foods or understand healthy practices. Making stone soup was one specific 
cooking activity described in the focus groups as being effective in engaging children; children 
enjoyed the process of creating the soup together. One teacher tied these discussions and cooking 
into other learning, noting that “usually on Fridays we cook. If we’re on letter ‘A,’ we talk about 
veggies that start with that letter.”  

A few teachers emphasized how a focus on nutrition at the program could carry over 
into children’s homes.  In the focus groups, one teacher said, “[If] you have [them] cook with you 
they’ll eat it. They’re like, ‘Here mom, you got to try this because I made it.’” Another teacher 
described the value of having children serve themselves as an opportunity to learn about hunger 
cues and portion size that might carry over into the home: 

“[We] set the kids’ food on trays so that they serve themselves. So, they’re like, they see the kids 
serving themselves and eating their food and I’m like, ‘Well, maybe you guys can try the same 
thing at home.’ If they’re serving their own plates then it encourages them to eat better.  When 
you first start out at the beginning of the year, you want to try to serve them but the kids were 
wasting that first week, so I was like, ‘You know what we’re not going to do? Any trial and 
error. You guys go ahead and serve yourselves.’ So now they get seconds of what they want.”  

One focus group participant said that supporting children’s healthy eating was important for 
learning and behavior. As one teacher observed, “To me, if a child has the right nutrition, then they 
think better and they act better for you. I don’t know if they’re going home and they’re being able to 
eat healthy foods or [eat] at all, and so I try to make sure that when they leave out of here that 
they’re satisfied.”  

C. Teachers’ Perspectives on Children, Families, and Nutrition 

Half of teachers reported having concerns about the weight of children in their classes, 
typically for one or two children. Of teachers responding to the questionnaire, 50 percent had 
concerns about weight of children in the class. Of them, 81 percent expressed concern about just 
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one or two children, 13 percent about three or four, and 6 percent about some of the children. 
Twenty-two percent of teachers reported that parents had talked to them about their child’s weight 
(either overweight or underweight), and in all of these cases teachers indicated it was parents of only 
one or two children. 

Teachers’ concerns fell in four broad areas: children who don’t eat enough, picky eaters, 
unhealthy eating habits from home that are carried over into school, and overweight 
children. Often, concerns spanned these domains, such as one child who ate very little at school 
because his parent always took him to McDonald’s after school. In fact, french fries were the only 
food the child would eat at school until his teacher and parent started communicating about the 
boy’s diet. In this case, the teacher felt that family eating habits led to picky eating, which manifested 
as the child eating too little at school. Other teachers had students they felt were underweight or did 
not eat much while in their care for reasons other than pickiness. A few teachers mentioned that 
food insecurity was an issue for some of their program’s families. Teachers also talked about some 
students who were overweight, and they spoke of efforts to encourage physical activity among these 
children.  

Teachers perceive parents as the root of many of their concerns about children’s weight. 
Of all the topics that came up during focus groups, this was the topic that inspired the most 
conversation. Teachers emphasized their perceptions that parents’ actions were sometimes at odds 
with the program’s efforts to promote positive nutrition. For example, one teacher explained, 
“[Children] get to take their own snacks—makes it really hard because some parents send in sugary 
food and [that] makes it hard with other children…[the] children learning to watch, but parents send 
in wrong foods.”  

A few teachers identified challenges related to family schedules and routines. One teacher said, 
“Parents who are working say it is hard to come home and prepare food. So they just go get 
whatever is close by.” Another teacher described challenges specific to her afternoon class: 

 “The kids that start at 12:30 p.m. don’t all have a reasonable bedtime. They wake up late and 
then they have a late breakfast. And then they come to school and they don’t have a full lunch 
in the afternoon class, they just have a snack. So they’re really just having one meal the entire 
day. It causes problems with impulse control, behavioral issues.”  

Of course, the reverse of this issue also occurred. As one teacher put it, “[We] also had children 
who only eat at school, who don’t eat at home. It kind of just goes both (ways).” 

Teachers identified family culture as a barrier to healthy eating, mentioning specifically 
ingredients in traditional foods, portion size, and expectations for appropriate appetites. Regarding 
the type of food, teachers were concerned about the fried and starchy foods, such as fried bananas, 
tortillas, rice, and cheese that dominate some traditional dishes. With regard to portion size, a few 
teachers stated their belief that portions were too large. One teacher explained, “Parents give them a 
big plate and not a child-size plate. That’s the way they do it. And you need to finish it and you can’t 
throw food out. At school, kids are allowed to discard food they don’t want.” Speaking about an 
overweight child, a teacher shard her opinion that “Some…families think that if the child eats a lot 
it’s healthy. We did a workshop on healthy eating and fortunately the mom came and asked a lot of 
questions. Before [that], she didn’t have the information she needed.” 

Nutritional concerns shared with teachers by parents focused on what was being served 
at the program. In focus groups, several teachers said that parents sometimes raise concerns. One 
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parent approached a teacher because her daughter came home starving and saying she didn’t get 
food at the program, but the child was putting on weight. The teacher was able to show this parent 
the school’s menu and the mother stopped feeding the child an extra meal after school. Parents of 
another child approached the teacher with a very different problem. The teacher explained:  

“We have an awesome cook. She cooks so good. So, the kids won’t eat at home because they 
don’t like the way it tastes because it’s better at school.  So then [parents] actually came in and 
ask, ‘Well how do you make your spaghetti?’ So we kind of have to work with them on that, 
you know, this is how you have to prepare it.” 

