Reflective Journal 

Newbridge on Wye is a small rural school situated in the scenic surroundings of Mid Wales, catering to approximately 107 pupils across 4 mixed-year classes. With a decade of teaching experience within Newbridge on Wye, I have primarily focussed on the Foundation Phase, working extensively in Rec/1 and being the PE co-ordinator for the school.
The school's physical education facilities include a community hall for weekly PE sessions and a flat tarmac yard, though there is a lack of a grass field for sports activities such as football. Our PE lessons are conducted once a week, lasting for an hour, wherein I teach a group of approx. 25-30 pupils, with no teaching assistant or support present. 
A recent survey conducted in 2023 revealed that 87% of our pupils’ commute to school via car, while the remaining students either walk or cycle. It is notable that most of our pupils do not reside in the village but travel from nearby towns.
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Description automatically generated]Newbridge on Wye has been consistently recognised and awarded the ‘Welsh Network of Healthy Schools Scheme, National Quality Award’ since 2005. Enhancing early childhood physical development is a crucial aspect of our educational approach. Our aim is to provide a well-rounded physical education programme that nurtures not only physical skills but also promotes teamwork, resilience, and a healthy lifestyle among our students.  We strongly believe in the following quote; 
‘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, Goodway, Langendorfer, Robertson, Rudisill, Garcia & Garcia (2012 p.291) 
Unfortunately, with the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, there has been a noticeable decline in the energy levels of our pupils. As a proactive initiative to address this issue, the introduction of a daily 'Morning Moving' session was implemented. This session involves the class engaging in physical activities and dancing each morning. However, it has been observed that some pupils exhibit reluctance to participate actively, often expressing feelings of fatigue within a few minutes of commencing the activity. 
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Description automatically generated]In an attempt to further promote physical activity among Key Stage 2 (KS2) pupils, a variety of sporting events, including cross-country, netball, hockey, cricket, and rugby, have been made available for participation, as well as ‘after school clubs’ such as netball and rounders. We also restarted the ‘Daily Mile’ for KS2 pupils, which the school first established in 2017 in a bid to encourage our pupils to get moving. Despite these offerings, only a limited number of students have shown interest in attending these events. Conversations with the children revealed that a significant portion of them do not engage in outdoor clubs, with many citing interests in computer games and television viewing activities instead. Consequently, there has been a notable decrease in physical movement practices carried out at home, affecting the physical engagement levels of students within the school environment. We recognised that this was an area that as a school, we needed to improve.
Before attending the SKIP training, movement instruction predominantly took place during Physical Education (PE) lessons. While movement was incorporated into other sessions, such as Forest Schools, it did not receive primary emphasis. Prior to receiving specialised training in this area, I had operated under the assumption that all children would eventually acquire proficiency in these skills, unless they exhibited obvious difficulties. It was apparent that all staff were unaware of the different developmental stages and we have since come to realise the significance of accurately assessing children's motor skill development.
At the start of the SKIP training, a comprehensive baseline assessment was conducted to identify the starting point for each pupil and develop tailored strategies to support their physical development. The baseline assessment revealed that 44% of pupils were at level 3, 28% at level 4, and 28% at level 2. Armed with this information, I was able to provide each pupil with appropriate equipment to facilitate their progress.
It came to my attention that the children particularly exhibited a deficiency in their fine and gross motor skills. Concerned about this observation, I undertook the decision to focus on the development of their core muscles as a fundamental starting point. To validate this priority, Jane Ayres' noted expertise in the domain highlighted the significance of the vestibular system. Ayres underscored that "Without adequate vestibular mechanisms to keep the eyes and head steady, it is very difficult for a child in school to follow the writing on the blackboard and copy it as his desk."
In line with this, I opted to introduce a game called 'Sole,' which emphasises movement and balance. The primary objective behind this choice was to address the challenges many children in the class face with balance. All pupils engaged well with the task, however I did need to stop the game to demonstrate different ways of balancing as many children were all just standing on one leg. Once a variety of balances had been identified, the children were very excited to take part in the ‘best balance’ competition. I then improved this game to include body parts and different ways to travel. During the sessions, I frequently pointed out examples of correct techniques as verbal cues to the whole class. For instance, "I love how you’re using your knees to balance. I am going to mimic your technique" or "Well done for maintaining that balance." By highlighting individual examples of good practice in front of the whole class, I aimed to reinforce the importance of proper technique and encourage other children to follow suit.
For the catching and throwing activities, I set up a variety of ‘gardens’ comprising various catching or throwing activities tailored to suit the individual abilities of each child in the setting. These activities included providing each child with items such as balloons, scarves, large sensory balls, and smaller balls to practice their catching skills. Additionally, the children engaged in a leapfrog game where they jumped from one "lily pad" to another, tossing the equipment in the air at each lily pad. When practicing our throwing skills, I set up an activity called "sinking ship," where they passed items from a sinking ship to the safety of an island by throwing them to their partner. Each child was given a variety of items, with different hoops set up to accommodate varying abilities.
