Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood (BMSA4001)

Reflective Journal 
The Journey 
This reflective journal focuses on capturing my journey through the Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction for Pre-schoolers (SKIP) training, as well as the creation, delivery, and reflection of SKIP in a foundation phase educational setting. My reflective process may differ to that of teachers working within primary education. My role as a Sports Development Manager directs my thinking towards pathways of opportunity, enabling a joined-up approach to support settings, staff, families, and the community to continue the development of the children's locomotor skills beyond the school day. “Locomotor skills consist of a group of fundamental motor skills (FMS) that allow individuals to navigate through space or move their body from one point to another” (Gallague, 2012:232). This journal enables me to take you on a journey over a period of ten weeks, sharing my highs, lows, successes, frustrations and the direction in which I plan to drive this newly found knowledge, insight, and experience forward.  
The Training:
After coming away from the first two days of training I was full of mixed emotions, questions, and desire to work with the children and observe their development. My biggest area of concern is how SKIP desperately needs to be implemented through all National Governing Body coach education pathways and courses. The content delivered on most coach education courses does not compliment the theory and research that underpins SKIP. This results in producing a continuous workforce that are unequipped to facilitate and enhance the development of these fundamental skills within children in a constructive way. “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, et al, (2012 p. 291). It is our role as employees within the sport and physical activity industry to ensure we are providing lots of safe, fun and stage appropriate opportunities for the children to participate, gain success and have a positive experience “Seefelt (1980) indicated there might be a critical threshold of motor skill competence, above which children will be active and successfully apply FMS competence to lifetime physical activities, but below which they would be less successful and ultimately drop out of physical activities at hight rates” (Stodden, et al, 2013:294)
“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 Blythe, 2005: 130). This is even more prevalent now, as we venture out of the pandemic. It is evident to see that screens were and still are being used as substitutes to moving and playing.

The Delivery part 1: 
My delivery placement was in Tredegar Primary School with the Nursery and Reception classes. I worked with eight to ten children from each class. 
The challenge I faced was adapting and changing my delivery style. I have 18 years' experience of coaching and facilitating physical activity and sports sessions on mass to groups of around 30 children with no additional staffing support. To now focus on smaller groups of children and observe/analyse their locomotor and fundamental skills in fine detail did overwhelm me and made me question my ability to do so.
My first reflection was around space, I had extremely limited space with the nursery children, an approximate area of 2m x 3m. My session plan was to partially focus on spatial awareness, I was unfamiliar with the school setting and layout, and soon had to adapt my session when I arrived. I was unable to deliver more than one garden at a time, however I only had eight children and was able to make sure they were constantly engaged throughout all garden activities. After speaking with the teachers and knowing the set up within most of the Newport schools, I strongly believe that delivering SKIP sessions for 45 minutes twice per week for 8-12 weeks is a challenging task, mainly as school settings are lacking facilities to deliver effective sessions within them. Those that do have the adequate facilities are finding themselves struggling to allocate enough time for each class to access for physical education/activity provision. I found myself with the strong mindset that if we can encourage, facilitate, and promote opportunities for successful movement at every point possible throughout the school day then surely that would also have a positive impact. “Everything we discover about life; we discover through movement” (Hodgson 2001:172). Surely every positive experience of movement counts, such as walking tall like a giraffe to lunch, holding a balance when sitting on the carpet during learning, or moving around the classroom in as many ways you can do throughout the day. 
During the first two sessions I was taken back by the developmental stages of the children's physical abilities. I have two children aged four and two, and due to my personal passion for physical activity and sport and the opportunities I provide, their physical abilities and fundamental skills are well developed. I went in with a pre-conceived idea that the children would be around the same ability of that of my eldest, however the spectrum of where the children were in comparison to each other regarding their physical development was greater than what I had anticipated. According to Ayres “Some children develop faster and some more slowly, but all travel pretty much the same path. Children who deviate a great deal from the normal sequence of sensory integrative development are apt to have trouble later on with other aspects of life” (Ayres, 2005:12). It was evident just from those first two sessions that two out of the eight children had deviated a great deal away from the normal sequence. One seemed physically literate beyond his years, the other displayed significant delayed FMS development, but why? Is there a correlation to poor sensory integrative development and areas of deprivation? Was this due to having poor experiences and lack of opportunities to move and play due to COVID or their home environment? Ayres states “Seven or eight 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” (Ayres, 2005:25). To date, there are no underlying physical, social, or psychological disorders diagnosed within the child in question to have caused this delay especially around his reflexes which start to develop from being new-born. With this in mind, I can only assume that his delayed development compared to others was due to lack of opportunities to explore movement in a safe and fun environment.  It became apparent, after speaking with the teacher that the child has an extremely ‘lazy’ home environment, with a lot of the time being spent on screen time and few opportunities provided to move at all, let alone move successfully. The other child who was almost proficient in every locomotor and object control skill at the age of four years is very street wise, never at home, always playing out and exploring with his older siblings. This was evident to see through the abundance of confidence he expelled and pure enjoyment of taking part in all activities. Object control skills consist of manipulating and projecting objects and include skills such as throwing, catching, kicking, striking, and rolling (Haywood and Gatchell, 2005). 
I observed another girl reach low down with her hands out to pick up a ball and became unbalanced and fell over. From the experience and information gained on the course, I related this to Ayres article on the vestibular system and how a developed vestibular system ensures refined and efficient postural and head control, furthermore they lay a foundation upon which complex motor skills can be developed (Ayres, 20). To engage and develop her vestibular system I introduced plenty of activities where there was a focus on spatial awareness (changing directions, levels and speed) and body awareness (ways of travelling and balances). 
Practical assessment:
By now I had delivered ten SKIP sessions over five weeks and I was keen to deliver my practical assessment to receive some constructive feedback so I could move forward with any improvements required. I was more confident in my delivery compared to my first session, this was mainly down to understanding the theory behind SKIP and the learning achieved through the course modules. Upon reflection and feedback, my biggest delivery strength was being able to change the constraints. Haywood and Gatchell (2019) state the Newell suggests in his model of constraints (image 1) that movements arise from an interaction of the individual, the environment, and the task. As an individual is always undergoing age-related changes, the interaction with the environment and task changes. If the environment, task or both change then the interaction or movement produced is one of an event greater extent 
Image 1.

