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ABSTRACT
Physical Development in the early years is an important part of children’s growth, shaping their health, learning and overall confidence. In the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), teachers assess children’s progress in physical development through observations linked to the Early Learning Goals (ELGs). While this approach gives a broad picture of how children are developing, there are concerns that it may not always pick up on more subtle motor difficulties. Standardised assessments, such as the Movement Assessment Battery for Children – Second Edition (MABC-2), offer a different perspective by providing objective, detailed data on children’s motor skills.

This dissertation looks at how EYFS physical development data compares with results from the MABC-2. A quantitative approach was used, with children assessed under both frameworks. The analysis explored where the two sets of results agreed, where they differed, and what this means for early identification of movement difficulties.
Findings showed that there was some overlap between the two, especially in relation to gross motor skills, which teachers tended to notice more easily. However, fine motor skills, such as hand–eye coordination and precise control, were less consistently identified through EYFS assessments. This suggests that children with subtle difficulties may not always be recognised through observation alone.

The study concludes that both approaches have value. Teacher observations give rich insight into children’s everyday abilities, while standardised assessments provide objective evidence that can highlight issues that might otherwise be missed. A more combined approach to assessment could therefore give a fuller and fairer picture of children’s physical development. The findings have implications for teacher training, assessment practice, and policy, and point to the need for more support in identifying movement difficulties early so that children can be better prepared for school and beyond.
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How does the EYFS data compare to a standardised test for Physical Development

INTRODUCTION
The chapter provides the foundation for this dissertation, setting out the background, context, and purpose of the research which examines the difference between teacher led observations and standardised testing outcomes, highlighting the implications for early identification of developmental delays. 

Early childhood is a critical period for PD, laying the foundation for many aspects of a child’s future learning, health, and social functioning. From birth to the age of five, children's bodies and brains are growing rapidly, and their ability to move and control their bodies. PD in these early years includes both gross motor skills (GMS) and fine motor skills (FMS). (Cameron et al., 2016; DfE, 2021). How well children develop these skills can significantly influence their educational progress, confidence, and wellbeing throughout their school years and beyond (DfE, 2021).
PD is a vital component of early childhood education and is embedded as one of the three prime areas of learning within the Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (EYFSF) (DfE, 2021). GMS and FMS underpin not only physical health and activity but also cognitive, social, and academic readiness. Children who demonstrate delays in these areas often encounter wider challenges in both learning and wellbeing, with research consistently linking motor competence to school readiness, social confidence, and long-term participation in physical activity (Piek et al., 2008; Stodden et al., 2008).

The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) assessment process is based on teacher observations with evidence gathered across everyday tasks to determine whether children are “Emerging,” “Expected,” or “Exceeding” against the 17 Early Learning Goals (ELGs) (DfE, 2024). This process has long been criticised for its potential variability between settings, and reliance on teacher knowledge and confidence in identifying subtle developmental delays. Standardised tools such as the MABC-2 provide objective, norm-referenced data that can identify motor coordination difficulties with precision, including those associated with Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD) (Henderson, Sugden and Barnett, 2007).

This research looks at two contrasting but complementary approaches to assessing young children’s motor development, teacher-led observations and standardised assessment protocols via the MABC-2.  National data shows consistently high proportions of children achieving a Good Level of Development (GLD) in PD (DfE, 2023), research indicates that motor difficulties are far more prevalent than EYFS figures suggest. This questions whether teacher-led assessments are sufficiently sensitive to detect less visible motor challenges (Burton and Miller, 1998; Blank et al., 2019). There are also long-term implications of under-detection. Children who enter Key Stage 1 with unidentified motor difficulties may experience challenges in wider curriculum areas such as literacy and numeracy. For example, handwriting difficulties linked to poor FMS can affect academic achievement, while inadequate GMS can reduce confidence in physical activity (Cameron et al., 2012; Sugden, 2007). If EYFS observations do not consistently identify children at risk, opportunities for early and effective intervention are missed.

Teacher training and confidence is also an area for concern, studies indicate that EY teachers often receive little formal preparation in PE (Kirk, 2005; Duncombe and Armour, 2003). Without initial teacher training (ITT), professional development, or access to assessment tools, teachers may lack the expertise to differentiate between typical developmental delays and signs of motor difficulties. This challenge is made harder by teacher workload and the EYFSF’s wide focus on overall child development, which can sometimes mean that PD gets less attention than areas like literacy or numeracy (NFER, 2025). The gap between policy and practice highlights the need for research of this nature. While the Department for Education (DfE) places PD at the heart of school readiness, current reliance on observational assessment alone may not fully capture the full picture of children’s motor competence. By comparing EYFS PD data with the outcomes of the MABC-2, this study aims to examine the validity and reliability of EYFS assessments, asking the research question ‘How does the EYFS data compare with a standardised test for Physical Development?”.

The motivation for this research stems from both professional practice and academic curiosity. Having worked extensively within both Primary and EYFS settings, I have observed first-hand the differences between children’s classroom performance and their underlying motor competence. Many children who appear to cope well in everyday classroom tasks may, actually have difficulties with coordination, balance, or FMS that were not initially evident to their teachers. This raises questions about how many children “slip through the net” due to the limitations of observational assessment alone.
My experience supporting teachers in delivering PE and observing the challenges they face in assessing PD further shaped the direction of this dissertation. Teachers frequently express uncertainty about how to explain a child’s PD, particularly in FMS, and many highlight the lack of specific training during ITT or professional development. These observations reinforced the importance of developing a more evidence-based understanding of how existing EYFS assessments compare to standardised tools.