 Almost one-third of teachers regularly engaged parents on the issue of nutrition using 
multiple strategies, while some teachers did not engage parents on this topic. The most 
common way that teachers reported engaging parents was sending home information about healthy 
eating (Figure IV.4); 66 percent did this once to a few times per year, and 16 percent did so once a 
month or more. More than half of teachers also indicated they invited parents to participate in 
classroom activities about healthy eating, had parents bring in food that was special to their families, 
and made lists a least once or twice a year of community services available to help families afford 
healthy foods. Six percent of teachers reported never engaging parents in any of these ways. We also 
examined how many of these strategies teachers use regularly, defined as a few times a year or more. 
Thirty-one percent of teachers do not use any of the strategies that often, 24 percent use one, none 
use two, 4 percent use three, and 31 percent use four or more. 

Figure IV.4. Teachers’ Approaches to Engaging Parents Around Nutrition 

Source:  UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 

Even though teachers typically engaged parents on the topic of nutrition only 
occasionally, they shared varied strategies for doing so. Teachers shared during focus groups 
the specific strategies they implemented with parents. Teachers tried to educate parents so children’s 
healthy eating habits could carry over from school to home. Workshops and cooking classes were 
common approaches. As one teacher noted, “We’ve had some food workshops…We also have 
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meetings with the parents. One time the parents brought in fatty food so we discussed the 
importance of healthy food.”  

One teacher described how parents are invited to support cooking activities, and mentioned 
comprehensive policies regarding foods children are and are not allowed to bring from home:  

“We have parents donate.  Like if we have a stone-soup cooking activity. We have them bring 
it. We tell them we’re going to have this activity because we’re learning about planting fruits and 
vegetables. We’re going to make stone soup. Can you bring in some tomatoes? So different 
parents bring in different things. That’s how we involve them. And then, for (children’s) 
birthdays, they’re not allowed to bring cupcakes or cakes or juices. We say anything healthy. It 
has to be a healthy birthday party.  So think of muffins with no frosting.  Think of baking your 
own cake at home. We put it out in the contract too that we don’t allow sugar. For our snack, 
we serve water or milk, and when they bring their lunches they’re not allowed to bring juice, 
fruit rollups, fruit snacks. We take it away and it stays with us.” 

Teachers also described how parents can partner with them to support children’s 
nutrition. In the focus groups, one teacher said: “We have a lot of parent volunteers. Some of them 
help teach nutrition activities.” The previously described stone-soup activity required that parents 
provide the healthy food. In another program, this meant responding to parent requests to know 
how they prepared their food: “[Sometimes] parents ask how we prepare our food because the kids 
eat fruits and vegetables at preschool that they don’t eat at home. I invite parents to come and help 
and see how we cook and steam foods.” 
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V. KEY LESSONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this report, we presented findings from a series of activities conducted as part of UPCOS-6 
that were constructed to inform LAUP’s efforts to promote physical activity and nutrition in its 
programs. The intent is also to provide First 5 LA with information relevant to a central goal in its 
strategic plan: that children maintain a healthy weight to support better health over their lives. 
Activities included (1) direct assessments of children’s height and weight, (2) parent questionnaires 
to provide information on family backgrounds and household routines, (3) observations in programs 
to document the physical space and materials that programs have available to them for engaging 
children in physical activity, and (4) surveys and focus groups with teachers to gather information on 
policy and practice with regard to physical activity and nutrition. In this chapter, we summarize key 
findings, implications, and study limitations. 

A. Summary 

Child well-being and household routines. Children entered their LAUP program with rates 
of obesity similar to those in national estimates for slightly older children. In fall 2012, 18 percent of 
LAUP children in the UPCOS-6 sample were obese. Obesity was highest among children whose 
parents report they speak only Spanish. Nationally, 12 percent of children ages 2 to 5 and 18 percent 
of children ages 6 to 11 were obese in 2009–2010 (Ogden et al. 2012). Not including the physical 
activity children engaged in while at their LAUP programs, most completed at least the CDC-
recommended 60 minutes on weekdays (63 percent) and weekends (79 percent). Ninety-eight 
percent of children in this sample have a regular bedtime. On average, they sleep 10.4 hours each 
night; only 31 percent sleep the 11 hours or more recommended by the National Sleep Foundation. 

Resources for promoting physical activity in the classroom. Teachers typically have 
resources available to support efforts to promote physical activity—space, equipment, and published 
materials. All observed programs have outdoor space available for children’s active play, and more 
than half also have a designated indoor space for physical activity. In the majority of programs, 
outdoor climbing areas are safe and in at least average condition. Programs have a variety of 
equipment in their outdoor play areas. Compared to outdoor play, less equipment is available for use 
in indoor gross motor play. Almost one-half of teachers reported using published materials inform 
their efforts to promote physical activity; about one-third had received training.  

Strategies for promoting physical activity in the classroom. Teachers reported using a 
variety of strategies to promote physical play. Teachers typically participate in children’s active play, 
and they regularly use several positive approaches to encourage active play, such as helping children 
join in groups already engaged in play, and telling children why being active is good for them. 
Teachers suggested that barriers to engaging children in active play can derive from children’s 
characteristics, such as reserved temperament, as well as from such factors as fatigue or disability.  

