Unlocking Physical Development in Early Years: A Look at the Education Endowment Foundation’s Physical Development Evidence Store

As early years educators, we know that physical development is more than just children learning to move their bodies—it is the foundation of their overall growth, health, and future success.  Whether it is balancing on a beam or mastering the coordination required for holding a pencil, physical skills are crucial in the early years, setting the stage for everything from academic achievement to social confidence.  To support educators in nurturing this vital area, the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) has introduced a valuable resource: the Physical Development Evidence Store.
But what is this resource, and how can it help early years educators boost children’s physical skills?  Let us take a closer look.

The Importance of Physical Development
Physical development is one of the three prime areas in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), recognised for its critical role in early childhood development.  Research shows that young children’s physical skills—both gross motor (large movements like running and jumping) and fine motor (small movements like writing and cutting)—are not only essential for physical health but also contribute to cognitive development, emotional regulation, and social skills.

Early years settings are uniquely placed to influence this development.  By encouraging active play and movement, educators can foster children’s coordination, balance, and fine motor skills while also improving their ability to concentrate and engage in learning.

What Is the Physical Development Evidence Store?
The EEF’s Physical Development Evidence Store is a comprehensive resource designed to help early years practitioners build knowledge and apply research-backed approaches to promote physical development in their settings.  The content is a living resource and is frequently updated.  The aim is to present the most relevant research in an accessible, easy-to-digest format, helping educators feel confident in using evidence-based strategies to support children’s growth and development.

This evidence store pulls together key findings from various studies (19 for PD), offering guidance that is both practical and grounded in research.  Importantly, it provides a summary of approaches that have been shown to improve outcomes for young children, particularly those who may need additional support in developing physical skills.

Key Insights and Approaches
One of the main messages from the evidence is the importance of creating a positive culture around physical activity.  Children who enjoy being active are more likely to engage in physical play, which in turn supports their gross and fine motor development. 

Active play helps children practice essential movements, such as running, jumping, balancing, and climbing, all of which contribute to their overall physical competence.
The Physical Development Evidence Store highlights several approaches that early years practitioners can adopt:
· Promoting Physical Activity: Establish a culture of movement where children feel encouraged to be physically active throughout the day, whether through structured play or spontaneous activities.
· Active Play: Incorporate play that stimulates physical movement, helping children develop coordination, strength, and balance.
· Gross Motor Skill Development: Focus on large muscle groups through activities like dancing, obstacle courses, or outdoor play, which help children build the physical foundations for more complex movements.
· Fine Motor Skill Development: Support children in developing the smaller muscle movements needed for tasks like writing, cutting, and threading beads by introducing age-appropriate tools and activities that refine these skills.

How Can Educators Use the Evidence Store?
The resource is designed for practical application in the classroom.  Early years educators can use it to:

· Develop a Shared Understanding: Ensure that all staff in a setting have a shared understanding of the importance of physical development and its link to other areas of children’s progress, such as cognitive and emotional development.
· Identify Opportunities: Recognise where opportunities exist to embed physical development into daily routines and activities.  This could be through setting up more outdoor play sessions, integrating movement into story time, or using hands-on activities that engage fine motor skills.
· Plan Next Steps: Equip staff with the knowledge and tools to guide children through their next developmental milestones.  By using evidence-informed approaches, educators can tailor activities to individual children’s needs, helping them progress at their own pace.

Building Educators’ Confidence and Knowledge
The Physical Development Evidence Store does not just provide information—it empowers educators to act on it.  By presenting the research in an easy-to-understand format, it allows practitioners to quickly access the most relevant findings and incorporate them into their day-to-day practice.  This resource serves as both a training tool and a reference guide, making it easier for educators to stay up-to-date on best practices in physical development.

Moreover, it encourages educators to reflect on their practice with questions such as:
· Do we have a shared understanding of physical development?
· Can we spot opportunities to support physical growth throughout the day?
· Are we confident in our ability to support children’s next steps in their physical development?

These prompts help early years practitioners continuously assess and improve their approach, ensuring that every child has the opportunity to develop their physical abilities in a supportive, engaging environment.

Final Thoughts

Physical development is a cornerstone of early childhood education and underpins many other areas of learning and development.   The EEF’s Physical Development Evidence Store is an invaluable tool for educators looking to refine their practice.  By bringing together research and practical guidance, it equips practitioners with the knowledge they need to create environments where children can thrive physically and, in turn, in all other areas of their development.
 
By staying informed and embracing evidence-based strategies, early years educators can play a pivotal role in shaping children’s physical competence, well-being, and lifelong health.  Join me to explore the Physical Development Evidence Store and unlock new ways to support the physical growth, development and active play that are so essential to a child’s early years.
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