Standardised tests such as the MABC-2 are widely used in medical and research contexts but are rarely embedded within mainstream education due to their time demands and specialist requirements (Wilson et al., 2013). My aim is not to position one as superior to the other, but rather to explore how the two approaches compare and how they may be integrated to improve early identification of movement difficulties. Ultimately, this research is driven by a belief that every child should be given the opportunity to develop the physical competencies that underpin their academic learning and lifelong engagement in physical activity. Early identification and intervention are essential to this aim, and this study contributes to understanding how assessment practices can best support it.

This dissertation is organised into six chapters. After this introduction, the literature review explores research on EYFS PD assessments and standardised motor testing, highlighting key gaps. The methodology explains the use of a quantitative approach to compare EYFS and MABC-2 data. The results chapter presents the findings, followed by the discussion, which interprets these outcomes in relation to existing theory and practice. The final chapter concludes the study, drawing together the main findings and offering recommendations for teacher training, assessment practices, and future research.


LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter critically reviews current research on EYFS Physical Development assessments and standardised motor testing, with particular emphasis on the identification of motor difficulties in young children. It looks at the role of teachers in the process, their knowledge and training, and the effectiveness of observational and standardised assessment approaches within EY. The chapter seeks to clarify the extent to which EYFS assessments can reliably identify motor difficulties and explores the potential benefits of integrating standardised measures like the MABC-2 into early years practice to support targeted intervention and improved developmental outcomes. Teacher-led observations are influenced by teacher experience, training, and expectations (Sylva et al., 2003) and can vary in reliability. This issue is key the current research, which directly examines whether teacher-led EYFS observations are able to provide an accurate picture of children’s motor competence when compared against the standardised scores generated by the MABC-2. In contrast, standardised assessments offer consistent, norm-referenced results that are able to identify subtle deficits in gross and fine motor skills (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007).
The Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (EYFSF) is the statutory basis for assessment in England, covering children from birth to five years. It sets out a curriculum and assessment process that includes 17 Early Learning Goals (ELGs), assessed through teacher-led observations and are designed to offer an overview of children’s development during their time in EY (DfE, 2021). Performance in EYFS is graded across the ELGs as “Emerging,” “Expected,” or “Exceeding.” (DfE, 2021). One strength of this approach is its emphasis on the child’s day-to-day functioning. Teacher-led assessments can provide an insight into how children use motor skills in real contexts, supporting the EYFS’s holistic educational philosophy (NFER, 2025). This study uses the EYFS PD data as a teacher-led record of children’s daily functioning and compares it with MABC-2 outcomes, thereby evaluating how well these everyday observations correspond with more structured, standardised measurement. A Good Level of Development (GLD) is achieved when children meet or exceed expectations in all of the ELGs. The findings from the DfE (2023) indicate continuous improvements in GLD attainment over recent years, with approximately 67.7% of children achieving GLD in 2023/24. Within this, PD has consistently been one of the strongest areas of achievement, with over 85% of children meeting or exceeding expected milestones. However, reliance on teacher observations, introduces potential variability due to teacher experience, observational opportunities, and their interpretation of motor milestones and the ability to detect delays in development in each child (Burton & Miller, 1998)
PD is identified as a prime area of learning in EY, as it is the basis from where other areas of learning are built (Early Education, 2012). It is subdivided into two subcategories, gross motor skills (GMS), which include large movements such as running, jumping, and climbing, and fine motor skills (FMS), which involve smaller, precise actions such as holding a pencil or using scissors. EYFS teachers are tasked with observing children in a variety of everyday tasks to monitor progression towards ELGs by the end of the reception year (DfE, 2021). These are essential not only for movement and physical health but also for cognitive, social, and school readiness (Piek et al., 2008) as they play a central role in shaping the way a child engages with the broader curriculum (DfE, 2021). Physical development in early childhood involves providing opportunities to be active, helping develop coordination, control, and movement skills. It is equally important to support the understanding of physical activity and making healthy food choices (DfE, 2008). Stodden et al., (2008) highlights the importance of PD within EYFS by outlining how it underpins children’s ability to access all areas of learning and daily life. They go on to suggest that developing core strength, balance, and coordination not only supports participation in physical activity but also contributes to FMS, which in turn supports a better achievement in academic tasks such as writing and using small apparatus.
Duncombe (2019) stresses that EYFS settings, in particular teachers and Senior Leaders must accurately identify the specific PD needs of young children but Conkbayir (2017) points out that a lack of knowledge and understanding within the EY creates barriers to supporting them. This is often due to unclear or inconsistent guidance. The EYFSF and Development Matters aim to define what it means to be physically ready for school, particularly in terms of movement and handling skills. However, research suggests many children still lack FMS, which asks whether the children are truly ‘school ready’. Duncombe (2019) critique the EYFS statutory framework (2008) for not fully explaining what good physical development looks like or how teachers can assess and develop it effectively. Development Matters (2023) provides a more detailed guidance but still allowing for interpretation by individual settings and teachers. While this allows the teachers autonomy, it also results in inconsistency across settings, with significant variability in how physical development outcomes are prioritised, assessed, and supported in practice (Cottle & Alexander, 2012). Teachers within the EYFS must deliver developmentally appropriate multi-skill instruction that lays the groundwork for children’s future participation in physical activities (Ignico, 1994), to do this effectively, teachers need an understanding of how physical skills