Physical activity at the LAUP program. Teachers reported more than one hour of daily 
physical activity, but it was unclear how much of the time was spent in aerobic activity versus 
activities focused on flexibility and strength. Children participated in a wide variety of activities 
during their outdoor and indoor play. For outdoor play, teachers reported different patterns of play 
by gender. For example, more than three-quarters of teachers indicated that most or all boys spent 
more than 10 minutes during a typical day playing with a ball or bean bag, riding on tricycles or 
scooters, climbing or swinging, or engaging in some activity that involves running. No activity was 
identified by more than three-quarters of teachers as being engaged in by most or all girls for more 
than 10 minutes during a typical day. They did not report such differences for indoor play.  
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Teachers’ concerns regarding children’s weight and nutrition. Teachers raised concerns 
related to weight and nutrition in four broad areas: children not eating enough, children being picky 
eaters, unhealthy home eating habits that carry over into school, and children being overweight. Half 
of teachers reported having concerns about the weight of children in their class—usually regarding 
one or two children. 

Nutritional practices. Teachers reported healthy eating practices overall, saying they regularly 
served fruits, vegetables, and reduced-fat milk, and rarely or never served candy, salty snack foods, 
and whole milk or soda. In a majority of programs, children helped serve food. Teachers often used 
positive strategies—such as talking to children about food or modeling healthy eating behaviors—to 
encourage healthy eating, and they avoided such coercive strategies as telling children they could not 
do an activity they wanted until they tried a food.  

Engaging parents. While some teachers regularly used multiple strategies such as sharing 
information about healthy habits and resources and inviting parents to program events that address 
physical activity or healthy eating, most teachers reported seldom engaging with parents on these 
topics. . Teachers stated that parents have an important role in these areas. They also view parents as 
the root of many nutritional concerns. Efforts to engage parents were typically part of broader 
parent-engagement strategies focused on many topics.  

B. Implications 

LAUP programs have clear strengths when it comes to promoting physical activity and 
nutrition. For example, teachers devote 60 minutes or more each day to physical activity. Programs 
regularly serve healthy foods (and avoid unhealthy foods), and teachers model healthy-eating 
behaviors. Some teachers also draw on training and other resources to support physical play and 
nutrition in the classroom. Most teachers indicate they have some knowledge about appropriate 
(versus inappropriate) strategies for supporting physical activity and nutrition for children. 

Nonetheless, rates of obesity and overweight among children during the fall of the program 
year are concerning, particularly for children who speak only Spanish. Thus, additional emphasis in 
programs on positive strategies for promoting physical activity and nutrition may be beneficial for 
LAUP families. Here, we focus on the provision of training and resources, engaging with parents, 
and the promotion of physical activity during the program day.  

Accessing available resources. Although it is certainly positive that some LAUP providers 
have had training and are using published materials to promote healthy behaviors, two-thirds of the 
teachers in this sample have not had training for supporting either physical activity or nutrition, and 
only half are drawing on available resources in these areas. Even though it could be somewhat 
difficult to ensure that all providers receive training on these topics—in the context of all the 
professional-development needs they may have—LAUP could be instrumental in linking providers 
to published resources that can serve the needs of their own programs.  

Developing strategies to engage parents. Through the focus groups, teachers conveyed 
concerns about parents’ roles in promoting unhealthy eating, yet they do not frequently engage with 
parents about nutrition or physical activity. This is not necessarily surprising, given the breadth of 
issues they may want to address when meeting with parents. Teachers may benefit from strategies 
that can be easily integrated into other efforts to engage parents—for example, highlighting gross 
motor activities in reports to parents about what their child did during the day, and building physical 
activity and information about nutrition into parent and family social activities. Note that these 
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strategies can build on the ideas that teachers shared in the focus groups discussed in this report, or 
that LAUP already shares with programs and families. In light of the fact that only one-third of 
teachers reported they have been trained in supporting physical activity or nutrition, they may also 
need more support for developing strategies for reaching out to parents on these sometimes 
sensitive issues.  

Promoting physical activity during the program day. Programs can directly support 
children’s well-being through efforts to promote physical activity during the program day. First, it is 
not clear that all children are engaging in aerobic activity, particularly during indoor gross motor play 
time; the CDC recommends that aerobic activity be part of children’s 60 minutes of physical activity 
every day. This may be an opportunity for LAUP to build on creative strategies some teachers are 
already employing, either by coaches and other field staff building an ongoing list of ideas to share 
based on interactions with teachers, or by bringing together a community of learners to brainstorm 
ideas. This could be an opportunity to address another issue raised through questionnaire 
responses—the apparent gender differences in outdoor play. In particular, girls may be getting less 
experience with certain types of activities (for example, throwing and catching, which develops eye-
hand coordination) and may be somewhat less active in general. Finally, focus group participants 
suggested that some teachers successfully use peer support (having children model activities or 
pairing more and less active children) to encourage physical activity. Teachers may benefit from 
training on how to pair children in ways that will promote physical activity.  

 

 

  



Promoting Physical Activity and Nutrition in LAUP  Mathematica Policy Research 

 31 

REFERENCES 

Aikens, N., L.K. Hulsey, E. Moiduddin, A. Kopack, A. Takyi-Laryea, L. Tarullo, and J. West. “Data 
Tables for 2009 Head Start Children, Families, and Programs: Present and Past Data from 
FACES Report.” Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, 
Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
2011.  

Atkins-Burnett, S., and N. Aikens. “Sweet Dreams: Linkages Between Sleep Quality and Quantity 
and Children’s Developmental Outcomes in a Head Start Sample.” Paper presented at the 
Society for Research in Child Development, Biennial Meeting, Montreal, March 2011. 

