Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood
Reflective Journal
I joined Ysgol Y Bryn in November 2019 with the role as Deputy Headteacher to the school and Early Years Lead.  I currently teach an EYS class, with 30 Reception age pupils, 23 Full Time Nursery pupils and 25 Part Time.   My previously experience was in a large school in Swansea where I was the Foundation Phase Lead.
Since pupils returning to school following the recent pandemic and 2 subsequent closures, as a school we observed a noticeable change in health and well-being, weight increase and lack of motivation in our pupils.  Our pupils lacked concentration and confidence which in turn become a barrier to their learning.  Our pupils also displayed a significant shift in social skills where we saw children less resilient, a breakdown in behaviour expectations and lacked perseverance.  As a whole school our priority was directed towards restoring and motivating our children’s mental health, both physically and emotionally in Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2.  
Before the start of the pandemic in 2020, as a school we introduction of our 30 x 5 ) initiative (30 minutes, 5 times a week) which started in January 2020 to repair and promote a love for physical activity and well-being.  Activities ranged from ball skills, yoga, dance, football, circuits, adventurous games and hockey.  This initiative was also to improve daily attendance and punctuality with these engaging and fun activities.  
The priority of developing physical skill followed the schools ESTYN Inspection In October 2018, where it was found that opportunities for gross and fine motor skills were of an adequate standard and needed to be improved.  An emphasis was placed not only opportunities to develop physical skills during 30 x 5 session but also to develop outdoor provision where children could be free to run, climb, build, create and explore natural spaces.   Opportunities for developing language and acceptable behaviours are also practised in supporting our children’s development.
It also became apparent that because the majority of our pupils had spent a considerable amount of time learning on-line daily, this had contributed to reduced physical activity sessions, stimulation and imaginative opportunities to challenge and explore the natural environment.  This is also a view that was recognised by Goddard Blyth “We have seen how movement is an essential ingredient for a child’s development and capacity to learn, but children of today have less movement opportunities in their daily lives than any other generation.” (Goddard Blyth, The Well Balanced Child, 2005:130).
As a school, we have investigated a great deal of training and research into learning about the importance of a play-based curriculum, re-defining our current Foundation Phase to incorporate opportunities in the outdoors where children were free to move, take, risks, use their senses and learn through, helping them to become confident learners who were able to persevere, show resilience and takes risk. As a society, children are less activity, spending more time fixated by screens and not being given the opportunities to developed socially.  Data generated during our On Entry and Baseline assessments in September 2021 showed that pupils were significantly lower at Baseline in Language, Literacy and Communication and in their physical development.  This appreciation of prioritising a play-based curriculum is further support by Ayres noting that ‘play consists of a series of adaptive responses that make sensory integration happen’ (Ayres, 2005, Watching Sensory Integration Develop, p7).
Baseline results recorded for Physical Development were significantly lower than previous years, especially with our Nursery age pupils due to the effects of children being inactive, missing opportunities to play with peers, attend clubs, support from parenting groups and from the closure of play parks and swimming pools.   As well as having an impact on physical development “If children cannot proficiently run, jump, catch, throw etc  then they will have limited opportunities for engagement in physical activity later in their lives because they will not have the prerequisite skills to be active.” (Stodden, DF., et al. 2012 p. 291).
Our involvement in the SKIP project would support current physical skills that were already being taught but to also lay the foundations and understanding for staff working in our Early Years class of the systematic teaching of skills, allowing children to experience and practise each stage of their skills development.  As an Early Years team, we were looking forward to seeing an increase in physical movement which in turn would help to raise concentration levels, locomotor and control skills and promote concentration skills for our pupils to be more focusses and driven generally.
This reflective SKIP journal is based upon a number of weekly sessions taught with our Early Years children in Ysgol Y Bryn.  Our very first activity was to learn about our bubbles.  The children were asked to sit on the floor, exploring the space around them.  We then stood up and continued our exploration.   My TA blew bubble where a number of children demonstrated by popping the bubble what would happen if we got too near each other, our bubble would essentially pop.   During this first week, my initial warm up games involved exploring the hall through moving in different directions and encouraging the children not to move in a one directional circle.  This simple shift in changing the direction highlighted that the children were not confident with prepositions when given in a different environment.  In previous weeks skills taught in, a number of sessions had involved the children playing barrier board games and moving animals around the small world farm yard to explore and use prepositional language successfully.  However, this was not the case in apply this language in a physical whole body warm up game.  As with Newell’s Model of Constraints (Haywood and Gretchell, 2005), the children were then given a spot and asked to work was directed around using this language in a more controlled way.   Improvements and understanding were seen by the end of the first week.