develop, and make sure movement (GMS) and manipulative (FMS) tasks are suitable and achievable for each child. Mooney et al,. (2025) suggest the subjectivity of teacher led observations, including experience, training, personal expectations, and workload, impact the accuracy of teacher assessments which can vary depending on teacher experience, bias, and the quality of training received (Sylva et al., 2004). Teachers, unless they have specific PE specialism, will have encountered often limited training on the teaching of PE in their initial training and there is little evidence of effective professional development in PE once training is complete (Duncombe & Armour, 2003; Kirk, 2005). A study by Sheridan et al., (2009) found that early year’s teachers with limited training tended to fall back on more ‘formal’ methods of teaching as they lacked confidence. Pot and van Hilvoorde (2014) highlight how children develop their fundamental movement skills (FMS) through natural play, but they often don’t fully grasp the more complex movements on their own. This suggests that these skills need to be taught more directly, with clear guidance to help children master the advanced movements. Developing PD effectively takes a mix of teaching, demonstration, and plenty of practice (Goodway, Ozmun, & Gallahue, 2012).
 Burton and Miller (1998) emphasize that FMS delays, in particular those related to pencil grip or hand-eye coordination can be easily overlooked unless children are performing tasks under close scrutiny. This aligns with Piek et al. (2008), who argue that GMS like running or jumping are more visible and are more likely to be assessed accurately in everyday classroom settings. Whilst observational assessments provide valuable insight into children’s everyday functioning, there is increasing concern regarding their ability to detect subtle motor coordination difficulties (Eddy et al., 2020). The present study is designed to test this very issue, by comparing the ability of EYFS teacher-led observations to identify subtle difficulties against the sensitivity of the MABC-2, which has been developed specifically to highlight such deficits. Standardised tools, such as the MABC-2, offer norm-referenced, objective measurements of motor skills and are widely used to identify children at risk of developmental coordination disorder (DCD) or other motor impairments (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007). 
The MABC-2 is among the most widely accepted and validated standardised tools for assessing motor function in children aged between 3 and 16 years (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007). The assessment is divided into three age bands (3–6 years, 7–10 years, and 11–16 years) and evaluates performance across three domains: Manual Dexterity, Aiming and Catching, and Balance. Each task is scored based on the child’s accuracy, time taken, and execution quality, and results are converted into standardised scores, and percentile ranks. Children performing below the 15th percentile are typically identified as having motor difficulties, while those below the 5th percentile are flagged for significant concern. (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007). The norm-referenced scores enable teachers to identify children who exhibit significant motor difficulties or more general motor skill delays (Wilson et al., 2009) and has been used across both clinical and educational settings to identify problems in children aged 3 to 16 years. For this research, the MABC-2 serves as the benchmark tool against which EYFS assessments are compared, allowing an evidence-based analysis of whether teachers’ observational judgements can be considered reliable in relation to a standard reference. Standardised tests, have many advantages compared to observational assessments, such as the administration of these tests are structured and uniform with specific protocols to follow which allows consistency across settings (Lingam et al., 2009). Another advantage is that there is a large dataset available to allow for precise benchmarking of each child’s performance, which is set against age-appropriate researched data (Blank et al., 2012). Despite having many advantages, it also presents limitations, the testing can be time-consuming, often requiring a trained professional with specific expertise in motor assessment, which could limit its use in a EYFS setting (Wilson et al., 2013). 
Research comparing observational and standardised assessments of motor competence highlights notable limitations in relying solely on teacher-led observations. Studies have shown that observational tools, such as the EYFS Physical Development assessments, may not always capture children at risk of motor difficulties, whereas standardised assessments like the MABC-2 provide a more objective measure of ability (Barnett et al., 2016). This provides the direct reasoning for the current research, which explores the degree of agreement and discrepancy between teacher-led EYFS assessments and MABC-2 results, offering insight into the accuracy of current statutory practices.
Gender-based differences in early motor development have been widely documented in research and is an area in which teachers need to have an understanding when preparing the classroom. Girls tend to outperform boys in FMS tasks such as threading, cutting, or handwriting, while boys often excel in GMS involving tasks requiring strength, object control, and aiming (Else-Quest et al., 2006). For instance, a study by Livesey et al. (2017) found that 4-year-old girls outperformed boys in manual dexterity and balance tasks, while no significant differences were observed in aiming and catching skills. However, by age of 6, these differences diminished, with boys outperforming girls in aiming and catching tasks. Boys generally demonstrate a greater skill level in object-control skills, including throwing, kicking, and striking where an analysis by Zheng et al. (2022) reported that boys had higher proficiency in object-control skills than girls, with the gender gap widening with age. These differences are influenced by a combination of maturation, play preferences, and environmental factors such as encouragement and practice opportunities (Piek, Baynam and Barrett, 2006). Boys are generally encouraged to participate in more vigorous, ball-based activities, whereas girls are more likely to engage in tasks that develop precision and coordination (Zheng et al., 2022). Understanding these gender differences is needed to make sure that the EYFS settings are adequately set up with interventions to address specific needs to bridge the gap in motor skill development, ensuring that all children have equal opportunities to develop their full potential. Engelsman et, al., (2023) also highlighted that boys are less likely to engage in fine motor activities unless encouraged, while girls tend to participate more in crafts or quiet table-top play. This suggests that boys may be underprepared in fine motor domains by the time they reach KS1 unless teachers address this. Creating a physically enriching environment that appeals to all children is critical for ensuring balanced development across both FMS and GMS. (Haywood & Getchell, 2018).