[image: Newell&#39;s Theory of Constraints - Cognitive and Motor Development for the  Physical Education Classroom] 
For example, during the treasure chest game I had three pairs set up within the garden, one pair were moving the pieces of equipment quite freely, successfully, and effortlessly between the two hoops.  I changed the constraints of the task and the environment to challenge them further. I increased the distance between the two hoops, I introduced bats and hockey sticks for the individuals to use to transport the equipment instead of using theirs hands and feet, I also introduced smaller and different shaped balls. 
During my feedback an area to improve on was around providing further specific feedback. I used a lot of prompt words when describing and demonstrating a movement/activity but didn’t use them whilst giving feedback to the participants. For example, when praising a child for receiving a catch successfully I said “amazing, well done what a brilliant catch” where I should have proceeded to say “well done, you made sure your hands were ready and you were watching the ball which is why you made such a great catch”. 
Delivery part two:
It was here, between week five and ten of delivery that I observed the greatest difference in the children, including improved development in stages of locomotor/object control skills and increased confidence and enjoyment whist participating. The children were more engaged and participated with much more enthusiasm, becoming more confident in exploring different movements, challenging themselves further and moving more energetically. As I have mentioned at the beginning of this reflective log, I have many years’ experience of delivering sport and physical activity sessions, mainly sport specific and in large numbers nothing this concentrated. I have never had the opportunity or understanding to solely look at creating plenty of opportunities for successful movement. I personally believe the positive change and development in the children relates to Stodden’s conceptual model of the relationship between motor skill competence and physical activity (image 2). 
Image 2.
[image: Developmental model proposed by Stodden et al. (39) hypothesizing... |  Download Scientific Diagram]
“We suggest the relationship between motor skill competence and physical literacy will strengthen over development time” (Stodden 201:2944). We want children to perceive themselves as successful movers, we don’t want them to take a downward spiral after a negative non successful experience. One child in the nursery group was very quiet at the beginning of the SKIP course, it took a lot to engage him, he didn’t particularly want to move a lot and his locomotor and object control skills were around stage one. By the end of the course, he was confident with the equipment, thoroughly enjoying all of the sessions even requesting his favourite games, moving creatively and with more energy and progressed to stage two/three in relation to his FMS and object control skills. Being able to identify his development stage, changing the constraints of the activities and creating plenty of opportunities to move, this child has experienced success at every session, therefore increasing his motor competence. The teachers also stated they had observed an improvement in the children’s FMS development in the sessions they were delivering. Some of the children had also shown behavioural changes in class. 

 Moving forward:
After speaking with the teachers after every session it was evident that their involvement in the delivery of SKIP and the childrens development success is essential. My aim is to gather feedback from the teachers, schools, and sports development staff from this training cohort to compile a report to feedback to education, in the hope of obtaining additional funding to role out to another cluster. The upskilling of the school staff is the priority, they have the most contact time with the children and therefore will make the biggest impact. My team will offer SKIP sessions to those children (approx. eight to ten) in year two who display significant delayed FMS development to further support the teachers with their work. We also hope to deliver community SKIP sessions within each cluster area that participate in the SKIP programme. During the last half term period we delivered a ‘Welly Walking’ pilot in the local park, which consisted of a mapped walking route using the outdoor environment to encourage spatial and body awareness. The session then progressed to a SKIP session, again using the environment as a resource. The feedback from the children and families was positive and it’s something they would love to participate in again. I want to create a whole child approach, whereby the child has plenty of opportunities in school, at home and in the community to move successfully. The aim within our team is to create opportunities for participation in sport and physical activity from cradle to grave, “Developing basic competence in these skills is essential for engage in the meaningful physical activity for health and to move effective in various sports, games and dances” (Gallague, 1996:232). 
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