Atkins-Burnett, Sally, Yange Xue, Emily Moiduddin, Nikki Aikens, and Judy Cannon. “Children’s 
Progress during the 2012–2013 LAUP Year.” Draft report submitted to First 5 LA. 
Washington, DC: Mathematica Policy Research, 2013. 

Anderson, S. E., and R. C. Whitaker. “Prevalence of Obesity Among U.S. Preschool Children in 
Different Racial and Ethnic Groups.” Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine, vol. 163, no. 4, 
2009, pp. 344–348. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). “About BMI for Children and Teens.” 
Available at [http://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/assessing/bmi/childrens_bmi/ 
about_childrens_bmi.html]. Last updated September 13, 2011. Accessed January 18, 2013. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). “Obesity Prevalence Among Low-Income, 
Preschool-Aged Children—New York City and Los Angeles County, 2003–2011.” Morbidity and 
Mortality Weekly Report, vol. 62, no. 2, 2013, pp. 17–22. 

Daniels, S. R. “The Consequences of Childhood Overweight and Obesity.” Future of Children, vol. 16, 
no. 1, spring 2006, pp. 47–67.  

Department of Health and Human Services. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The 
Surgeon General’s Vision for a Healthy and Fit Nation. Rockville, MD: U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, Office of the Surgeon General, January 2010. 

First 5 LA. “Strengthening Families and Communities in LA County.” First 5 LA Strategic Plan FY 
2009–2015. Available at [http://www.first5la.org/files/F5LA_STRATEGIC_PLAN_2009-
15.pdf]. Approved June 11, 2009. Accessed May 15, 2013. 

Gaylor, Erika, X. Wei, and  M. M. Burnham. “Associations Between Nighttime Sleep Duration and 
Developmental Outcomes in a Nationally Representative Sample of Preschool-Age Children.” 
Sleep 2010 Abstract Supplement, vol. 33,  2010, p. A17. 

Hiscock, Harriet, Louise Canterford, Obioha C. Ukoumunne, and Melissa Wake. “Adverse 
Associations of Sleep Problems in Australian Preschoolers: National Population Study.” 
Pediatrics, vol. 119, no. 1, 2007, pp. 86–93.  

Hofferth, Sandra L., and John F. Sandberg. “How American Children Spend Their Time.” Journal of 
Marriage and Family, vol. 63, no. 2, 2001, pp. 295–308 



Promoting Physical Activity and Nutrition in LAUP  Mathematica Policy Research 

 32 

Koplan, J. P., C. T. Liverman, and V. A. Kraak, Editors. Preventing Childhood Obesity: Health in the 
Balance. Washington, DC: Committee on Prevention of Obesity in Children and Youth, 
National Academies Press, 2005. 

Koulouglioti, Christina, Robert Cole, and Harriet Kitzman. “Inadequate Sleep and Unintentional 
Injuries in Young Children.” Public Health Nursing, vol. 25, no. 2, 2008, pp. 106–114. 

 Lavigne, John V., Richard Arend, Diane Rosenbaum, Andy Smith, Marc Weissbluth, Helen J. 
Binns, and Katherine Kaufer Christoffel. “Sleep and Behavior Problems Among Preschoolers.” 
Journal of Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics, vol. 20, no. 3, 1999, pp. 164–169. 

Love, John M., S. Atkins-Burnett, C. Vogel., N. Aikens, Y. Xue, M. Mabutas, B. L. Carlson, E. S. 
Martin, N. Paxton, M. Caspe, S. Sprachman, and K. Sonnenfeld. “Los Angeles Universal 
Preschool Programs, Children Served, and Children’s Progress in the Preschool Year: Final 
Report of the First 5 LA Universal Preschool Child Outcomes Study.” Report submitted to 
First 5 LA. Princeton, NJ: Mathematica Policy Research, June 2009. 

Ogden C. L., M. D. Carroll, B. K. Kit, and K. M. Flegal.  “Prevalence of Obesity in the United 
States, 2009–2010. Available at [http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db82.pdf]. NCHS 
data brief, no 82. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2012. Accessed May 15 
18, 2013.  

Patel, Sanjay R., and Frank B. Hu. “Short Sleep Duration and Weight Gain: A Systematic Review.” 
Obesity, vol. 16, no. 3, 2008, pp. 643–653. 

Patrick K, Spear B, Holt K, Sofka D, eds. Bright Futures in Practice: Physical Activity. Available at 
[http://www.brightfutures.org/physicalactivity/pdf/index.html]. Arlington, VA: National 
Center for Education in Maternal and Child Health, 2001.  

Physical Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee. Available at 
[http://www.health.gov/PAguidelines/Report/pdf/CommitteeReport.pdf]. Physical Activity 
Guidelines Advisory Committee Report, 2008. Washington, DC: U.S.  

Ravid, Sarit, Iris Afek, Suheir Suraiya, Eli Shahar, and Giora Pillar. “Sleep Disturbances Are 
Associated with Reduced School Achievements in First-Grade Pupils.” Developmental 
Neuropsychology, vol. 34, no. 5, 2009, pp. 574–587.  

Sekine, Michikazu, Takashi Yamagami, Kyoko Handa, Tomohiro Saito, Seiichiro Nanri, Katsuhiko 
Kawaminami, Noritaka Tokui, Katsumi Yoshida, and Sadanobu Kagamimori. “A Dose-
Response Relationship Between Short Sleeping Hours and Childhood Obesity: Results of the 
Toyama Birth Cohort Study.” Child: Care, Health and Development, vol. 28, no. 2, 2002, pp. 163–
170. 