Allowing the children to move around the other ‘gardens’ and choose their own piece of equipment worked well as the children were able to independently adapt the task to suit their own development needs. I also paired up pupils with someone who was at the same or similar level to them, for example; rolling or larger equipment for pupils who were at level 2 (delayed/hugging). 
The primary objective of these sessions was to enhance the children's movement, throwing, and catching skills through engaging and imaginative activities. These activities align with what are commonly referred to as fundamental motor skills (FMS), as outlined by Gallahue et al. (2012). FMS consist of locomotor skills, object control skills, and stability skills.
These ‘garden’ spaces not only allow the children to explore and experiment with different movements and materials, but also provide them with a sense of autonomy and independence in their learning. By removing the pressure of being constantly monitored, the children feel more at ease to practice and refine their motor skills at their own pace.
Drawing upon Seefeldt's research, which suggests the existence of a "critical threshold" of motor skill competence, I am reminded of the significance of laying a strong foundation for children's physical literacy. According to Stodden et al (2008: 294), children who attain fundamental motor skill competence are more likely to engage in physical activities throughout their lives. Conversely, those who lack these skills may experience challenges and disengagement from physical activities. I had 2 children who regularly disengaged during PE sessions, often refusing to join in at all and encouraging them to take part was weekly challenge. Allowing these children to move around gardens released pressure, they were not being judged by other pupils as they were all engaged in different activities. I noticed that the 2 reluctant children were happier joining in when the hall was set up as ‘gardens’.
I recognise the validity of Stodden et al's model illustrating the developmental mechanisms that influence children's engagement in physical activities. The concept of perceived motor confidence resonates deeply, highlighting the importance of creating a supportive environment where children feel empowered to take on new challenges and build their skills progressively.
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Description automatically generated]I feel it is imperative for educators to carefully consider the level at which children are placed to ensure they are neither overwhelmed nor unchallenged. By setting appropriate challenges tailored to each child's abilities and offering them the opportunity to challenge themselves further, we can foster a positive spiral of engagement, where success breeds confidence and motivation to further improve. 
During the Summer term, our whole school topic was ‘Carnival’. This provided an amazing array of opportunities for pupils to continue to practice their throwing and catching skills through fun carnival and circus games. I set up ‘gardens’ during PE to teach pupils the skills they will need to use to complete the classroom ‘Missions’ (independent enhanced activities). We played games such as coconut shy, ten pin bowling, throwing a pie at a clown, aiming games and sticky ball (see photos). 
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Description automatically generated]It was heartening to witness a noticeable shift in the pupil's enthusiasm towards physical activities within the classroom. This was evident through their active participation and reduced inclination towards sedentary pursuits like using iPads or engaging in passive activities. The tangible impact of these sessions accentuated the importance of integrating practical, hands-on experiences to reinforce learning outcomes effectively. I should also note that the two pupils who used to disengage in physical activities visited these areas more than the other pupils!

Furthermore, I have incorporated throwing and catching activities into all aspects of learning such as ‘throw the beanbag at the correct sound’ in phonics sessions, playing coconut smash in Maths through addition and subtraction, run and balance on the correct letter, etc. 
Through focus on improving the pupil’s development stages in PE lessons and practicing what they have learnt in the classroom and outdoor environments, I have seen a increase in their stages and the majority of pupils have gone up a stage in the post baseline assessment which is extremely rewarding to see.
In conclusion, the promotion of early childhood physical development requires a concerted effort from educators, parents, and the larger community to create a culture that values and prioritises physical movement and fitness. By addressing the current challenges and implementing strategic interventions, we can cultivate a generation of young individuals who are not only physically robust but also equipped with the skills and mindset to lead healthy and active lifestyles both within and beyond the school environment. However, while practitioners may grasp the significance of engaging learners in activities that are appropriate for their developmental stage to enhance motor skills, there is often a gap in the necessary knowledge to execute this effectively (Gagen and Getchell, 2006). Through my professional journey in education, I have come to recognise the pivotal role that training plays in bridging this knowledge gap and enhancing practice. The insights I have acquired regarding the developmental stages of fundamental motor skills, along with understanding the impact of constraints on such development, have been instrumental in shaping my approach to creating developmentally suitable activities for my young learners (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway, 2012). This newfound understanding has not only enriched my teaching practice but has also contributed to the holistic development of the children under my care. Moving forward, I am committed to expanding my knowledge base further through continuous research and reflective practice. I aim to refine my pedagogical techniques and offer an even more enriching learning experience for the children in my classroom. Furthermore, I aspire to extend this knowledge beyond the educational setting and empower parents and carers with the tools and information they need to foster a healthy and active lifestyle for their children throughout their formative years and beyond. I have recently ran a ‘Sports Workshop’ for parents and created a booklet for parents to take home loaded with activities and games to play using minimal resources. In the Autumn term I aim to branch out to our local play group and 3+ setting to provide them with a similar workshop in the hope that parents will understand the importance of movement and play from a young age. 
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