A significant challenge in EY assessment of PD is the knowledge and confidence of EYFS teachers. While teachers are highly skilled in observing social, cognitive, and emotional development, many have minimal training in PD (Piek et al., 2008). EYFS assessments rely heavily on teachers’ judgement and interpretation of developmental expectations, meaning that any minor issues with regards balance, coordination, or object-control may go unnoticed, particularly if they do not impact classroom participation or general behaviour. (Barnett et al., 2016).
Teacher confidence plays a crucial role in the accuracy of PD assessment, as low confidence can limit the effectiveness of observations and lead to inconsistent judgements. By comparing EYFS outcomes with MABC-2 data, this study will also highlight potential areas where gaps in teacher confidence or training may contribute to inconsistencies, providing an evidence base for strengthening professional development in the assessment of motor skills. Evidence suggests that professional development can address the issue of low confidence with research from Basterfield et al., (2022) highlighting that following a one-day training programme in England EYFS teachers significantly improved their confidence, knowledge, and ability to assess and promote motor skills. This lack of confidence often arises from little coverage of PD or PE in initial teacher training (ITT) and limited continuing professional development, leaving teachers underprepared to assess children’s PD and how to support their development. Many ITT programmes offer minimal coverage of PD, instead prioritising literacy, numeracy, and broader child development theory. As a result, EY teachers may complete their formal training with little understanding of developmental milestones for PD, or strategies required to assess and support these skills effectively in the classroom (Barnett et al., 2016). Once working in the profession, even experienced teachers may lack the specialised knowledge needed to identify children at risk of delays in PD. In many cases, professional development opportunities addressing PD and motor skill assessment are optional or inconsistently available. This then leaves gaps in teacher competence that can affect the reliability of observations and the timely identification of children requiring intervention. Access to appropriate resources, including assessment tools, equipment, and structured guidance, also affects the accuracy of teacher-led evaluations. The Early Years Screening Programme by the Association for Physical Education (afPE, 2025) provides resources and training to support educators in identifying and addressing motor skill challenges in young children, but this isn’t widely used. By prioritising PD and screening/assessment programmes in teacher education, it can ensure that teachers are well equipped to support all aspects of a child's development, leading to better outcomes in physical health and overall well-being. Addressing the gaps in ITT, expanding professional development in PE, building teacher confidence in assessment, and ensuring access to practical tools are essential to ensuring teachers are all fully confident in all areas of the EYFS curriculum.

The early years of a child’s life are critical for laying the foundation of motor skills (Cameron et al., 2012). Children with any type of movement delay lack the necessary skills for progress in the formal and informal school environment (Sugden & Chambers, 2003). While EYFS assessments offer valuable insights into children’s developmental within everyday school life, their limitations could support the use of standardised assessments tool. An integrative approach supports more accurate screening, targeted intervention, and evidence-based practice in early childhood physical development (Piek et al., 2010; Lingam et al., 2009). 
The literature highlights the role of early identification and support for PD within the EYFS. While teacher observations offer valuable insights into children’s day-to-day functioning, their reliability can be compromised by limited teacher confidence, variable training, and inconsistent access to resources. Standardised tools, such as the MABC-2, provide norm-referenced measures that can detect subtle motor difficulties and highlight performance against age-appropriate expectations. Evidence suggests that integrating structured professional development, practical assessment tools, and targeted intervention strategies significantly enhances teachers’ competence and the accuracy of early screening. Gender differences in motor skill acquisition and the influence of environmental factors further underscore the need for tailored approaches in EY settings. 
Overall, a combined approach, using the strengths of teacher led observations supported by standardised testing and backed up with more robust teacher training. Prioritising PD within teacher education and continuous professional development is essential to ensure all children receive the support needed to build foundational motor skills, enhancing lifelong participation, confidence, and overall developmental outcomes.
The following chapter outlines the research design and methodology used in the study. It explains the data collection and analysis procedures. Ethical considerations are also addressed to ensure transparency and validity throughout.





















METHODOLOGY 
This chapter provides justification for the quantitative research approach and outlines the testing protocol used to compare Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Physical Development (PD) data with the outcomes of a standardised motor assessment. The study aimed to determine whether teacher observations under the EYFS framework accurately reflect children’s PD when compared with the Movement Assessment Battery for Children – Second Edition (MABC-2). Quantitative research was chosen to allow for the collection and analysis of data, looking for trends, discrepancies, and relationships between the two assessment types. Aliaga and Gunderson (2002) describe quantitative research methods as explaining an issue or a phenomenon through gathering data in numerical form and analysing with the aid of mathematical methods. Leedy and Omrod (2001) go on to discuss that quantitative research involves a collection of data where the information can be quantified and subjected to statistical treatment in order to support or prove false alternative knowledge claims. 

