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Abstract 
This paper focuses on children’s participation in physical activities attended in kindergartens within 
early childhood and preschool programs. The purpose of this paper is to examine opinions of 
preschool educators concerning the importance of involving children in such physical activities, as well 
as their perception of the extent to which they are prepared for their implementation. Participants in 
the research were preschool educators employed in kindergartens in the town of Sesvete. A total of 66 
preschool educators were involved in the research. Most of the respondents perceive physical 
activities as very important for preschool children and most of them believe that they have developed 
all required competences for conducting such physical activities in their work. Meanwhile, only one 
third of respondents carry out physical activities on a daily basis with children. Results have shown 
that some kindergartens do not have appropriate gyms for conducting physical activities. Since 
physical development of children is one of the main segments of the Croatian early childhood care and 
preschool education curricula, it is important to educate preschool educators on the positive effects of 
including preschool children in daily physical activities, as well as introduce them to different methods 
of conducting these activities.   
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Since birth, man has a natural, inborn need for movement. This is, above all, a primary biological 
necessity. Movement makes possible the exploration of the environment, discovering the abilities of 
one’s own body, thus creating self-awareness. It also enables the realization of possible limitations of 
one’s body through experience. On the other hand, the availability of such experiences in the modern 
lifestyle is limited. A characteristic of the modern world is that it is an environment in which the need 
for movement has been reduced. If the environment in which man moves is scarce, it is to be 
assumed that there will be a negative impact on his/her future development. Preschool children are 
especially endangered by a sedimentary lifestyle. Therefore, it should be emphasized that exercise 
and motor movements represent one of the best ways of stimulating the brain, due to the total 
inclusion of the cerebellum in the complex process of movements that are carried out [1]. Furthermore, 
movement and exercise improve mood and cognitive processes [2], i.e., numerous scientific studies 
have confirmed that physical activity activates the brain, helps the regulation of stress and emotions 
and enhances learning. Insufficient physical activity in preschool children adversely affects their 
psychophysical growth and development, thus, it is necessary to direct children in a developmental 
stage of life to various types of movement and enable them to realize this movement in order to 
positively influence their overall development. One of the tasks of the educational institutions in the 
contemporary world is to include a satisfactory level of physical activities. As a result, children could 
acquire the routine of a healthy lifestyle that also entails adequate nutrition and appropriate hygienic 
conditions. 

In their daily work with children preschool educators engage in direct interaction, and as such, 
according to the traditional understanding of early childhood and preschool education, have the 
knowledge, competences and the power of influence on the child, and with that, on the shape of its 
development. However, in light of the contemporary paradigm which conceives the child as a 
complete individual who is a constructor of one’s knowledge and development, the preschool educator 
assumes the role of a companion who supports, encourages and directs the child’s development. [3] 
The form and extent of physical activities performed in kindergartens is determined by preschool 
educators. In order to achieve this, [4] “preschool educators should understand, know and respect 
children’s wishes, interests and needs.” The role of the preschool educator in planning and carrying 
out physical activities is vital. The level of impact physical activities have on the growth and 
development of children depends on the preschool educator. Today, children spend almost two thirds 
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of the time they are awake in educational institutions. By including children of early childhood and 
preschool age in everyday physical activity positively affects the development of their anthropological 
characteristics. The “modern” way of life motivates children to lead increasingly sedentary lifestyles, 
and the reason for this lies in cultural and technological values that are changing at an exponential 
rate, especially with the appearance and influence of diverse technologies. Children spend more and 
more time surrounded by digital media, playing games, browsing the web, etc., activities that limit 
movement, which in turn leads to increased obesity in children, lack of attention, etc., hence parents, 
preschool educators and children should be repeatedly told that physical activity is a prerequisite for 
optimal growth and development of children and has a major effect on children’s health [5]. 