Taras, Howard, and William Potts‐Datema. “Sleep and Student Performance at School.” Journal of 
School Health, vol. 75, no. 7, 2005, pp. 248–254. 

 



Promoting Physical Activity and Nutrition in LAUP  Mathematica Policy Research 

 33  

 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX A 

DATA TABLES BASED ON UPCOS-6 PHYSICAL SPACE OBSERVATION 
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We developed the physical-space observation forms to capture the space available for physical 
activity (outdoor and indoor), the materials available for use, and the condition of the gross motor 
equipment. If an off-site playground was used on a regular basis, the condition of that playground as 
well as the safety of the roads the children would use to get to the playground were also noted. 
Observations were conducted in August and September 2013. 

Table A.1. Availability of Space for Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Programs/Mean (SD) 

Outdoor space available on site for gross motor activity 100.0 

Number of classrooms that share outdoor space at same 
time  

Mean (SD) 1.0 (0.00) 
Range 1.0–1.0 

Age range of children that share on-site outdoor space 3.0–6.0 
  

Indoor space available for gross motor activity 59.0 

Number of classrooms that share indoor space at same time  
Mean (SD) 1.0 (0.00) 
Range 1.0–1.0 

Age range of children that share indoor space 3.0–6.0 
  

Off-site space regularly used for gross motor activity 21.1 

Frequency off-site space useda  
Once a week 66.7 
2–3 times a week 16.7 
More than 3 times a week 16.7 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Physical Space Observation. 
aAmong programs that use an off-site space.  
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Table A.2. Location of Equipment for Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Programsa 

 
Outside 

Activity Area 
Gross Motor 
Room Inside 

In Selected 
Classroom 

Park or 
Playground 

Balance beam/railroad ties for balancing 27.5 5.0 2.5 2.5 

Ball pit 15.0 2.5 2.5 0.0 

Bases/soccer goals 37.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Basketball hoops/baskets 85.0 7.5 2.5 2.5 

Bean bags 37.5 22.5 7.5 0.0 

Bowling pins and ball 25.0 5.0 0.0 0.0 

Child treadmill 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.5 

Climbing stairs/rocking boats 32.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Cones 67.5 10.0 2.5 0.0 

Hula hoops 75.0 12.5 2.5 0.0 

Jump ropes 65.0 12.5 0.0 0.0 

Jumping/hopper/bouncy balls 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Jungle gym/climbing structure 65.0 0.0 0.0 5.0 

Lines on ground for hopscotch 37.5 2.5 0.0 2.5 

Monkey bars 10.0 0.0 0.0 5.0 

Obstacle course  42.5 2.5 0.0 0.0 

Push toys 52.5 10.0 7.5 0.0 

Rock climbing wall 5.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Rocking animals/characters 12.5 0.0 2.5 0.0 

Ropes for swinging 12.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Slides 70.0 0.0 0.0 5.0 

Soccer balls/basketballs 87.5 2.5 2.5 0.0 

Spinners 5.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Swings 12.5 0.0 0.0 2.5 

Teeter- totter/seesaw 7.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Trampoline 5.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Tricycles/scooters 90.0 0.0 2.5 0.0 

Tumbling mat 22.5 7.5 0.0 0.0 

Tunnel 30.0 5.0 2.5 0.0 

Yoga mat 2.5 10.0 2.5 0.0 

Ziplines (child size) 0.0 2.5 0.0 0.0 

Otherb 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Physical Space Observation. 
aResponses in each row do not sum to 100 because the location of equipment is indicated only for equipment that is 
available for program use. 
bCited “other” equipment includes painting stands, dress-up play area, sandbox, and tetherball equipment. 
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Table A.3. Quality of On-Site Outdoor Space for Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Programs 

Surface under the on-site outdoor space where children 
climba  

Asphalt/concrete/concrete pavers 83.3 
Grass 50.0 
Hardwood chips/mulch 0.0 
Pea gravel 0.0 
Rubber tiles or unitary synthetic surface 83.3 
Sand 16.7 
Shredded tires 0.0 
Soil/dirt 16.7 
Other material 0.0 

Overall condition of structures in on-site outdoor space  
Excellent/like new 26.8 
Average 65.9 
Poor or deteriorated 2.4 
No structures in this space 4.9 

Amount of litter in on-site outdoor space  
None 85.4 
A little 14.6 
Moderate amount 0.0 
Considerable amount 0.0 

Types of litter present in on-site outdoor spacea, b  
Glass 0.0 
Needles 0.0 
Paper trash 60.0 
Food trash 66.7 
Animal droppings 0.0 
Other 0.0 

Barriers present between on-site outdoor play space and 
roada  

Chain-link fence 78.8 
Picket/wood fence 16.7 
Painted lines 9.5 
Open grass space 14.3 
Bushes 19.1 
Otherc 73.9 

Covered play area available for rain protection/shade 75.7 
 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Physical Space Observation. 
aResponses do not sum to 100, because more than one response could be provided. 
bAmong programs where litter is present. 
cExamples of cited “other” barriers include brick, cinder, or concrete wall; metal fence; and home or backyard of 
home. 
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Table A.4. Quality of Off-Site Outdoor Space for Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Programsa/Mean (SD) 

Average distance from program of off-site outdoor space (in miles) 0.3(0.28) 

Traffic light or stop sign located where children cross 75.0 

Streets children cross to get to off-site outdoor space  
Two lanes with limited slow traffic 75.0 
Two lanes with steady stream of traffic 25.0 
Two lanes with fast traffic 0.0 
More than two lanes with limited slow traffic 0.0 
More than two lanes with steady stream of traffic 0.0 
More than two lanes with fast traffic 0.0 

