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Childhood obesity is a growing health problem in the United 
States that has captured the attention of researchers, 
policymakers, and practitioners. Over the past four decades, 
rates of obesity doubled among children age 2 to 5 and 
quadrupled among children ages 6 to 11 (Ogden and Carroll 
2010). In 2010, 15 percent of children ages 2 to 4 were obese 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] 2012). 
Among low-income 4-year-olds in Los Angeles County, 20 
percent were obese in 2011 (CDC 2013).1 While the most 
recent data suggest that rates of obesity are escalating more 
slowly or even leveling off, the prevalence of childhood obesity 
remains a serious public health concern because it poses 
short- and long-term health and emotional risks for children 
(Daniels 2006). 

Regular physical activity can have positive effects on the 
physical health (including weight) and social-emotional 
well-being of children and adolescents (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services [DHHS] 2010). The CDC 
recommends that children ages 6 to 17 should engage in 60 
minutes or more of physical activity each day, and moderate 
or vigorous aerobic activity should make up most of that 
time (CDC 2011). The National Association for Sports and 
Physical Education (NASPE) suggests that preschoolers 
engage in at least 60 minutes of structured active play and 60 
minutes of unstructured active play each day (NASPE 2013). 

Families and preschools have an opportunity to support young 
children’s participation in age-appropriate physical activities 
to both promote motor development and to establish habits for 
a physically active life (Patrick et al. 2001). 

Studying Child Well-Being and Physical 
Activity in Los Angeles Universal Preschool

Funded by First 5 LA, Los Angeles Universal Preschool 
(LAUP) is a nonprofit organization whose mission is to 
provide access to high quality preschool education for the 
children of Los Angeles County. Both First 5 LA and LAUP 
sponsor activities aimed at promoting children’s physical 
health. To inform these efforts, First 5 LA contracted with 
Mathematica Policy Research to examine how LAUP center-
based and family child care (FCC) programs promote physical 
activity among children. This work was conducted as part 
of the Universal Preschool Child Outcomes Study (UPCOS). 
Table 1 presents the UPCOS data sources and study sample. 
This issue brief highlights key findings about rates of obesity 
and overweight, time spent in physical activity, gender 
differences in play activities, and teachers’ approaches to 
encouraging activities.2 Additional study findings on these 
and related topics are covered in Aikens et al. (2013).

Table 1. 
Data Sources and Sample for Study of Promotion of Physical Activity in LAUP Programs

Data Sources Participating Sample

Measurement of children’s height and weight to determine rates of 
overweight and obesity

567 children (out of 642 eligible children in the programs 
participating in UPCOS)

Observations of physical space and materials available in 
programs for use in promoting of physical activity

41 programs (28 centers and 13 FCCs)

Lead teacher surveys on policy and practice related to physical 
activity and nutrition

32 lead teachers (41 invited, one from each program participating 
in the study)

Focus groups with lead teachers to explore topics addressed in 
the survey

4 focus groups with 21 participants, 7 from FCCs and 14 
from centers (41 invited, one participant from each program 
participating in the study)



Overweight And Obesity Among Children 
in LAUP

According to CDC criteria for obese and overweight,3 17 percent 
of LAUP children were obese, and 16 percent were overweight 
in the fall of the program year (33 percent total had a weight 
problem). A similar percentage of children were obese or 
overweight in the spring of the program year (17 percent were 
obese and 17 percent overweight; 34 percent overall). 

Physically Active Time in LAUP Programs

LAUP teachers reported that children met or exceeded 
the goals for physical activity set by the CDC, spending 
more than one hour on average in gross motor activity 
each day. Almost all teachers who completed the survey 
indicated that children spent time in both indoor and 
outdoor active play. Teachers reported that children spent 
an average of 44 minutes in outside gross motor play a day 
and an average of 33 minutes in inside gross motor play a 
day, for a total daily average of 77 minutes a day. This total 
falls short of the NASPE standards, but it does not include 
physical activity at home (LAUP funds a half-day program). 
Teachers did not report whether the activity was structured 
or unstructured.