The author [6] emphasizes two starting points that are important for developing positive life habits. The 
first one is, if children are introduced to the benefits of physical activity and a healthy lifestyle from 
ages of two to six, that lifestyle they will pass on to adult life. The second one is that no preschool 
educator, parent, or anyone close to the child can achieve this alone, but impetus from everyone in a 
child’s environment is necessary. For stopping the negative trend, the author indicates the following 
requirements: 

• The state should ensure conditions for adequate protection of children’s health 
• Preschool and primary school programs should include as many opportunities for physical 

activities as possible 

• Parents should encourage physical activity of their children and should plan and secure 
nutritionally acceptable meals so as to enable children to develop a healthy and positive lifestyle 

• The local community should plan and construct playgrounds that stimulate children to engage in 
physical activity and in social interaction. 

Appropriate physical activities can positively influence the prevention of illnesses such as diabetes, 
various types of cancers or cardiovascular system-related illness. There is no real reason for not 
exercising (there is no excuse good enough to avoid physical activity). [7] “Although there is no real 
evidence of physical activity prolonging the lifespan, it is a fact that it (in reasonable “dosage”) stops, 
reduces or even eliminates risk factors”. 

Guidelines developed by the Croatian National Association for Sports and Physical Education are as 
follows: 

• Children from birth to 12 months – it is necessary to place them in a safe environment with 
interaction with their parents for as long as possible, in order for them to engage in everyday 
physical activities aimed at exploring their immediate environment. 

• Children from 1 to 3 years – should be physically active for at least 30 to 60 minutes per day. 
Apart from that, time spent in inactivity should not exceed 60 minutes at a time, apart from time 
spent in sleep. Movement both indoors and outdoors should be provided, where activities that 
develop the larger muscles are performed. 

• Children from 3 to 6 years – should be involved in at least 60 minutes of structured physical 
activity on a daily basis, where the inactivity phase should not exceed 60 minutes at a time, with 
the exception of sleep-time. It is necessary to provide an environment both indoors and 
outdoors to conduct physical activities of children this age. 

Individuals working with children should introduce them to the benefits physical activities have on 
health. They should include all children, especially children with special needs, in various physical 
activities – such as games, dancing and various forms of sports’ competitions [8]. These individuals 
should create a positive atmosphere for children to carry out physical activities in, ensuring children in 
this environment feel safe and relaxed, and encouraging physical activity of children who are at the 
same time socializing with peers. With young children, participating in sports activities is not of primary 
concern, since the existing atmosphere and difficulty level can cause anxiety and even fear. This 
occurs mostly because parents’ expectations are too high and focused on achieving the best possible 
sports results in competitions, while preschool children are not yet mentally developed enough to 
understand the complexities of sports competitions [9]. In addition to that, children of that age are 
more susceptible to sports injuries and do not have sufficient motor skills for successful participation. 
The above described circumstances, require genuine cooperation between parents, kindergartens and 
the community. 
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In the Republic of Croatia, pre-school age is divided into the nursery and kindergarten periods. The 
nursery period covers children up to the age of three, while kindergarten lasts from year three to the 
time children start school. Kindergarten age is divided into younger, middle and older kindergarten 
age. Each of these developmental stages requires a different method of performing physical activities. 
The type of physical activities is primarily determined by the level of development of particular 
anthropological features. In the Republic of Croatia, physical activities begin with children of 
kindergarten age. 

In order for educational institutions to ensure a satisfactory level of physical activity among children, it 
is necessary for them to determine the methods, forms and amount of current physical activity [10]. 
For this purpose, a survey was conducted among preschool educators to determine the extent to 
which physical activities were carried out in the educational institutions they are employed at. 
Preschool educators from more than one kindergarten in Zagreb participated in completing the online 
questionnaire. Its aim was to determine the current attitudes of preschool educators towards physical 
activities of children and their current functioning. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The aim of this research is to determine the level to which preschool educators are informed about the 
importance of carrying out physical activities, the possibilities they have for carrying them out in the 
preschool education institutions they work in, and how frequently physical activities are carried out 
with children. The online questionnaire was filled out by 66 respondents from the wider Zagreb area. 
All of the participants were female, aged 18 to 65, with different years of professional experience 
working in kindergartens. They participated in the survey regardless of the age group they work with.  

