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Before and After Physical Activity
Warming Up, Cooling Down and Stretching

  Full body stretches are suggested in each Action For Life lesson plan 
before the first main activity (Warm Up Stretches) and at the end of 
each lesson (Cool Down Stretches). Particular attention should be 
given to stretching the body parts used within the lesson. 

  The stretch should be held when a gentle tension is felt in the muscle. 

  If doing a specific stretch causes pain, stop the stretch. Stretching 
should not cause pain.

Warm Up Stretch: After warming up our bodies and muscles with light 
activity, we then do a Warm Up stretch. We do not stretch without first 
warming up because our muscles are a little bit like plasticine. When we 
take plasticine out of the packet or tub, it is cold and hard. We need to 
warm it up by moving it around to make it soft and stretchy. Our muscles 
are similar; they need to be moved around and warmed up to become 
flexible enough to stretch.

WARM UP

•  Before we do exercise, like doing PE or sports training, it is necessary  
to prepare our bodies by warming up. 

•  When we are active, the heart and lungs work harder and faster to 
circulate blood around the body. 

•  Warming up involves doing light activity to gradually increase our heart 
rate so that the body is prepared for more intense physical activity. 

Cool Down Stretch: Cool Down stretches should be done after the cool  
down to keep the muscles strong, flexible and healthy. Cool Down stretches  
are usually held for longer than Warm Up stretches and done in a seated or  
lying down position for a deeper stretch. Stretching can help to prevent  
muscle soreness after physical activity. 

COOL DOWN

•  When we finish exercising, we are still breathing fast and our hearts are still 
working hard to deliver blood all around the body. 

•  If we stop suddenly, the body thinks it is still exercising and continues to  
react as if it is. 

•  Cooling down means doing a lighter activity to ease the body out of its work 
mode and allow the breathing and heart rate to return to normal.

•  Stopping suddenly without doing a Cool Down could make us feel dizzy or  
unwell and can make the muscles sore. 

Stretches are detailed on the pages overleaf. 



Warm Up Stretches   Hold the position when a gentle tension is felt; you 
should not feel pain or discomfort.

  Keep breathing normally through the stretches. 

  Hold each stretch for 8-10 seconds.

Warm Up Stretches

4   Chest and  
Shoulder  
Stretch

•  Stand with feet hip 
distance apart.

•  Lace fingers  
together behind  
the back with palms 
facing the body.

•  Gently squeeze shoulder 
blades together and lift arms 
only as far as comfortable.

1  Quad Stretch

•  Stand with feet  
hip distance apart.

•  Bend left knee and catch foot.

•  Gently pull heel to bum.

•  Hold onto wall for support  
if necessary.

•  Keep hips level and both knees 
close together.

2  Hamstring Stretch

•  Step right foot backwards. 

•  Bend right knee, leaning upper  
body forward from hips with back straight.

•  Place hands on thigh for support (not on knee).

•  Gently push hips backwards as if sitting into  
a chair.

•  Stretch should be felt on back of upper part of 
the straight leg. 

3  Calf Stretch

•  Step left leg back, keeping right 
knee bent from Hamstring Stretch.

•  With straight back leg and feet flat on the ground,  
push weight through back heel into ground.

•  Stretch should be felt in bottom of back of straight leg. 

•  Push against a wall or move feet further apart for  
deeper stretch.

5  Tricep Stretch

•  Stand with feet hip 
distance apart.

•  Raise both arms  
overhead.

•  Bend one elbow and  
allow hand to drop  
between shoulder blades. 

•  Reach fingertips down 
spine and support elbow 
with other hand.

• Repeat with opposite arm.

6   Upper Back  
Stretch

•  Interlock fingers with 
palms facing body.

•  Bring arms to  
shoulder height and  
drop chin to chest.

•  Gently reach arms 
forwards, feeling the 
stretch between the back 
of your shoulders. 

7   High Reach  
Stretch

•  Stand with feet  
hip distance apart.

•  Hold hands  
above head  
and stretch  
upwards.

•  Feel the stretch along the 
whole upper body. 

= Area where stretch should be felt
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Complete stretches 1 , 2 and 3 on left leg, then change to right leg.
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  Hold the position when a gentle tension is felt;  
you should not feel pain or discomfort.

  Take slow deep breaths during the stretches. 

  Hold each stretch for 10-15 seconds, unless 
otherwise specified.

Cool Down Stretches

6  Seated Calf Stretch

• Sit on floor with legs wide.

•  Bend one knee, bringing the sole of the foot to rest 
on the inner thigh of the opposite leg. 

•  Point toes of straight leg towards the 
face and reach gently towards toes,  
keeping back straight.

•  Stretch should be felt in the back of the  
bottom of the straight leg. Repeat with opposite leg

4  Cat Stretch

•  Kneel with both hands on floor (knees  
below hips and hands below shoulders).

•  Let out a deep breath, tuck chin towards chest and round the back – 
imagine that you are trying to move your belly button up to the sky.

•  Do not hold this position as you will move slowly into Cow Stretch 
on next breath in. 

5  Cow Stretch

•  Kneel with both hands  
on the floor as in Cat Stretch. 

•  Taking a deep breath in, arch the 
back, tilt the chin and look up.

•  Gently press the stomach down 
and the hips up. 

1  Lower Back Stretch

•  Lie on back with knees bent and 
feet flat on floor.

•  Place hands at back of thighs and 
pull knees gently towards chest. 

•  Keep upper back, shoulders and 
head on floor throughout  
the stretch.

2  Lying Hamstring Stretch

• Lie on back with knees bent and feet flat on floor.

• Lift one leg and hold hands around back of thigh. 

•  Gently pull leg, only as far as comfortable, 
keeping the leg straight.

•  Stretch should be felt through the  
back of the lower leg.

Repeat with opposite leg

3  Lying Quad Stretch

• Turn onto front of body to lie on stomach.

• Rest head on forearm.

•  Bend one leg and hold foot with hand on 
same side. 

•  Keeping both hips on the floor, gently pull 
the heel towards the bum.

Repeat with opposite leg

8  Seated Chest Stretch

•  In a seated position on the floor, place both 
hands behind the back.

•  Rest the palms of the hands on either 
side of the spine at the lower back with 
fingertips facing downwards.

•  With straight back and head facing  
forward, gently press elbows  
together to stretch across the chest. 

7  Inner Thigh Stretch

•  Sitting on floor with straight back, bend both 
knees, placing soles of feet together.

•  Hold legs at ankles, sit up tall  
and allow knees to fall towards  
the floor (don’t push the legs).

•  For a deeper stretch, hold feet  
and lean slightly forward.

= Area where stretch should be felt

Move slowly from 
Cat Stretch to Cow 

Stretch and back for a few 
breaths – slowly moving 

into Cat Stretch on breath 
out and Cow Stretch 
on breath in. Repeat 
sequence 3-4 times.


