


Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood (BMSA4001) – Reflective Journal – Chris Ewing


This reflective journal is based on my experience of undertaking Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction in Pre-Schoolers (SKIP Cymru), as learnt during the completion of the Level 4 course with UWTSD and supported by the practical application of the learning via the delivery of 10 SKIP sessions in a local primary school over a period of 5 weeks. 

Ysgol Gymuned Y Fali is a small village school serving a rural area of Anglesey in North West Wales.  The school sits within a considerably deprived area, possessing a free school meal (FSM) rate of 28.5% that sits above the national eligibility rate of 23% (Welsh Government School Census Results, Feb 2022).  As the use of such an intervention could be considered to have greater efficacy for schools based in such deprived areas, with a common hypothesis being that children considered to be disadvantaged may be influenced by constraints that impede the development of fundamental motor skills (FMS) in early childhood (Goodway and Branta, 2003), it is anticipated that the SKIP intervention may go some way to mitigating for those disadvantages at this school.  

At the time of writing, there are 105 pupils across the school, with 47 pupils across the younger age range of Nursery class to Year 2.   Of these 105 children, 27 are eligible for Free School Meals Entitlement (28.5%), and 34 are considered to have additional learning needs (ALN) (36%).  I have been informed by the current Head Teacher that all children within the school currently participate in a minimum of 2 PE sessions each week, with each session lasting approximately 30 minutes. The SKIP sessions were implemented as additional sessions to the usual PE lessons rather than as replacements. 

As a parent governor with an established link with the school, I knew that the Headmaster would be keen to learn more about SKIP Cymru due to his personal ethos that physical activity and movement are essential components of education, seen as educational facilitators supporting the development of young children.  Having had discussions with the school staff during the early part of undertaking the qualification, I was also aware of their frustrations at recent downward trends seen in children’s capabilities in terms of both their physical development and in terms of their classroom abilities, particularly in regard to attention on task, general cognitive skills, self-care skills and willingness to attempt new challenges.  This school’s ethos and efforts to promote each child’s physical abilities is reflected in the research that shows that “7 or 8 years of moving and play are required to give the child a sensorimotor intelligence that can serve as the foundation for intellectual, social and personal development.” (Ayers, 2005: 25).  On the back of these conversations, the school were keen to trial SKIP Cymru to see whether or not positive change could be seen. 

SKIP Cymru also relates to my current role as a Dietetic Family Support Worker within the PIPYN project (Pwysau Iach Plant Yng Nghymru).  The project is funded by the Welsh Government and delivered via Public Health Wales and Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board, sitting under the national ‘Healthy Weight, Healthy Wales’ strategy.  According to the Child Measurement Programme results for 2021/22, Anglesey has one of the highest rates of childhood overweight (30.2%) and obesity (15.3%) across the Reception class age range, and so the project aims to tackle these high rates, a key part of which is supporting children and families to make positive and sustainable changes to lifestyles including increasing levels of physical activity as a method of attaining and maintaining a healthy weight.  
Following the completion of baseline measurements with all the children in the relevant classes, I chose a group of 14 participants that scored the least well across the baseline assessment and delivered a total of 10 sessions to these children across 5 weeks.  I split the 14 children into 2 groups and ran sessions on Mondays and Thursdays for a duration of approximately 30 minutes for each session.  The sessions were devised and implemented using the knowledge gained from the online learning resources and face-to-face sessions with the aim of promoting and supporting the development of the children’s fundamental movement skills in the anticipation of improving locomotor skills, object control skills and stability. These particular skills are identified by Gallaehue, Ozmuin and Goodway (2019) as being the building blocks to children becoming efficient movers, and are the base from which to attain a level of proficiency that can be applied across a wide range of sports and activities.  It is evidenced that by becoming proficient movers, children stand a much better chance of continuing to participate in physical activity and sports into later childhood and young adulthood, paving the way for lifelong participation.  For me and my work, this is key in terms of being one of the primary mitigating factors for preventing children from remaining on a path of being overweight, with physical inactivity continuing into adulthood, creating ongoing health and wellbeing deficits.  

During the first couple of sessions, my focus was the observation of the children’s abilities in terms of their Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) in order to support my planning of appropriate sessions which offered the participating children the best opportunities for development because “the development of FMS is essential to achieving proficiency in various sports, games, dances of culture – they serve as building blocks for efficient, effective movement and offer children ways to explore their environments and to gain knowledge about the world around them.” (Goodway et al, 2019: 178) 

During those first few sessions, concentrating on catching activities and movement concept games, I was a little surprised to hear a great deal of negative self-perception from the children.  Many of the children, when presented with the initial premise of an activity, would immediately inform me of their inability to perform an action, even prior to making an attempt.  On reflection of this, it occurred to me that either these children simply hadn’t had adequate experience and exposure to movement due to the restrictions of having repeated lockdowns during their formative years or they hadn’t yet formed a base of skills that promoted their sense of competence.  I felt a little sad at this, as “everything that we discover about life, we discover through movement” (Hodgson, 2001: 172).  I realised then how important it would be for me to set activities, games and tasks at the right level for the participating children in order to ensure as many opportunities for success as possible.  The reasoning for this can be seen via the model by Stodden et al (2008) which shows how developmental mechanisms influence the physical activity trajectories of children (Fig.1), showing that children’s perceived competency levels impact on their propensity to engage in ongoing physical activity.  Where a child, such as seen in many of the children within my group, has a self-perception of no or low competence, they are much more likely to shy away from physical activities that reinforce this perception thus creating a negative spiral of inactivity leading to poor health and overweight.  I can see by this model that my input here in supporting the children to possess and maintain a positive spiral of engagement would be key – setting the children up to succeed rather than fail, engineering experiences that promote success and subsequent feelings of competence and confidence. 