RESEARCH DESIGN
This research project uses the positive methodology as it emphasised engaging in research in settings where variables can be controlled and manipulated. Quantitative methods allow positivist researchers to collect data from large samples and collate it into data sets and finding correlations through statistical analysis (Comte, 1975). Comte (1975) also believed in using the comparative method which involves looking for correlation patterns or relationships between variables in different groups. Firstly, the research question was considered to determine the most suitable method for data collection. A quantitative approach was chosen to enable objective comparison between EYFS teacher assessments and MABC-2 results. Ethical approval was obtained, and informed consent was secured from parents in two school settings. Children were assessed individually using the MABC-2, following the standardised procedures. The resulting data was then collated and compared with the normative percentiles provided in the MABC-2 manual. These scores were analysed alongside EYFS PD judgements to evaluate the consistency and accuracy of teacher observations. 
By comparing EYFS judgements with MABC-2 percentile scores, this research aims to understand the accuracy and effectiveness of early assessment practices in PD, particularly in identifying children who may benefit from early intervention. The purpose of this research was to use a quantitative approach in order to compare the data of a standardised testing protocol for PD using the MABC-2 and that of the EY Data for individual schools for the EYFSF in the Prime Area of PD.  During the research, the data given by schools for ‘Good Levels of Development’ in EYFS was compared to the standardised norms the MABC-2 test.

MOVEMENT ASSESSMENT BATTERY FOR CHILDREN (MABC-2)
The MABC-2 is an internationally recognised, standardised tool designed to identify motor coordination difficulties in children aged 3 to 16 years (Henderson et al., 2007). It is an established research tool designed to identify known risks of motor difficulties of children and adolescents aged 3 through 16 years (Brown & Lalor, 2009). The MABC-2 test, and the checklist have been standardised using a larger, more representative normative sample and this data was used to determine which children within the research have motor difficulties (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007).
In this research study the children were all within the 3 years 0 months to 6 years 11 months age bracket, this meant that the Age Band 1 tests was used to score the children and highlight if there were a motor delays with the participants within the 2 schools. The MABC-2 measures the outcomes of motor tasks rather than the quality of movement execution and is divided into three main components: Manual Dexterity, Aiming and Catching, and Balance. MABC-2 was chosen for this research for its ease of administration, relevance to identifying motor difficulties consistent with Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD) and other motor impairments. (Sugden & Chambers, 2005).

The MABC-2 - Age Band 1 test consists of eight tasks that are developmentally appropriate for young children. These tasks are:
	MANUAL DEXTERITY
	AIMING AND CATCHING.
	BALANCE

	Posting Coins: The child is asked to place as many coins as possible into a slot box within a set time, assessing fine motor precision and hand-eye coordination.
	Catching a Beanbag: The child attempts to catch a beanbag with two hands, assessing gross motor coordination and timing.
	One-Leg Balance: The child balances on one leg for a set period, measuring static balance and postural control.

	Threading Beads: This task requires threading beads onto a lace, measuring bilateral coordination and fine motor control.
	Throwing a Beanbag onto a Mat: The child throws a beanbag at a target mat, testing hand-eye coordination and aiming accuracy.
	Walking Heels Raised: The child walks heel-to-toe along a straight line, assessing dynamic balance.

	Drawing Trail: The child traces a path within a narrow boundary without crossing the lines, testing pencil control and visuomotor integration.
	
	Jumping on Mats: The child jumps from mat to mat in sequence without losing balance, testing dynamic postural control and coordination



Each task produces raw scores based on accuracy, speed, or successful completions. These are converted into standard scores and further into percentile ranks that compare individual performance against normative data (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007). A total score is calculated by combining results from all three subdomains, providing an overall assessment of the child’s motor competence. Scores falling below the 5th percentile are indicative of significant motor impairments, while scores between the 6th and 15th percentiles suggest a risk of motor difficulties. Scores above the 15th percentile have no movement difficulty (Blank et al., 2019). The MABC-2 was selected for this study due to its widespread acceptance in clinical and research contexts as a gold-standard measure for early identification of motor coordination difficulties. Its structured yet age-appropriate tasks support reliable assessment in young children, providing crucial data to compare against teacher-reported observations and other developmental screening tools (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007).

EARLY YEARS FRAMEWORK – PRIME AREA OF PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFSF) is a statutory guidance which EYFS teachers use for the learning and development of children from birth to five years old (Department for Education, 2021). It includes 17 Early Learning Goals (ELGs), with Physical Development classified as a prime area reflecting its foundational role in broader child development (Department for Education, 2021). Assessment in the EYFS requires teachers and support staff to gather evidence and then rate each child’s development in each ELG as Emerging, Expected, or Exceeding. A Good Level of Development (GLD) is achieved when children meet or exceed expectations in all of the ELGs. The Department for Education (2023) use this data to indicate the readiness to progress into Key Stage 1. 


PARTICIPANTS
A total of 70 children participated in this study, comprising 36 females and 34 males. These children were drawn from two primary school settings located within two different local council areas. Participants were selected based on parental consent, which was obtained prior to their involvement in the research to ensure ethical compliance and voluntary participation. Due to GDPR, both schools gained consent on the behalf of the research, but this was not directly handed over before the study, participants were then released to the testing area, based on parental consent. All children were in Year 1 of their schooling, having recently completed the EYFS. During the EYFS, each child was assessed and assigned a developmental level specifically for PD, based on teacher observations and standardised criteria. The primary focus of this study was to compare these EYFS PD levels with the children’s performance on the Movement Assessment Battery for Children – Second Edition (MABC-2) test. This comparison aimed to explore the relationship between early developmental assessments and standardised motor skill evaluations.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, ensuring that all research activities adhered to established ethical standards. Participation in the research was entirely voluntary, with no obligation for children or their families to take part. Prior to any testing, parental consent was compulsory; this consent was gathered through the schools acting as intermediaries. On the day of testing, a list containing each child’s name and date of birth was provided to confirm participants. Additionally, the schools gave formal approval for the testing to occur, which was confirmed through an official letter from the school office. Children were free to pause or withdraw from the testing at any time, without pressure or coercion to continue. To further ensure a pressure-free and supportive atmosphere, all testing was conducted in familiar school settings. By following this approach and adhering closely to the testing protocol, the research aimed to collect reliable and valid data while prioritising the welfare of each participant. After testing was completed, all collected data were anonymised to protect the identity and privacy of each child, ensuring confidentiality in line with ethical guidelines. Kitchin (2007) emphasises the importance of respecting participant autonomy in research, highlighting that individuals should be free to make their own informed decisions regarding participation.