Gender Differences in Active Play

Children participated in a wide variety of outdoor 
activities; teachers reported different patterns of play 
for boys and girls. Studies typically show that boys are 
more active than girls (Sallis et al. 1999), and survey data 
from LAUP teachers points to the same pattern: girls are 
less likely than boys to actively play for the entire outdoor 
play period on a typical day. Thirty-seven percent of teachers 
indicated that “a few” or more girls spend more than 10 
minutes (about one-quarter of the outdoor gross motor time) 
not engaged in active play, but only 23 percent of teachers said 
this was the case for boys. 

Teachers reported that some outdoor activities are clear 
favorites for boys, but there was more variation for girls. Over 
75 percent of teachers indicated that most or all boys spend 
more than 10 minutes on a typical day playing with a ball 
or a bean bag, riding tricycles or scooters, engaging in some 
activity that involves running, and climbing or swinging. 
In contrast, less than 75 percent of teachers said that girls 
engaged in these activities for more than 10 minutes on a 
typical day. Fifty to 75 percent of teachers indicated that most 
or all girls rode a tricycle or a scooter, jumped or hopped, and 
engaged in some other activity that involves running. 



Indoor activities were similar for boys and girls. The top two 
indoor activities for boys and girls alike are hula hooping 
and dancing, and they both spend more than 10 minutes a 
day engaged in these activities. About half the teachers (49 
percent) reported that boys spend more than 10 minutes 
hula hooping or dancing, and almost two-thirds (65 percent) 
reported that girls did the same. More than 45 percent 
of teachers reported that most or all boys and girls spend 
time jumping or hopping while playing indoors. The fact 
that indoor activities are about the same for boys and girls 
may reflect that indoor active play is more structured than 
outdoor play.

Encouraging Physical Activity
Teachers plan a range of activities for children. 
Teachers in focus groups reported planning a variety of 
aerobic and nonaerobic outdoor activities. Several teachers 
said they used balls; a few mentioned hula hoops and other 
equipment. Other outdoor activities or equipment mentioned 
by at least one teacher include gardening, obstacle courses, 
balance beams, playground equipment, and jump ropes. Dance 
was mentioned in many of the focus groups as a popular 
indoor physical activity, especially in engaging children who 
were reluctant to participate. Some mentioned yoga and 
stretching as engaging activities. One teacher used indoor 
group exercises before transitioning to outdoor time.

Teachers typically participate in children’s active 
play, although they sometimes observe. The survey 
gave teachers an opportunity to report on the various ways 
in which they usually participate in children’s physical 
activity (they could report more than one approach). Almost 
all teachers (97 percent) reported they sometimes participate 
with children for the entire play period. Almost half (44 
percent) reported they also start out by playing with children 
and then watch. Slightly less than one-third of teachers (31 
percent) reported that they sometimes give instructions for 
activities and then watch the children play.

Teachers reported using several approaches on a 
regular basis to encourage active play, and they 
identified modeling as an important motivator. As 
shown in Figure 1, all teachers reported that they often make 
sure children have the equipment they need. Most teachers 
(87 percent) often help children to join groups of other 
children already engaged in active play, and they 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. Few teachers tell children they must participate 
in active play even if they do not want to, and 75 percent said 
that they rarely or never tell children they must participate. 
In the focus groups, teachers said that they use peer support 
to help motivate reluctant children to play. For example, they 
pair a less active child with a more active child or encourage 
children to invite others to play.  
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Fig 1. Teachers’ Approaches to Encouraging Children’s Physical Activity

P
er

ce
nt

 o
f T

ea
ch

er
s

Sometimes Never/RarelyOften

Bargain with children to 
get them to participate

Tell children why being 
active is good for them

Help children join groups 
that are actively playing

Make sure children 
have needed equipment

100

87

13

81

16

3

36

25

39

3

22

75

Tell children to participate 
even if they don't want to
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Programs Provide a Range of Equipment 
and Materials to Promote Physical Activity

Programs had a variety of equipment in their outdoor 
play areas. Figure 2 shows the types of equipment programs 
had in their outdoor play areas. Tricycles and scooters were 
the most common, observed in 90 percent of programs. 
Observers also saw soccer balls or basketballs, basketball 
hoops or baskets, and hula hoops were 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. 