Surface under the off-site outdoor space where children climbb  
Asphalt/concrete/concrete pavers 25.0 
Grass 50.0 
Hardwood chips/mulch 0.0 
Pea gravel 0.0 
Rubber tiles or unitary synthetic surface 50.0 
Sand 50.0 
Shredded tires 0.0 
Soil/dirt 0.0 
Other material 0.0 

Overall condition of structures in off-site outdoor space  
Excellent/like new 50.0 
Average 25.0 
Poor or deteriorated 25.0 
No structures in this space 0.0 

Amount of litter in off-site outdoor space  
None 50.0 
A little 50.0 
Moderate amount 0.0 
Considerable amount 0.0 

Types of litter present in off-site outdoor spaceb, c  
Glass 0.0 
Needles 0.0 
Paper trash 100.0 
Food trash 50.0 
Animal droppings 0.0 
Other 0.0 

Barriers present between play off-site outdoor space and roadb  
Chain link fence 75.0 
Picket/wood fence 0.0 
Painted lines 0.0 
Open grass space 100.0 
Bushes 33.3 
Otherd 66.7 

Covered play area available in space for rain protection/shade 50.0 
 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Physical Space Observation. 
aAmong programs that use an off-site space (21percent). 
bResponses do not sum to 100, because more than one response could be provided. 
cAmong programs where litter is present. 
dExamples of cited “other” barriers include sidewalk and trees. 
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APPENDIX B 

DATA TABLES BASED ON UPCOS-6 TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Many factors influence the process teachers go through as they plan ways to support physical 
activity and good nutrition for children in their classrooms. Thus, teachers in the 41 programs 
participating in UPCOS were invited to complete a brief, self-administered survey. Topics included, 
among other things, policies and practices regarding the amount of physical activity that children 
engage in, the types of gross motor activities boys and girls participate in while at the program, the 
nutrition children receive while at the program, efforts to communicate with families regarding 
physical activity and nutrition, and perspectives on challenges to implementing strong practices. The 
survey consisted primarily of closed-ended questions; some open-ended questions were included as 
well. Teachers received the questionnaire in January 2013 and mailed it in or took it to follow-up 
focus groups.  

Table B.1. Support for Planning Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Teachers 

Has received training in ways to keep children active 35.5 

Main topics of training a, b, c  
Outdoor play and physical activity 90.9 
Physical development and health 27.3 
Nutrition  18.2 
Working with parents 9.1 
Program policies to promote health/ prevent obesity 9.1 

Uses published lesson plans or other materials 48.4 

Materials used for planning activitiesb, d  
Smart Moves activities books 13.3 
Project RENEW 33.3 
SPARK Early Childhood Physical Activity curriculum 13.3 
North Carolina’s Color Me Healthy curriculum 0.0 
National Association for Sport and Physical Education’s 
brochure, “101 Tips for Family Fitness Fun” 6.7 
I Am Moving I Am Learning (IMIL) 33.3 
Othere 100.0 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 

aAmong teachers who report receiving training. 

bResponses do not sum to 100, because more than one response could be provided. 
cCategories reflect researcher coding of responses to an open-ended question. 
dAmong teachers who report using lesson plans or other materials. 
eExamples of cited “other” materials include Kaplan Yoga for Preschool, the Move Initiative, and the CATCH Early 
Childhood Program. 
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Table B.2. Approaches to Encouraging Children’s Involvement in Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Teachers 

Ways teacher participates in children’s active playa  
Gives them instructions and watches 31.3 
Does activity with children, then watches 43.8 
Does activity with children throughout 96.9 
Other 12.5 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Ways teacher encourages children’s active play     
Makes sure children have needed equipment  0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 
Helps children join in group that is actively playing 0.0 0.0 13.0 87.1 
Bargains with children to get them to participate 32.1 7.1 25.0 35.7 
Tells children why being active is good for them 0.0 3.2 16.1 80.7 
Tells children they have to participate, even if they 
don’t want to 

62.5 12.5 21.9 3.1 

 Never 

Once or 
Twice a 

Year 

A Few 
Times a 

Year 
Once a 
Month 

More 
than 

Once a 
Month 

Sends information about exercise home to parents 25.0 34.4 28.1 9.4 3.1 

Invites parents to participate in activities about exercise 34.4 31.3 18.8 9.4 6.3 

Shares information with parents about programs outside 
of the classroom to foster exercise 

18.8 21.9 43.8 12.5 3.1 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
aResponses do not sum to 100 because more than one response could be provided. 

 
Table B.3. Time Spent Daily in Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Teachers/Mean (SD) 

Minutes spent outdoors doing gross motor activity daily   
Mean (SD) 44.1 (20.14) 
Range 30.0–120.0 

Minutes spent indoors doing gross motor activity daily  
Mean (SD) 32.7 (26.24) 
Range 0.0–120.0 

Minutes required by program for doing gross motor activity 
daily  

Mean (SD) 30.8 (23.73) 
Range 0.0–100.0 
No set requirement 25.0 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
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Table B.4. Children’s Participation in Outdoor Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Teachers 

 