DATA COLLECTION 
Data collection took place over 4 days at the 2 settings. The MABC-2 was set up identically in each setting using the protocol and equipment provided. MABC-2 proformas were used to record the raw data during the testing following the protocol outlined in the testing handbook. Raw performance scores were recorded on MABC-2 proformas during each session in accordance with the scoring instructions. The use of standardised equipment and consistent administration procedures ensured the reliability of the data collected. Following completion of testing, raw scores were converted into standardised scores and percentiles using the normative data provided by the MABC-2 manual. These scores indicated each child’s relative motor performance compared to age-matched peers within the normative sample, thereby highlighting any motor delays or difficulties. EYFS Data for PD were obtained from each school, and the scores were then paired alongside the MABC-2 results which allowed direct comparisons between observational assessments and standardised testing outcomes.
DATA ANALYSIS
Data analysis focused on examining the relationship between EYFS PD ratings and standardised motor scores from the MABC-2. The first stage involved anonymising and organising both datasets to ensure accuracy, consistency, and readiness for analysis. Once anonymised, the EYFS assessment data and MABC-2 scores were merged to create a single, cohesive spreadsheet, allowing direct comparison of each child’s performance across both measures.
Descriptive statistics for the EYFS data was produced to find gender splits, difference between fine and gross motor skills, and overall, how many children obtained a good level of development.
MABC-2 data was again subjected to finding percentages, and frequency distributions as well as crosstabulations differences by gender, setting, and specific domains of the MABC-2 highlighting areas of strength and weakness. This approach provided a structured way for identifying trends, discrepancies, and potential areas of concern within the children’s physical development outcomes.

This chapter provides and overview of the research design used to address the research question. It outlines the quantitative approach and the methods for data collection including the Motor Assessment Battery for Children. An overview of the participants, ethical considerations and data analysis. 
The next chapter will present the results from the analysis of data.






















RESULTS
The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings from a comparative analysis of children’s physical development outcomes as measured by the Movement Assessment Battery for Children (MABC-2) and the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Physical Development data. The results indicate a substantial discrepancy between the two measures. Teacher assessments suggested that over 68% of children demonstrated good levels of physical development; however, the MABC-2 identified more than 70% of the same cohort as performing below the 15th percentile, categorising them as delayed or at risk of developmental delay. These findings raise important questions about the accuracy and reliability of observational teacher judgements when compared to standardised assessments. To explore these issues in greater depth, the results presented in this chapter are organised into several sections. First, descriptive statistics outline the distribution of scores across both assessment methods. Next, the degree of alignment and mismatch between teacher judgements and MABC-2 classifications are examined. Finally, subgroup analyses, including gender differences and variations across motor skill domains, are presented to provide a more detailed understanding of the patterns emerging from the data.

The MABC-2 is a standardised test used to measure children’s fine and gross motor skills by comparing them to other children their age using standardised results (Henderson, Sugden & Barnett, 2007). The EYFS assessments are based on teachers’ observations of each individual child’s development whilst in the EYFS. The EYFS Data gives a more subjective but broad view of their physical progress (Department for Education, 2021). This chapter will look at how teacher assessments and standardised tests compare when it comes to highlighting children with motor skill difficulties.
The study sample consisted of 70 children drawn from two primary schools, with ages ranging from 5 years 0 months to 6 years 11 months. The group was closely balanced by gender, comprising 34 males and 36 females. All participants completed the MABC-2 assessments under controlled conditions within their respective schools to ensure standardisation. In addition, the corresponding Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Physical Development assessment data was collected for each child to allow comparison across measures.

	
	Frequency
	Percent

	MALE
	34
	48.6

	FEMALE
	36
	51.4

	TOTAL
	70
	100.0

	Table 1: Gender Distribution



EYFS Physical Development shows that teacher assessment in the participating schools is that 68.66% of children attained a Good Level of Development (GLD) in Physical Development, with females slightly outperforming males (Table 2).







	
	TOTAL
	GENDER SPLIT
	PERCENTAGE

	GOOD LEVEL OF DEVELOPMENT (PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT)
	46
	FEMALE
	25
	73.53%
	68.66%

	
	
	MALE
	21
	63.64%
	

	NOT ACHIEVED GLD
	21
	FEMALE
	9
	26.47%
	31.34%

	
	
	MALE
	12
	36.36%
	



	TABLE 2: Results from the EYFS Data.



		








CHART 1: Results from the EYFS Data





	


CHART 2: MALE DISTRIBUTION FOR EYFS DATA			 CHART 3: FEMALE DISTRIBUTION FOR EYFS DATA

Chart 2 and Chart 3 display the gender distribution of children who participated in the study. The results show that 63.64% of male participants and 73.53% of female participants achieved a Good Level of Development (GLD) in the Early Years, indicating a higher attainment among female children.
Further breakdown of the data into gross and fine motor skills, revealed differences in teacher ratings. According to Table 3, teachers observed the children higher in gross motor skills, with 85.07% of children meeting or exceeding the expected levels in this domain. In contrast, a lower percentage of 76.12% of children were assessed as meeting or exceeding expectations in fine motor skills.
	
