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Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood (BMSA4001)


This reflective journal explores a series of SKIP (Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction for Preschoolers) sessions that I facilitated at Christ the King RC Primary School. The school is located in the leafy suburbs of Cardiff, serving a relatively affluent community. Most pupils come from homes where one or both parents are employed, often in professional roles, which influences the school’s socio-economic makeup. The class I worked with, a Foundation Learning group, included 22 boys and 8 girls. This gender imbalance often manifested in class dynamics, with frequent physical altercations between the boys during playtime and an underlying tension that shaped social interactions. This presented both a challenge and an opportunity: the need to manage these behaviours through structured and unstructured physical activities while also addressing the underlying developmental needs that could be contributing to these conflicts.
As a teaching staff, we had observed that many children seemed to spend their free time indoors, engaging with digital devices rather than exploring the outdoors and pushing the boundaries of their physical abilities. This concern is echoed by Goddard Blythe, who asserts that "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 insight resonated with our observations, as we noticed how screen time and sedentary behaviour had begun to replace the natural, spontaneous play that would otherwise foster physical development. In contrast, Ayres argues that children have a natural, instinctive drive toward sensory integration: "Within every child, there is a great inner drive to develop sensory integration" (Ayres, 2005: 15). Ayres further elaborates that "Children are designed to enjoy activities that challenge them to experience new sensations and develop new motor functions" (Ayres, 2005: 14).
Reflecting on these ideas, I considered the possibility that while our pupils had the inherent instincts to engage in physical development, modern societal constraints, such as parental concerns about safety or time limitations due to work, may be suppressing these natural tendencies. Many of these children may want to explore and engage physically, but are often restricted by environmental factors that prevent them from fully realizing this potential. It raised important questions for me about the balance between parental responsibility, societal expectations, and a child’s need for unstructured play. If these instincts are naturally embedded in children, what is the long-term cost of failing to provide sufficient opportunities for movement and exploration?
The reality is that children often face an increasingly structured day, even outside of school. While many children had access to sports clubs, these environments are often highly organized, focused on performance and specific skills, rather than allowing the free movement that stimulates their sensory and motor development. I realized that unstructured play, the kind that allows children to experiment with their physical abilities without fear of failure or judgment, was missing from their routines. Reflecting on this made me reconsider the role that educators play, not only in providing structured lessons but also in ensuring children have access to environments that foster their natural instincts to move and explore. It became clear to me that school should not just be a place of academic learning, but also a space where children are encouraged to reconnect with their physical selves in an unpressured, exploratory way.
In response to this, we decided to introduce more movement-based activities into the daily routine, starting with the beginning of the school day. With the support of the headteacher and leadership team, we began utilising the school’s ‘Forest School’ area every morning. Pupils would remove their school shoes, put on wellies, and walk over to this designated area on the school field. The area is equipped with logs to climb and move, long grass, trees to climb, and tree swings. Sensory balls were also introduced, and pupils rotated between four key activities: obstacle course building, den building, object control skills (OCS), and swings and trees. Over the course of the week, pupils would participate in all four activities, each designed to develop their Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS). This new routine wasn’t just about adding physical activity but was also about creating a ritual that children could look forward to, helping them transition from home to school in a way that catered to their physical and emotional needs.
During these sessions, particularly when working on object control skills, I noticed that many of the pupils had significantly underdeveloped abilities. These were six and seven-year-old children who struggled to catch a ball, often scooping rather than catching with their hands, and some exhibited delayed reactions. Initially, I assumed that because many of these pupils participated in sports like rugby and football, they would be more proficient. However, after the SKIP training, I realized this assumption was incorrect. The disparity between their involvement in structured sports and their actual FMS was concerning, as I worried that these children would soon become self-conscious about their abilities and begin to "opt out" of physical activities altogether. This aligns with Seedfelt's (Seefeldt, V. 1980) research on how early awareness of physical competence can influence a child's willingness to participate in sports and movement-based activities.
Reflecting more deeply on this realization, I began to question the effectiveness of structured sports lessons in developing fundamental skills. If children are attending sports clubs but are still lacking the basics, what does this say about the kinds of opportunities they are being given? Are we, as educators and facilitators, too focused on the ‘end result’ rather than the process of learning how to move proficiently? In observing the children’s hesitance and lack of confidence, it struck me that we may be missing the vital early stages of development in our focus on more advanced physical activities. Clark and Metcalf’s research emphasizes the importance of a strong ‘base camp’ of skills, and it became clear to me that my role was to ensure that children were developing these foundational skills before moving on to more complex tasks.
Additionally, I was troubled by the lack of a strong foundational skill set in these pupils, despite their engagement in extracurricular sports. This led me to question the effectiveness of these structured environments in fostering a true base of fundamental movement skills (Clark and Metcalf). The reality that children attending sports clubs still lacked these basic skills emphasized the need for a more holistic and integrative approach within the school environment.