Fig.1 Developmental Mechanisms Influencing Physical Activity Trajectories of Children.  (Stodden et al, 2008.) 
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To begin with, I used simple catching activities to assess the children’s stages of development as identified by Goodway, Ozmun & Gallahue (2019).  By ascertaining that the children were all at either stage 1 of catching (arms and hands held straight out in front, no body adjustment, limited success in catching) or stage 2 (arms move inwards to attempt to hug the ball, child leans forwards from the trunk to meet the ball’s trajectory), I was then able to dynamically deliver appropriate activities to support the children’s development by applying Newell’s model of constraints (Fig.2) to the activities, making changes to the task and to the environment to ensure success as well as ensuring continued praise and verbal cues alongside clear demonstrations.  


Fig.2  Newell’s Model of Constraints 
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Where I could see that perhaps children were not having much success at catching a ball, I was able to change the task constraint by choosing another object such as a scarf or a soft toy and was able to change the environmental constraint by moving the child closer to the thrower.  With one pair of children, I chose to reduce the task to a rolling one rather than a catching one due to their inability to eye-track the object. This enabled all the children to experience frequent success, so ensuring their attention on task and enthusiasm to participate.  

I also introduced a variety of movement concept activities, achieved through the delivery of a range of session warm-ups, presenting them primarily as themed games so as to promote engagement and enthusiasm among the children.  These games were designed to enable to children to practice within an identified ‘theoretical framework of movement incorporating dynamics, space, relationships and body’. (Davies, 2003: 3).  One such game that proved popular was ‘A Trip to the Zoo’, where the children were invited to pretend to be animals either chosen by themselves or by their peers.   This game enabled the children to practice moving around a designated space with others, reaching high, moving low to the ground, moving quickly and slowly, without really noticing.  I reflected on the fact that if I’d simply asked the children to move in certain ways I would not have seen the engagement or enjoyment that I saw when the children were invited to use their imaginations.  This shows how important it is to ensure that the children primarily enjoy what they are doing because “children run, hop, swing and climb because they are fun – but they also serve to further sensory integration.” (Ayers, 2005: 24). 

Particularly seen during phase 2 of the session delivery, I observed that one of the primary themes of the children’s throwing actions was their use of either a static stance or an ipsilateral step rather than the desired contralateral step, and even with repetitive demonstrations in slow-motion this continued to be the case.  In order to support the children’s development in this, I decided to tie the same coloured scarves to their throwing arms and their stepping ankles so as to enable a visual representation of the verbal command.  Although there was some progress seen following the introduction of these visual cues, it was not as quickly grasped as other instructions given and so I would have liked to have spent a little more time on this with smaller groups of children.  During the process, I learnt that demonstration to young children is key, with a reliance on verbal commands insufficient to promote understanding and participation.  For example, during one game I asked the children to participate in ‘frog hops’ and was met by either puzzled faces or a resounding ‘I can’t do that’.  However, once I had demonstrated what I meant by ‘frog hops’ to the group, each and every child instantly altered their demeanour and willingness to engage.  

It is commonly understood and accepted that inactivity in childhood is a component factor in overweight and obesity, and this inactivity can be a factor in a child being unable to break through what is understood to be the ‘profiency barrier’, seen here in in visual representation (Fig.3).  Where a child has not become proficient in fundamental movement skills, they become unable to apply such skills across a wider range of situations and sports, feelings of inadequacy in relation to peers increase, participation drops, general physical activity decreases and weight increases.  As weight increases, this creates a change to the individual child, and “lead(s) to changes in his or her interaction with the environment and task and subsequently change(s) the way the individual moves” (Haywood & Getchell, 2019: 7).  This fact, in particular, is of paramount importance to my role within the Dietetics team and I will be applying the lessons learnt during this course to my practice with families that sign up to the project. 





Fig.3:  Mountain of Motor Development  (Clark & Metcalf, 2002) 
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On returning to the school to conduct the post-test measurements I was extremely pleased to see that the children had learnt from their experiences within the sessions.  This could be seen on the catching test – when I asked the children what they needed to do to be ready to catch, they had all remembered the cues of ‘hands ready’ and ‘eyes on the ball’.  The children’s teachers had also mentioned that they had seen positive changes in the participating children, particularly in terms of their willingness to engage in activities both inside the classroom and outdoors, both physical and academic, which was pleasing given that the children had only participated in 10 short sessions. Prior to embarking on the SKIP Cymru course, I had no prior knowledge of or appreciation for the mechanics and development of skills such as catching, throwing and running, and found it fascinating that I could now not only observe and assess the children’s skills and apply a stage of development to them, but could also apply that knowledge to activities that would support their development and so support their competence and confidence in participating in physical activity.  I have learnt not to over-complicate requests and tasks for young children, and that what’s needed most is time, guidance and opportunity.  
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