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Developing and supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood.
Reflective journal 

This journal is based on my personal deliberations in supporting the physical development of early years children and applying the Integrative Reflective Cycle approach (Bassot, 2013) following each session to develop and progress the children’s physical abilities as well as to better my understanding and practice. 
I am a primary school Reception Teacher working at Sketty Primary School in the Early Years setting. The school is one of the largest in Swansea and has two classes per cohort. In our Reception year group, there are sixty-one children in total. Having recently attended SKIP Training I was able to deliver PE sessions to both Reception classes with the support of one assistant.
Before the training my knowledge and understanding of physical literacy was limited. I understood that physical education was important to all ages, however, I did not realise its significance nor its impact on both the physical and cognitive development of babies and children from 0-7 years. “Most of the activity in the first 7 years of life is part of one process: the process of organising the sensations in the nervous system.”(Ayres, Robbins, 2005 p13) Piaget believes in order for a child to develop sensorimotor intelligence, which serves as the basis for intellectual, social, and personal development, seven or eight years of moving and playing is essential. (Ayres, Robbins, 2005)
Cycle One
My intention during the initial sessions was to develop the children’s locomotor skills, which is a part of the Fundamental Motor Skills or FMS (locomotor skills and object control skills). The locomotor involves movement, running, jumping, hopping, galloping, skipping etc whilst object control consists of manipulating and projecting objects such as throwing, kicking, catching, bouncing and rolling.  These skills are necessary as they form the basis for children’s future development in movement and physical activity (Stodden et al, 2008). I was always under the assumption that as long as children moved around during play, they would naturally develop their FMS, however, I have since become aware that this is not the case. 
In the first instance, I introduced Spatial Awareness and explained to the children the importance of keeping to their personal bubble. I asked them to stand on a spot and stretch as far as they could both sides and as high as possible on tiptoes. I discovered that avoiding others and staying within their bubble was challenging. I eventually decided to adopt Newell’s Model of Constraints by manipulating the constraints (Haywood and Getchell, 2005) and introduce spots. The children were able to focus on the spots whilst moving and because of the way they were scattered, were less likely to bump into each other. Although this helped, it did not altogether eliminate the problem. 
Each session, during the first cycle, was to familiarise the children with the four concepts, Spatial Awareness, Body Awareness, Relationships and Dynamics and the relevant language as all were new to them. It was also enabled me to assess the children’s locomotor stage (Davies, 2003). 
· Running: Most children were within the emerging stages with a handful of boys between stages 3 and 4. 
· Long jump: Most children at stage 1 with a few of the boys, who were also more proficient in running, at stage 2.  
· Hopping, galloping and skipping: Deemed the most difficult for all the children.  

