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While in Australia, | recently came across a large systematic
review on the effectives of physical activity and how it y {
improved anxiety, depression and distress in children (Singh et ‘
al., 2025). The study was published out of the University of
South Australia and was the largest meta-analysis to date,

including 38,117 young people aged 5-18 years. The study
found that consistent, structured movement improved symptoms of both anxiety

and depression. The research also included studies where children were diagnosed
with ADHD and also showed positive results for this group of children. Upon the
return to school, we tend to see a spike in mental health symptoms which then leads
to diagnoses and ultimately medication.

The research found that anxiety improved most through
. low-intensity, resistant-based exercise while depression
improved most through moderate-intensity, physical

£ activity that combines aerobic and strength work.
Positive outcomes for depressed children occurred on

- or before the 12" week, indicating the intervention for

. 4 children could be quite short term. For Play Therapists
this information is important to share with parents and

. teachers. Itis also a significant consideration to play
3 therapy session planning when working with anxious and
- depressed children. The research supports shorter
“bursts” of activity as this has shown to have a greater
effect outcome.

The following suggestions for different age groups were offered by Pivot to Play®
founder Preston Blackburn. Coming across Preston’s life work was important for
me to pass on to the play therapy community as she works with teachers “to
leverage fun to help classrooms move from chaos to calm”. It’s nothing that brain
science has not already taught us — but getting teachers and parents to believe in
play is the key. Who can explain the value of play better than Play Therapists?
Research brings further credibility in how and in what ways to design activities in
the classroom and in therapy room.



Creating a Plan for Classrooms by Age

Preschoolers
Low-intensity resistance exercise might look like:
e Bear crawling or crab walking during transitions
e Pulling or pushing a wagon full of heavy things across the room, down the hall,
or on the playground
e Carrying buckets of sand or water on the playground
e Running uphill on the playground
e Climbing on the playground or up the stairs

Moderate-intensity, mixed-mode might look like:

e A game of tag with an added strength element —
jumping jacks when tagged (preschoolers are
shockingly serious about tag)

e Asorting game where the sorting bins are far
from the pile — and harder if they must jump
back each time

e An obstacle course with things to crawl over,
under, and through, plus hopping, jumping, and
unstable surfaces
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Elementary Students
Low-intensity resistance exercise might look like:
o Wall push-ups or a few chair-assisted squats built into a subject transition
e Classroom “jobs” that involve carrying something heavy — a stack of books, a
full water pitcher — across the room
e A stair climb between classes, if your building allows it

Moderate-intensity, mixed-mode might look
like:

e Four Corners with an academic twist — call
out a math fact, kids run to the corner with
the right answer

e A quick freeze-dance reset between two
focused work blocks

e An animal-walk relay between small teams




Movement in Play Therapy

Those of you who have completed the Foundations in Play Therapy (Green Stream)
will recall the music and movement training days. At the time you may have
thought “this is fun” but how will this address a parent’s concern about their
anxious child? Movement can provide children with opportunities for physical
expression, regulation, mastery, release, connection, sensory exploration,
boundary-setting, and symbolic communication. Activities can remain child-led or
become more structured depending on the therapeutic goal and the child’s needs.

Scarves, Fabric and Ribbons

e Scarf dancing - move scarves fast, slowly, high,
low, gently, or powerfully.

e Follow the scarf — one person leads movements
while the other follows.

e Wind and storm play — scarves become wind,
rain, tornadoes, waves, or storms.

e Hide and reveal — hide under or behind scarves
and decide when to emerge.

o Safe-place building — use scarves or fabric to
construct a tent, nest, cave, or protective space.

e« Emotion movement - explore what angry,
excited, worried, calm, or joyful movement
might look like.

* Ribbon trails — create pathways, circles,
boundaries, or shapes through movement.

Foam Swords, Shields and Battle Play

Sword play - structured or spontaneous sword fighting using clear safety
boundaries.

Sword and shield - experiment with attacking, defending, approaching, and
retreating.

Protect the castle — defend a desighated space, structure, or symbolic object.
Defeat the monster - battle an imaginary threat or challenge.

Power practice — explore strong movements, strong voices, stopping, and saying
“No!”

Rescue mission — travel through obstacles to rescue a toy, puppet, or figure.
Boundary battle - create physical boundaries that can be protected, negotiated,
entered, or exited.



Movement with Ordinary Materials

Stepping-stone journey - travel between safe “islands.”Tunnel play — crawl
through, hide inside, or construct tunnels.

Balance challenges — walk along a taped line, rope, cushions, or low balance
equipment.

Mission course - transport an object safely through obstacles.
Child-designed challenge - invite the child to construct a course for
themselves or the therapist.

Newspaper snowstorm - tear, toss, kick,
gather, and throw paper.

Cardboard-box play — boxes become
vehicles, forts, hiding spaces, houses, or
objects to push and pull.

Paper-ball battle - crumple paper and
engage in a playful throwing game.
Bubble-wrap stomping — explore sound,
pressure, anticipation, and release.
Pool-noodle play - use for fencing, reaching,
pushing, balancing, or creating boundaries.

Paper-plate skating — stand on plates and slide across a suitable floor.
Cushion mountain - construct, climb, knock down, and rebuild.

Masking-tape pathways - create roads, boundaries, mazes, jumping points, or
movement trails on the floor.

Body Awareness and Regulation

e Push the wall - use strong pushing
movements followed by relaxation.

e Heavy-work activities — push, pull, carry,
drag, or stack appropriate objects.

» Shake it out — shake different body parts
and notice what happens afterward.

e Slow-motion movement - perform ordinary
or imaginative actions as slowly as possible.

* Move and pause - alternate periods of
energetic movement with intentional
stillness.



e Breathing with movement - stretch
upward while inhaling and lower the body
while exhaling.

* Body-size exploration — become very
small, very large, wide, narrow, heavy, or
light.

» Escape and capture play - structured
chasing, hiding, escaping, rescuing, or
finding.

e Strong and vulnerable characters -
physically experiment with different
positions of power.

This article offers the invitation to all Play Therapists to incorporate movement
into their play therapy sessions as well as to use current research to support
your treatment planning when working with anxious and depressed children and
young people.
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