A questionnaire consisting of 17 questions in total was used for conducting the survey. It was carried 
out electronically (using Google Forms) so that questions were entered into an online electronic form 
and forwarded to participants using digital social network platforms. One part of the questionnaire 
contained questions seeking to look into and describe the structure and status of the participant and 
the preschool group s/he works in. The second part of the questionnaire provided answers to the 
specific subject of inquiry. Collected data was assessed and then automatically analyzed 
electronically. Results were presented as absolute, percentual values and in graphic representation. 

3 RESULTS 
The questions were formulated as statements in which the respondents could confirm their level of 
agreement or the frequency of performing an action, on a scale from 1 to 5, (where 1 represents the 
maximum and 5 the minimum). There were also questions in which the respondents could answer with 
a “yes” or a “no”. The results are as follows: 

 
Table 1. Awareness of the importance of carrying out physical activities in children. 

Of the 66 participants, 66.7% think they are sufficiently aware of the importance of carrying out 
physical activities. Interestingly, almost 20% of those surveyed said they were not aware of the 
importance of carrying out physical activities. It is obvious that additional education should be provided 
in educational institutions about the importance of physical activity for the development of 
anthropological characteristics of preschool children. The results indicate that continuing education for 
preschool educators is necessary to keep up with the modern lifestyles of children. 
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Table 2. Participants' competences for performing physical activities. 

62% survey participants believe they are competent enough for carrying out physical activities, while, 
on the other hand, almost 40% of the respondents believe they do not have sufficient competencies 
for carrying out physical activities. This fact implies that a substantial segment of respondents believe 
they are not competent enough to carry out organized physical activities with children. This 
percentage may also be affected by the number of children with special needs who require special 
attention from the preschool educator. The question is to what extent educators have had the 
opportunity to learn about ways and methods of working with children with special needs. In addition, 
approaching such a child is always specific and individual. In order to tackle this problem, another 
study needs to be conducted on the topic to determine exactly what uncertainties are involved. 

 
Table 3. Including kinesiological activities in working with children. 

When asked about the frequency of physical activity they carry out in their work, 25% of respondents 
exercise daily, and 27% - 2 to 3 times per week. From this data, we can conclude that only 50% of 
respondents meet the recommendations of the World Health Organization concerning the share of 
physical activity in the daily life of preschool children. The other 50% of respondents do not meet the 
recommended standards for the proportion of physical activity in the lives of children. The results show 
that some educators do not use physical activities at all in their work. Reasons for this may be both 
objective and subjective. Objective reasons, above all, indicate a lack of material conditions, both 
outdoors and indoors. In addition, the probable cause is the relatively insufficient number of devices 
and equipment. As for the subjective reasons, they are, it seems, primarily related to a feeling of 
lacking competencies for performing physical activities with children. Results clearly indicate that 
additional training programs for persons working with children should be prepared in order to increase 
their competencies. 
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Table 4. Allowing active movement and spending time outdoors. 

When asked about spending time outdoors on a daily basis, almost 80% of respondents replied they 
spend time with children outdoors daily. On the other hand, 8% of the respondents never give children 
opportunity to be active outdoors. It is hard to believe that these 8% of respondents never give 
children the opportunity to be active and spend time outdoors. It is more likely that children in their 
group are outdoors when they are with another educator. The schedule of work in educational 
institutions in the Republic of Croatia is such that one educator works with children from 7 am to 1 pm 
and the other from 11 am to 5 pm. From 11 am to 1 pm both educators work with children. Therefore, 
children have the opportunity to go outdoors in the morning and in the afternoon. Of course, time 
spent outdoors depends on the weather as well as the season. 

 
Figure 1. Possibility of using a gym for physical activities. 

When asked if they have a gym where they are able to carry out physical activities, 65% of 
respondents indicated they had the possibility of using a gym and all the necessary props, while 
10.6% do not have adequate space. From the gathered results we can conclude that almost 35% of 
the respondents are not able to perform physical activities in the designated areas. The question 
arises how to carry out physical activities in some educational institutions without minimum conditions. 
Some form of a sports hall is necessary, especially when the weather conditions are not favorable for 
going outdoors. In such conditions, it is very difficult for children to meet their need for movement in a 
regular kindergarten room. It is obvious that the local community should take necessary steps to 
provide adequate conditions for the development of all children equally. 