We played many different warm up games to develop their FMS including Mr Bean, Traffic Lights, Mr Men, Splat the Frog, move like an animal, move like an object, copycat etc. These games made it fun for the children and kept them engaged. The first session showed the children’s lack of understanding and imagination, which in my opinion, clearly demonstrated the fact that their exposure to movement concepts was limited. The children needed prompting to vary pathways as they instinctively moved around the hall in a circle, they found moving backwards difficult and they did not understand a diagonal direction. Although the children needed prompting to encourage thinking, a few were able to generate some ideas on changing directions, which they demonstrated, however I had to suggest and show various types of pathways as they found that concept more difficult. The children did provide ideas on ways to travel, levels and dynamics, which they enjoyed demonstrating to their peers. Balancing was a concept some children found tricky especially balancing on small parts such as standing on one leg. My TA and I demonstrate ways of balancing i.e. large and small parts and the children were keen to try. As learning to balance is prerequisite in developing proficient fundamental motor skills (FMS) (Gallahue, 2012) it was essential therefore that I included balance within each game. Whilst playing a copying/mirroring game, which helped develop their relationships with others, most children were capable of following me however, when it came to mirroring a partner some children found it difficult. My reasoning for this was because I spoke as I did the actions whereas the partners did not and the children, especially at this age, need prompts and instruction to hear how to move as well as see the moves.
As early as the second session, I introduced a small obstacle course. This gave the children the opportunity to develop relationships with objects and to familiarise themselves with using some apparatus, as my intention was to create something similar in our outdoor area as part of our classroom provision the following week. I asked the children to suggest ways of moving across each piece of equipment, which had to include both body and spatial awareness concepts. Although only some children were forthcoming with suggestions, all children were keen to have a go. In each session thereafter, I continued to expand the obstacle course and introduce more apparatus. Sketty Primary being a large school has an effect on each year group having specific hall time. Each cohort has a minimum of sixty children and our Reception year group in no different. Creating a large enough obstacle course to accommodate thirty children at a time is difficult, nevertheless, my TA and I decided to split the course into two and place at both ends of the hall. I would take fifteen children and she would take the other half and split them into five groups of three. Each course consisted of five rows. We explained that when they finished each row they could move onto the next. My intention was for the children to move through the course independently which would eventually free both myself and my TA to work on other gardens simultaneously. I quickly realised that the idea was impossible at this stage to implement as it was evident the children could not grasp the concept of moving forward without clear guidance, which in turn caused problem with behaviour. I manipulated the constraints by amalgamating both courses. I also managed the transition from one section to another. This improved the children’s learning experience as well as behaviour.
Although I was aware introducing all the concepts and the corresponding vocabulary from the start, could have overwhelmed the children. Nevertheless continuously reinforcing each concept throughout the first cycle did develop their understanding in both movement and language which, in turn, has begun to put in place the necessary “Building blocks that become the basis for more complex and mature development” (Ayres, 2013: 15)
Cycle Two
My next step was to introduce and focus on developing the children’s object control skills. As the equipment was new to the children the initial session was used to familiarise themselves with the different types of balls, scarves, beanbag, cones etc and to explain what was meant by the term ‘gardens.’ In a subsequent session, I set up two gardens, one focused on catching and the other on throwing. 
Garden One: Catching
Children learn to control their bodies downwards from head to toe and from the mid-line out to their hands. There are, in total, five stages in becoming proficient at catching which depend on many factors such as hand – eye coordination, perceptual awareness and fine manipulation of the fingers (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway 2012). As my experience in delivering object control sessions is limited, I decided to reduce the number of children for my first garden to eight and my second garden to four. This would help me to manage the children as well as observe and support them where necessary. The children demonstrated stages 1 and 2, that is, delayed arm action, hugging the ball. I explained the importance of preparation and tracking to make the children accustomed to the cues e.g. ‘hands ready’ and ‘track the scarf/ball or keep your eyes on the scarf/ball.’ I also encouraged the children to prompt each other however not many felt confident enough to do so. The children realised quickly they needed to track the scarves to catch them but throwing the scarves up in the air was the issue. I decided to put them in pairs and throw to each other, which was more successful. At this point, I introduced large balls and the cues ‘X Factor’ zone and ‘Over the rainbow’ to encourage an overarm throw. Although I was watching ‘the throw’, my focus was the catching. My observations showed that some children were better than others at catching the ball. However not all children could throw the ball well which had a negative impact on the outcome of the game. I manipulated the task and environmental constraints to improve the children’s performance and provide them with a more positive experience. (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway 2012). For those pairings who demonstrated some ability to catch the ball I changed the environment by increasing the distance between them however, the increase made it obvious they were not ready, as they could not track the ball effectively. I then changed the task to a rolling task. For those pairings who were less skilful at throwing and catching, I also changed the task to a rolling task.  After initial observations, I placed a spot between each pair to aid tracking. 

Garden 2: Overarm throwing
My next task was to focus on overarm throwing. In a previous session, the children played battleships. This was to help develop underarm throwing.  It was not a successful session for two reasons. Firstly, the children were demonstrating more of an overarm slingshot throw, although I manipulate this constraint by adding a bench between them and the target to encourage throwing underarm and ‘over the rainbow’ it did not make a difference. Secondly, I had eight children throwing simultaneously, which made it difficult for me to give them enough individual attention. As a result, in the following session I had fewer children and focused on the overarm throw. 
Throwing is a gross motor complex skill based on ‘total body developmental and component developmental sequences.’ These sequences allow practitioners to identify each child’s stage, assess constraints and manipulate certain aspects of the environment or task to promote proficiency (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway 2012).  Having already identified that the majority of the children were stage two I decided to use a target on the wall and demonstrate the correct technique of a proficient overarm thrower. I emphasized the cue ‘get ready’ (wind up), my contralateral step, and follow through. My observations showed the children could not step and throw simultaneously nor use a contralateral step. I manipulated this constraint by adding a hoop to aid the ‘stepping’ whilst throwing. Although this helped, some children demonstrated and ipsilateral step. To counter this I placed stickers on their hands and opposing feet and prompted them each time they threw. I also manipulated the environmental constraints by changing beanbags to balls and increased distances. Although it was necessary to prompt each child, all four children managed to step and throw using opposing hands and feet although not always simultaneously. I have since placed a target in the class, as part of physical literacy active learn, to reinforce the mechanical elements of throwing so that the children can familiarise themselves with the wind up and the stepping forward action.
Conclusion
Motor skill development is fundamental in promoting children’s physical activity across time. 
If children cannot proficiently run, jump, catch, throw, etc., then they will have limited opportunities for engagement in physical activities later in their lives because they will not have the prerequisite skills to be active. (Stodden et.al, p291) 
In order to become proficient therefore, it is necessary to give early years children every opportunity to achieve FMS competency. According to (Goddard Blythe, 2005, p130) “Children of today have less movement opportunities in their daily lives than any other generation.”
The SKIP course has enabled me to understanding in the importance of developing children’s FMS. It has helped to build my confidence as a teacher, provided me with ideas to teach and to implement in the classroom. Moreover, it has informed me of why physical activity is essential in children’s physical and cognitive development and how proficiency allows them to gain the positive experiences they need to keep them physically active throughout their lives.
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