	GROSS MOTOR SKILLS
	PERCENTAGE
	FINE MOTOR SKILLS
	PERCENTAGE

	EMERGING
	10
	14.93%
	16
	23.88%

	EXPECTED
	57
	85.07%
	51
	76.12%

	Table 3: Gross and Fine Motor Skill breakdown. 





	






CHART 4 Gross Motor Skill breakdown 					CHART 5: Fine Motor Skill breakdown

Chart 6 compares Gross Motor Skills (GMS) and Fine Motor Skills (FMS) outcomes from the EYFS data for males and females. The results show that females outperformed males in both areas, with 88.24% of females achieving a Good Level of Development (GLD) in GMS compared to 81.82% of males, and 79.41% of females achieving GLD in FMS compared to 72.7% of males.








	

Chart 6 Male / Female Split for Gross and Fine Motor Skills 


Analysis of the MABC-2 results revealed a more concerning picture of motor skill difficulties within the children that undertook the test. (Table 4). Only 28.57% of children were classified as having no motor difficulties, while a substantial 71.43% were identified as either at risk or having significant movement difficulties. A significant number of children scored below the expected range for their age; this highlights children who have a risk of movement difficulty as well as a large proportion with significant movement difficulties.
The data has been organised into crosstabulations via SPSS by gender (Table 4), school setting (Table 5) and via each component of the MABC-2 assessment (Manual Dexterity, Aiming and Catching, and Balance) (Table 6, 7 & 8). Each child’s performance is classified according to the standard MABC-2 percentile bands: Denote a significant movement difficulty = Red (<5th percentile), at risk of having a movement difficulty = Amber (6th–15th percentile) and No movement difficulty detected = Green (>16th percentile).

	
	RED <5TH PERCENTILE
	AMBER 6-15TH PERCENTILE
	GREEN >16TH PERCENTILE
	TOTAL

	MALE
	Count
	16
	10
	8
	34

	
	% within GENDER
	47.05%
	29.41%
	23.53%
	100.0%

	
	% within TOTAL BAND
	53.3%
	50.0%
	40.0%
	48.6%

	FEMALE
	Count
	14
	10
	12
	36

	
	% within GENDER
	38.89%
	27.78%
	33.33%
	100.0%

	
	% within TOTAL BAND
	46.7%
	50.0%
	60.0%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	30
	20
	20
	70

	
	% within GENDER
	42.85%
	28.57%
	28.57%
	100.0%

	
	% within TOTAL BAND
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	Table 4: Crosstabulation via Gender for MABC-2 












Chart 7: MABC-2 Results 
A comparison of male and female results from the MABC-2 (Table 4) shows an increase in the number of males identified with significant motor difficulties. According to the recorded assessment scores, 76.5% of male participants and 66.7% of female participants were either found to have significant movement difficulties or were identified as being at risk. 

	
	RED <5TH PERCENTILE
	AMBER 6-15TH PERCENTILE
	GREEN >16TH PERCENTILE
	TOTAL

	SCHOOL A
	Count
	17
	9
	8
	34

	
	% within SCHOOL
	50.00%
	26.47%
	23.53%
	100.0%

	
	% within TOTAL BAND
	56.7%
	45.0%
	40.0%
	48.6%

	SCHOOL B
	Count
	13
	11
	12
	36

	
	% within SCHOOL
	36.11%
	30.56%
	33.33%
	100.0%

	
	% within TOTAL BAND
	43.3%
	55.0%
	60.0%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	30
	20
	20
	70

	
	% within SCHOOL
	42.85%
	28.57%
	28.57%
	100.0%

	
	% within TOTAL BAND
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	Table 5: Crosstabulation for each school for MABC-2 








	



Chart 8: School A MABC-2 Distribution 				Chart 9: School B MABC-2 Distribution

School B demonstrated a more favourable distribution of pupil outcomes in comparison to School A. Specifically, 33.3% of pupils at School B were assessed within the green band, which represents a higher level of physical development, compared to only 23.53% at School A. Conversely, School B had a lower proportion of pupils falling into the red band at 36.11%, whereas School A had a significantly higher percentage at 50%.

Manual Dexterity crosstabulation results, as shown in Table 6, highlight that the majority of children (75.7%) falls below the 5th percentile and suggesting significant developmental delay. 14.3% children were placed in the between the 6th and 15th percentiles and indicating cause for concern. While only 10.0% achieved scores above the 16th percentile and suggesting age-appropriate or stronger manual dexterity skills.
The pattern stays the same when looking at the gender split for Manual Dexterity (Table 6). Both boys and girls showed similar results, with most children falling below the 5th percentile. This means that difficulties with manual dexterity were common across the whole group, not just in one gender and results were consistent across school settings. Only a small number of boys and girls scored in the Amber or Green bands, showing that very few were performing at or above the expected level.