 
Figure 2. Adjustment of physical activity programs to children with special needs. 
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More than 53% of respondents have a child with special needs in their group. From this percentage of 
respondents, 60% adjusts the physical activity program to meet the needs of these children, while only 
8% does not. Given the relatively large number of groups with children with special needs integrated 
into day-to-day work, it would certainly be necessary to carry out further education programs for 
educators in order for them to get better competencies to carry out physical activities in such specific 
working conditions.  

4 CONCLUSION 
This study was conducted in order to determine the level of involvement of children attending 
educational institutions in the Republic of Croatia in physical activities, as well as the level of 
competencies of people who work with them. 66 respondents answered a questionnaire containing 17 
questions. The questionnaire was designed to gather information from preschool educators, in order to 
find out to what extent they are aware of the importance of conducting and encouraging physical 
activity in kindergartens, whether they have access to gyms and enough props, whether they conduct 
organized physical exercise, and whether they adapt physical activity to children with special needs. 
The questionnaires were collected and processed electronically.  

The results showed that the vast majority of preschool educators are aware of the importance of 
engaging children in physical activity, however, the results also showed that many preschool 
educators do not adhere to this. The causes are both objective and subjective. Of the objective 
causes, the primary cause is a lack of specialized facilities for performing physical activities, as well as 
comparatively inadequate working conditions. In addition, there is a significant number of children with 
special needs who are integrated into the regular programs. Of the subjective causes, there is, above 
all, insufficient competence to perform physical activities with children with special needs. Through 
physical activity, children develop motor skills and abilities, in order to know how to manage their body 
in a meaningful and skillful way and to handle objects. 

The ever increasing trend of a sedentary lifestyle is increasingly affecting young children. The task of 
the preschool educator is to warn parents and children of the dangers of insufficient movement and to 
provide children with the opportunity for more frequent and more interesting physical activities. The 
research found that most educators do not introduce physical activity into their daily curriculum, with 
one-third of respondents introducing physical activity into their work with children only a few times a 
month. The role of preschool educators, both in planning and in carrying out physical activities, is 
significant, and their quality depends on children’s growth and development. Educators should, 
therefore, also introduce organized physical activity classes into their daily work. The research results 
show that only one-third of those surveyed actually do so. Children with special needs also have the 
right to participate in physical activity and it is also the task of the preschool educator to use an 
individual approach to adjust physical activity for each child individually. The results of the research 
show that the current state of involvement of children in physical activity in the Republic of Croatia is 
relatively insufficient [11]. 

It is important to emphasize the fact that today's generations of children are surrounded by modern 
technologies from birth, i.e., they grow up in the so-called Digital World. Many authors refer to them as 
the "Net Generation", which differs from older generations in attitudes and behaviors [12], which is a 
challenge for the whole community, especially for educators. Educators should allow each child 
adequate socio-emotional development, proper methods and techniques of leading groups of children, 
developing their communication skills, using an individual approach for each child and nurturing its 
specificity and particularity. On the other hand, educators themselves need to be prone to teamwork 
and collaboration, and ready for lifelong learning, continual enhancement and effort, as these are 
some of the key competencies of any successful educator [13]. Educators are invited to raise 
awareness of their competencies and shortcomings in a timely manner and to take care of their 
motivation and willingness to work with all children equally [14]. 

It is evident that there is a need for additional education of preschool educators, which is aimed at 
improving their competencies necessary for professional conducting of physical activities with 
preschool children. On the other hand, it is necessary to improve material working conditions in 
preschool institutions - kindergartens, so that all children have an equal chance of adequate 
development. Programs for parents and children should be developed and implemented at a national 
level, indicating the importance of physical activity for the development of children, the acquisition of 
healthy habits and the prevention of the harmful effects of sedentary lifestyles, and special attention 
should be paid to children with special needs. 
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