Indoor equipment available to children at the time 
of the observation was more limited than outdoor 
equipment. Bean bags and push toys were the most 
prevalent. In the focus groups, teachers reported that most 
of the indoor physical activities involved small props, such as 
scarves used in dancing.

Focus group participants noted two primary barriers 
to engaging children in active play: a shy or reserved 
temperament and fatigue from being in preschool for 
an extended day. Teachers described a variety of approaches 

to overcoming these barriers. For example, they allowed 
children to watch other children playing and they encouraged 
them to join, with some teachers beginning by holding hands 
and participating with the child. For some shy children, 
seeing other children having fun was good encouragement. 
A few teachers also said the peer strategies described above 
were helpful for shy or reserved children. 

Recommendations for Promoting Physical 
Activity During the Program Day

Programs can directly support children’s well-being by 
promoting physical activity during the program day. 

• Promote more vigorous movement. It is not clear that 
all children are engaging in aerobic activity. Some teachers 
may need a better understanding of the importance 
of aerobic activities as well as activities that promote 
strength and balance. LAUP may want to build on creative 
strategies some teachers are already using to encourage 
more vigorous activity. For example, based on their 
interactions with teachers, coaches and other field staff who 

In Less Than 20% of Programs

• Ball pit

• Monkey bars

• Rock climbing wall

• Rocking animals/
characters

• Ropes for swinging

• Spinners

• Swings

• Teeter totter/seesaw

• Trampoline

• Yoga mat

In 20-64% of Programs

• Balance beam/railroad 
ties for balancing

• Bases/soccer goals

• Bean bags

• Bowling pins and ball

• Climbing stairs/
rocking boats

• Jumping/hopper/
bouncy balls

• Lines on ground for 
hopscotch, etc.

• Obstacle course

• Push toys

• Tumbling mat

• Tunnel 

In 65% or More Programs

• Basketball hoops/baskets

• Cones

• Hula hoops

• Jump ropes

• Jungle gym/
climbing structure

• Slides

• Soccer balls/basketballs

• Tricycles/scooters

Figure 2. 
Equipment Available for Outdoor Activity

Source: UPCOS-6 Winter Teacher Survey 
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work with programs can build an ongoing list of ideas to 
share with LAUP teachers, or LAUP can bring together a 
professional learning community to brainstorm ideas. Many 
additional resources are commercially available. 

• Encourage girls to be more active, especially 
outdoors. Girls may be getting less experience with 
certain types of activities (for example, throwing and 
catching a ball, which develops eye-hand coordination), and 
they may be somewhat less active in general. To address 
this disparity between girls and boys, it may be helpful 
for teachers to organize large and small group activities 

that introduce children to a variety of skills. LAUP can 
convey to teachers the value of different large-muscle and 
aerobic activities. 

• Use peer support as a strategy. The focus groups 
suggested that some teachers successfully use peer support 
(for example, pairing children who are usually less active 
with children who are usually more active during active 
play time) to encourage physical activity. Teachers may 
benefit from training on how to use peer strategies.
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Endnotes

1. This estimate is based on preschool-age children enrolled in the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children in Los Angeles County.

2. Rates of obesity and overweight are weighted to be representative of all LAUP children in the 2012-2013 program year. All 
other data are unweighted.

3. Obese is defined as a Body Mass Index ≥ 95th percentile.  Overweight is defined as a Body Mass Index ≥ 85th percentile.