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During the second week I introduced spots, initially getting the children to move slowly around the hall, avoiding the spots and altering their direction when the heard ‘change’.  The children initially found leaving ‘their’ spot very difficult and needed a great deal of encouragement and reassurance that they would be able to find a new spot.  Once confidence and trust had been gained, I then introduced the concept of racing cars and tractors.  The concept of moving slowly like tractors and fast like facing cars was demonstrated and time was given for the children to practise with the introduction of a red hoop to indicate slow down and move to the speed of the tractor and when a green hoop was seen, increase their speed to a racing car.   I very quickly noticed that the children were running too fast, bumping into each other and that the children’s spatial awareness (under-developed sensory integration) was affecting the success of the activity.  I then changed the constraint by return to moving like tractors. (Ayres, 2005).  Reducing the speed then helped to gain control of the warm up game with also reminding the children about maintaining their bubble.

During all activities staff made notes and observation to help inform my next steps for development and areas and skills that certain children needed to revisit to help develop competency.  As discussed by Ayres ‘the more you watch your child, the more you will be able to help him.’ (Ayres 2005: Chapter 2 watching Sensory Integration develop, p.25)
Over the course of the next few weeks I wanted to introduce simple tracking movements using scarfs and then hoping that towards the end of the week the children would have moved onto tracking balloons.  This was something that I wouldn’t of explored before and would have normally gone straight to throwing and catching with the children.  A significant number of my Nursery aged pupils found tracking type activities a challenge and lacked the skills to concentration to maintain focus and eye contact on the object falling.  To then reach out to catch the objects was another challenging task.   Myself and staff noticed that the children very quickly became aware of when then were not successful and were not able to cope with disappointment, lacking resilience and perseverance as discussed with Stodden et al.  (2008).  The children became frustrated, and in some cases, disengaged totally with unwanted behaviours creeping in.  It became apparent that myself and staff had all underestimated the importance of young children being able to track and the skills involved to succeed.  In our usual 30 x 5 balls skills sessions, tracking and rolling objects would have been overlooked and we would have gone straight into throwing and catching, increasing distances and changing balls.  With this is mind, once the children had success we then practised rolling a large ball backwards and forwards to each other.  When successful the constraint of the environment were changed, the space between the pairs increased and size of the ball changed to add challenge and develop skill as highlighted in Newell’s Model of Constraints (Haywood and Gretchell, 2005).   After a week of practising simple rolling between pairs, adding a goal, changing the size of the ball and rolling the ball between legs anticipating a ‘chase,’ a sense of achievement was found and our hall was filled with laughter, excitement and children engaged and being successful.  As discussed by Ayres “Children are designed to enjoy activities that challenge them to experience new sensations and develop new motor functions.  (Ayres 2005:14)
From my Early Years Staff all being involved in the SKIP training, their input from their observations and new found understanding was vital in my planning. Weekly activities were reviewed by all staff and plans for the following weeks altered and developed accordingly.  
Once basic competences were observed and the children confident in their newly developed skills,  I was then keen to move into our catching and throwing gardens.  As a staff we have also changed the language we used following my last SKIP training day and now tell the children to ‘feed’ the ball.  3 gardens were set up and we also set up an extension garden near the wall where the children practised throwing at the x zone marked on the wall with chalk.  These children were confident enough to change their own constraints by moving their spot away from the target and using smaller balls.  Initially, this activity was initially set up by TAs by attaching hoops to the fence and using bean bags and then altered as the children found the bean bags difficult to throw and were also going through the fence gaps.  As the children became more confident constraints were changed by increasing the space between the children drawing on Newell’s Model of Constraints (Haywood and Gretchell, 2005).
During daily SKIP activities that have developed over a number of weeks during the Spring and Summer term, our pupils are now able to use a varying range of equipment that has been provided within their enhanced provision to make simple throwing and catching gardens and mini obstacles courses.   From our observations and recordings on SeeSaw, pupils have been observed to challenge themselves within their own capabilities and provide support for peers.   I have also found it beneficial for the children to watch recordings back as an Assessment for Learning tool to help them reflect on what went well and what can be altered to make it better.
Being part of the SKIP programme has certainly developed my own understanding of how children develop physically and I now understand how to further support them.  As well as Nursery taking part in Write Dance throughout the week, tracking activities will also continue to support fine motor skill and handwriting development.    I am now confident with the process of how children learn to catch and throw. 
Our 30 x 5 programme continues with the daily addition of SKIP activities.  It is my hope that additional staff can attend future training courses to ensure all staff in our Foundation Phase are equipped with the skills that myself and TA’s has learnt.  This understanding of SKIP and activities learnt will be taken into our Year 1 class next year with 1 member of staff moving classes which in turn will have a positive impact on our current Reception class developing their skills further through SKIP.
To promote the importance of SKIP the creation of a SKIP Hub would be very beneficial for teaching staff and TA’s to liaise and develop further sharing good practice.   It is also my intention to encourage our parents to download the Little Mover APP and to invite them to attend SKIP sessions alongside their children throughout the term.  Myself and the children are also excited to welcome our parents to an open afternoon before the end of the school year.   Parents and Carers will be observing the staff and children creating their gardens, taking part in throwing and catching activities demonstrating the skills needed to support success’s within their own physical development journeys in the Early Years. 
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