This realization aligned with current research on childhood physical inactivity, which presents a bleak outlook. The World Health Organization's findings indicate a global epidemic of childhood inactivity, with 75% of boys and 85% of girls in the UK falling into the inactive category. This startling statistic underscores the importance of creating early intervention opportunities to promote physical health, particularly through unstructured movement. The SKIP program’s holistic approach, which views the child as a whole being, strongly aligns with my belief that tackling childhood inactivity requires providing children with enriching, engaging opportunities for movement. Equally important is educating parents about the value of these activities so that they can support their children’s physical development at home.
The SKIP sessions I conducted were specifically tailored to accommodate the varied abilities within the Year 2 class, focusing on locomotor and manipulation skills that are critical to sensory integration and motor development. Gallaehue, Ozmuin, and Goodway (2012) emphasize that these skills form the building blocks for children to become efficient movers. The structure of the activities allowed the children to explore movement in their own way, with adult supervision for safety and guidance.
Three of the four activities—Obstacle Course, Swings & Trees, and Den Building—were largely exploratory, allowing the children to engage freely with their environment. I closely monitored the fourth activity, Object Control Skills, as this required direct instruction to model proficient catching and throwing techniques. This smaller group setting allowed me to focus on individual children’s needs and provide immediate feedback. Additionally, we incorporated camouflaged warm-up and cool-down activities, such as giving directional commands and practicing balancing while waiting in line. I was surprised by how many pupils struggled to balance on one foot for more than a few seconds. As a result, we began incorporating balancing exercises into other parts of the school day, such as lining up for assembly or dinner time.
The first activity, obstacle course building, involved pushing, pulling, and rolling large logs, followed by balancing, jumping, and hopping between them. This activity was particularly revealing, as several pupils seemed unfamiliar with using their full body strength to move objects. It was a powerful reminder of the importance of daily movement practice to foster these skills. According to Gallahue et al. (2012), jumping and hopping follow four distinct locomotor stages, and through observing the children, I could see that many were still in the early stages of these movements.
Den building added an extra layer of complexity, as it required the children to lift and carry logs, then balance them against trees to create structures. This activity encouraged not only physical strength but also spatial awareness, as the children had to navigate their surroundings and avoid bumping into one another while carrying logs. Moreover, den building fostered cooperation among the pupils, as they worked together to achieve a shared goal.
The third activity, ‘Swings & Trees,’ provided an unexpected benefit: it helped dysregulated pupils self-regulate. Children who entered school feeling unsettled were able to calm themselves by swinging back and forth, which appeared to soothe their sensory systems. Previously, these children would exhibit disruptive behaviours, such as lying on tables or rolling on the carpet, upon entering the classroom. Providing them with this sensory experience in the forest school area allowed them to return to the classroom more focused and ready to learn. This experience reinforced the idea that physical activity is not just about fitness; it plays a crucial role in emotional and sensory regulation. For some children, this opportunity to engage their bodies and calm their minds may be the difference between a successful day and a challenging one.
The final activity, Object Control Skills, was where I could focus on refining the children's catching and throwing abilities. Utilizing both the outdoor classroom and the adjacent field, I began by demonstrating a proficient catch, discussing the importance of tracking the ball and having hands ready. Pupils started with simple partner passes, using objects of varying difficulty depending on their skill level. For those struggling, I provided scarves to catch, while those more advanced worked with smaller balls. This approach allowed for differentiated learning and individualised support. We then played games such as the Egg Game, where pupils moved a ball between nests (hoops), adding a fun element while reinforcing their object control skills.
Most of the children were at the emerging stage of catching, with a small number still exhibiting delayed reactions. Interestingly, many pupils believed they were proficient at catching, despite their actual skill levels. This observation is supported by research conducted by Garcia, Rudisill, Roberton, Goodway, and Stodden (2008), which suggests that young children often have a higher perceived motor competence than their actual abilities reflect. Stodden (2008) explains that in young children, the relationship between actual and perceived motor competence is weak due to their lower levels of cognitive development. Nevertheless, I remain concerned that as the children grow older and become more aware of their limitations, they may start opting out of these activities. This is a key consideration for me going forward – how can I maintain their enthusiasm and confidence, even as they face the realities of their developing abilities?
Delivering the SKIP sessions has been an eye-opening experience, as it has highlighted the wide range of abilities within the class and reinforced the importance of regular, unstructured physical activity for developing FMS. Observing how simple tasks like balancing, catching, and throwing posed challenges for many of the pupils emphasized the critical need for daily movement practice. Stodden et al. (2012) capture the long-term significance of these skills, stating, "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).
In conclusion, the SKIP course has significantly enhanced my understanding of childhood motor development and the role of physical activity in overall health. It has equipped me with the knowledge and confidence to design age-appropriate, engaging activities that foster not only physical competence but also sensory and emotional regulation. Going forward, I am committed to continuing this work, ensuring that the children in my care have every opportunity to develop the skills they need to be active, confident, and happy participants in the physical world around them.
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