None or 
Almost 
None A Few Some Most All 

Number of boys spending more than 10 minutes…      
Not participating in active play 77.4 12.9 6.5 0.0 3.2 
Walking around 34.4 43.8 6.3 9.4 6.3 
Yoga 58.1 9.7 19.4 6.5 6.5 
Dancing/hula hoops 0.0 50.0 31.3 9.4 9.4 
Catching or throwing 0.0 6.3 31.3 40.6 21.9 
Playing with a ball or bean bag 0.0 3.1 18.8 53.1 25.0 
Obstacle course 0.0 3.1 25.0 37.5 34.3 
Riding on tricycles/scooters 0.0 0.0 15.6 43.8 40.6 
Jumping or hopping 0.0 12.5 31.3 21.9 34.4 
Doing some activity that involves running 0.0 0.0 9.7 35.5 54.8 
Climbing/swinging 9.7 0.0 12.9 38.7 38.7 
Other active activitya 0.0 7.1 14.3 28.6 50.0 

Number of girls spending more than 10 minutes…      
Not participating in active play 62.5 15.6 15.6 0.0 6.25 
Walking around 12.9 58.1 9.7 9.7 9.7 
Yoga 54.8 3.2 22.6 3.2 16.1 
Dancing/hula hoops 0.0 15.6 46.9 12.5 25.0 
Catching or throwing 0.0 46.9 37.5 6.3 9.4 
Playing with a ball or bean bag 6.3 28.1 43.8 9.4 12.5 
Obstacle course 0.0 18.8 37.5 25.0 18.8 
Riding on tricycles/scooters 0.0 3.2 35.5 38.7 22.6 
Jumping or hopping 0.0 9.4 31.3 28.1 31.3 
Doing some activity that involves running 0.0 6.3 40.6 21.9 31.3 
Climbing/swinging 6.9 17.2 27.6 27.6 20.7 
Other active activityb 0.0 18.2 9.1 18.2 54.6 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
aExamples of cited “other” outdoor activities involving boys include playing soccer, bike riding, swimming, and 
gardening or digging.  
bExamples of cited “other” outdoor activities involving girls include hopscotch, jump rope, and gardening or digging. 
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Table B.5. Children’s Participation in Indoor Physical Activity/Gross Motor/Active Play 

 Percent of Teachers 

 

None or 
Almost 
None A Few Some Most All 

Number of boys spending more than 10 minutes…      
Not participating in active play 67.7 22.6 3.2 6.5 0.0 
Walking around 38.7 32.3 12.9 3.2 12.9 
Yoga 58.6 6.9 10.3 13.8 10.3 
Dancing/hula hoops 9.7 29.0 12.9 25.8 22.6 
Catching or throwing 33.3 16.7 23.3 13.3 13.3 
Playing with a ball or bean bag 16.1 22.6 25.8 22.6 12.9 
Obstacle course 31.0 10.3 20.7 17.2 20.7 
Riding on tricycles/scooters 96.43 0.0 0.0 3.6 0.0 
Jumping or hopping 12.9 19.4 19.4 19.4 29.0 
Doing some activity that involves running 51.6 6.5 12.9 22.6 6.5 
Climbing/swinging 85.2 0.0 7.4 3.7 3.7 
Other active activitya 0.0 0.0 0.0 50.0 50.0 

Number of girls spending more than 10 minutes…      
Not participating in active play 67.7 9.7 16.1 6.5 0.0 
Walking around 38.7 22.6 12.9 16.1 9.7 
Yoga 53.3 10.0 10.0 10.0 16.7 
Dancing/hula hoops 3.2 6.5 25.8 32.3 32.3 
Catching or throwing 30.0 23.3 10.0 20.0 16.7 
Playing with a ball or bean bag 19.4 16.1 25.8 16.1 22.6 
Obstacle course 45.2 6.5 12.9 16.1 19.4 
Riding on tricycles/scooters 92.6 0.0 0.0 3.7 3.7 
Jumping or hopping 16.1 19.4 19.4 12.9 32.3 
Doing some activity that involves running 53.3 6.7 10.0 23.3 6.7 
Climbing/swinging 85.2 0.0 7.4 7.4 0.0 
Other active activityb 25.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 75.0 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
aCited “other” indoor activities involving boys include bowling, stretching, aerobics, and active games. 
bCited “other” indoor activities involving girls include bowling, dancing, hopscotch, stretching, and active games. 
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Table B.6. Concerns About Children’s Weight 

 Percent of Teachers 

Has concerns about weight of children in class  50.0 

Number of children teacher has concerns about a  
Just 1 or 2 81.3 
A few (3–4) 12.5 
Some 6.3 
Most 0.0 
All 0.0 

Parents have talked with teacher about child’s weight 21.9 

Number of parents spoken withb  
Just 1 or 2 100.0 
A few (3–4) 0.0 
Some 0.0 
Most 0.0 
All 0.0 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
aAmong those reporting concerns about the weight of children in their classroom. 
bAmong those who have talked to parents about their child’s weight. 
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Table B.7. Support for Promoting Healthy Eating Choices 

 Percent of Teachers 

How much teacher knows about The Food Guide  
Knows a lot about it 40.6 
Knows a little about it 46.9 
No knowledge of it 12.5 

How much teacher knows about The 5-A-Day Program  
Knows a lot about it 38.7 
Knows a little about it 48.4 
No knowledge of it 12.9 

Has received training on ways to promote healthy eating 28.1 

Main topics of training a, b, c  
Nutrition and healthy eating 77.8 
Physical activity 55.6 

Uses published lesson plans or other materials 46.9 

Materials used for planning healthy choicesb, d  
USDA’s MyPlatee 66.7 
Fit WIC 13.3 
Project RENEW 33.3 
North Carolina’s Color Me Healthy curriculum 0.0 
UC CalFresh Nutrition Education Program 13.3 
Learning About Nutrition through Activities (LANA) 13.3 
Project Refresh Toolkit 6.7 
Otherf 46.7 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
aAmong teachers who report receiving training. 

bResponses do not sum to 100, because more than one response could be provided. 
cCategories reflect researcher coding of responses to an open-ended question. 
dAmong teachers who report using lesson plans or other materials. 
eFormerly called MyPyramid website. 
fExamples of cited “other” materials include Be Choosy To Be Healthy, Happy Healthy Me, and Healthy Habits. 
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Table B.8. Food Served by Programs 

 Percent of Teachers 

Approach to serving food  
Children serve themselves 74.2 
Adult(s) serve children 19.4 
Children get prepared plates 0.0 
Children serve each other 6.5 

Program restricts foods children bring from home 90.3 

Types of food restrictions program hasa, b  
No food from home allowed 53.6 
Limits unhealthy foods 42.9 
Limits foods children are allergic to 14.3 

 
Never or 

Sometimes 

1–2 
Times a 
Week 

3–4 
Times a 
Week Every Day 

Number of days the following food is served…     
Whole milk or whole chocolate milk 86.7 3.3 0.0 10.0 
Reduced-fat milk  15.6 9.4 9.4 65.6 
Reduced-fat chocolate milk  90.6 3.1 0.0 6.3 
Soda or sports drinks 96.9 0.0 0.0 3.1 
Fruit drinks that are not 100% fruit juice 96.9 3.1 0.0 0.0 
Fruit drinks that are 100% fruit juice 37.5 28.1 18.8 15.6 
French fries, home fries, or hash browns 87.5 12.5 0.0 0.0 
Vegetables or salad 15.6 28.1 9.4 46.9 
Unsweetened yogurt 48.4 41.9 6.5 3.2 
Sweetened yogurt or flavored with fruit 80.0 13.3 6.7 0.0 
Fresh fruit 6.3 12.5 21.9 59.4 
Canned or frozen fruit 59.4 31.3 3.1 6.3 
Salty snack foods 84.4 9.4 3.1 3.1 
Candy or other sweets 96.9 3.1 0.0 0.0 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
aAmong those reporting program has restrictions on the types of food children can bring from home. 
bCategories reflect researcher coding of responses to an open-ended question. 
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Table B.9. Food- and Meal-Related Activities with Children and Families 

 Percent of Teachers 

Favorite approach for supporting children’s healthy 
eatinga, b  

Discusses and prepares healthy foods 46.9 
Models/sets example for children 28.1 
Encourages children to eat healthy foods 25.0 

While at the program, teacher…  
Usually eats what the children eat 59.4 
Usually brings own food from home 9.4 
Sometimes eat what children eat and sometimes 
brings food from home 21.9 
Does not eat with children 9.4 

Children help with food preparation 81.3 

Ways children help with food preparationa, b, c   
Assemble/prepare foods 80.8 
Set table 30.8 
Serve self/othersc 19.2 

Children help with gardening activities 81.3 

Ways children help with gardening activitiesa, b, e  
Dig/prepare soil/plant 92.3 
Water/tend 53.8 
Measure, observe, and discuss growth 30.8 

 Never  Rarely Sometimes Often 

Activities teacher does with children     
Talks to them about foods 0.0 0.0 28.1 71.9 
Tells them they must stay at table until finished 61.3 12.9 6.5 19.4 
Eats with them to model positive eating behaviors 9.4 0.0 15.6 75.0 
Reads stories about different foods 0.0 6.3 50.0 43.8 
Lets them experiment with foods 9.4 18.8 34.4 37.5 
Tells them they can’t do activity they want until they 
try food 93.8 3.1 3.1 0.0 
Talks about how much to eat 15.6 9.4 56.3 18.8 
Talks about how to recognize they are full 15.6 21.9 50.0 12.5 
Encourages social conversation during meals 0.0 0.0 6.3 93.8 
Tells them they should not talk during meals 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Rewards/consoles them by giving special food 75.0 12.5 12.5 0.0 
Other 57.1 0.0 0.0 42.9 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
aResponses do not sum to 100, because more than one response could be provided. Categories are based on 
coding of responses to open-ended questions. 
bCategories reflect researcher coding of responses to an open-ended question. 

cAmong those reporting that children help with food preparation. 
dTable B.8 shows that 81 percent of teachers reported in response to a closed-ended question that children help 
serve. In this table, “serves self/others” is a code based on responses to an open-ended question about food 
preparation. Thus, it is likely an underestimate as most responses to this question focused on food preparation rather 
than serving.    

eAmong those reporting that children help with gardening activities. 
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Table B.10. Food- and Meal-Related Activities with Families 

 Percent of Teachers 

 Never 

Once or 
Twice a 

Year 

A Few 
Times a 

Year 
Once a 
Month 

More 
than 

Once a 
Month 

Sends home information about healthy eating to 
parents 

18.8 25.0 40.6 12.5 3.1 

Invites parents to participate in classroom activities 
about healthy eating 

34.4 34.4 25.0 6.3 0.0 

Has parents bring in foods that are special to families 35.5 32.3 29.0 3.2 0.0 

Talks with families about how they can foster positive 
eating habits at home 

33.3 16.7 30.0 16.7 3.3 

Makes list of community services available to help 
families afford healthy foods 

28.1 43.8 15.6 6.3 6.3 

 
Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey. 
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