	MABC-2 SUBTEST FOR MANUAL DEXTERITY BY GENDER

	
	RED <5TH PERCENTILE
	AMBER 6-15TH PERCENTILE
	GREEN >16TH PERCENTILE
	TOTAL

	M
	Count
	28
	5
	1
	34

	
	% within GENDER
	82.35%
	14.70%
	2.94%
	100.0%

	
	% within MANUAL DEXTERITY
	52.8%
	50.0%
	14.3%
	48.6%

	F
	Count
	25
	5
	6
	36

	
	% within GENDER
	69.44%
	13.89%
	16.67%
	100.0%

	
	% within MANUAL DEXTERITY
	47.2%
	50.0%
	85.7%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	53
	10
	7
	70

	
	% within GENDER
	75.7%
	14.3%
	10.0%
	100.0%

	
	% within MANUAL DEXTERITY
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	MABC-2 SUBTEST FOR MANUAL DEXTERITY BY SCHOOL

	SCHOOL A
	Count
	26
	5
	3
	34

	
	% within SCHOOL
	76.5%
	14.7%
	8.8%
	100.0%

	
	% within MANUAL DEXTERITY
	49.1%
	50.0%
	42.9%
	48.6%

	SCHOOL B
	Count
	27
	5
	4
	36

	
	% within SCHOOL
	75.0%
	13.9%
	11.1%
	100.0%

	
	% within MANUAL DEXTERITY
	50.9%
	50.0%
	57.1%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	53
	10
	7
	70

	
	% within SCHOOL
	75.7%
	14.3%
	10.0%
	100.0%

	
	% within MANUAL DEXTERITY
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	Table 6: Crosstabulation of MANUAL DEXTERITY for Gender and School



The Aiming and Catching subtest, which assessed children’s hand-eye coordination and object control, showed generally strong performance across the cohort as detailed in Table 7. Overall, 81.4% of children achieved scores above the 16th percentile, indicating age-appropriate or better performance. A small proportion (10.0%) were placed below the 5th percentile, while 8.6% fell within the 6th & 15th percentile. When broken down by gender, slightly more females (86.1%) scored in the green band compared to males (76.5%), while a higher proportion of males (14.7%) were in the red band compared to females (5.6%). This suggests that although both genders performed well overall, boys may be slightly more likely to require additional support in this area.
Comparisons between schools also showed strong outcomes. At School A, 85.3% of children achieved green band scores, compared to 77.8% at School B. Fewer pupils at School A were in the Red and Amber bands, indicating slightly stronger overall performance at that school. 

	MABC-2 SUBTEST FOR AIMING & CATCHING BY GENDER

	
	RED <5TH PERCENTILE
	AMBER 6-15TH PERCENTILE
	GREEN >16TH PERCENTILE
	TOTAL

	M
	Count
	5
	3
	26
	34

	
	% within GENDER
	14.7%
	8.8%
	76.5%
	100.0%

	
	% within AIMING & CATCHING
	71.4%
	50.0%
	45.6%
	48.6%

	F
	Count
	2
	3
	31
	36

	
	% within GENDER
	5.6%
	8.3%
	86.1%
	100.0%

	
	% within AIMING & CATCHING
	28.6%
	50.0%
	54.4%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	7
	6
	57
	70

	
	% within GENDER
	10.0%
	8.6%
	81.4%
	100.0%

	
	% within AIMING & CATCHING
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	MABC-2 SUBTEST FOR AIMING & CATCHING BY SCHOOL

	SCHOOL A
	Count
	3
	2
	29
	34

	
	% within SCHOOL
	8.8%
	5.9%
	85.3%
	100.0%

	
	% within AIMING & CATCHING
	42.9%
	33.3%
	50.9%
	48.6%

	SCHOOL B
	Count
	4
	4
	28
	36

	
	% within SCHOOL
	11.1%
	11.1%
	77.8%
	100.0%

	
	% within AIMING & CATCHING
	57.1%
	66.7%
	49.1%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	7
	6
	57
	70

	
	% within SCHOOL
	10.0%
	8.6%
	81.4%
	100.0%

	
	% within AIMING & CATCHING
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	Table 7: Crosstabulation of AIMING & CATCHING for Gender and School



The Balance subtest results, shown in Table 8, were distributed across two performance bands: between the 6th–15th percentile and above the 16th percentile. Notably, no children scored below the 5th percentile. 84.3% of pupils achieved scores within the green band, while 15.7% were placed in the Amber band. This indicates a generally strong level of balance across the group, with all children performing above the most concerning threshold.
When broken down by gender, both boys and girls performed well, 88.2% of males scored in the green band, with only 11.8% in the Amber band. In comparison, 80.6% of females achieving the green band scores, while 19.4% were placed in the Amber band. This suggests that slightly more males demonstrated stronger balance performance, although both groups showed no extreme difficulties.
A comparison between schools also revealed strong outcomes. School A, 91.2% of pupils scored in the green band, compared to 77.8% at School B. This suggests that, while both schools performed well, School A had a greater proportion of children reaching higher percentile rankings in balance.
	MABC-2 SUBTEST FOR BALANCE BY GENDER

	
	RED <5TH PERCENTILE
	AMBER 6-15TH PERCENTILE
	GREEN >16TH PERCENTILE
	TOTAL

	M
	Count
	0
	4
	30
	34

	
	% within GENDER
	0%
	11.8%
	88.2%
	100.0%

	
	% within BALANCE
	0%
	36.4%
	50.8%
	48.6%

	F
	Count
	0
	7
	29
	36

	
	% within GENDER
	0%
	19.4%
	80.6%
	100.0%

	
	% within BALANCE
	0%
	63.6%
	49.2%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	0
	11
	59
	70

	
	% within GENDER
	0%
	15.7%
	84.3%
	100.0%

	
	% within BALANCE
	0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	MABC-2 SUBTEST FOR BALANCE BY SCHOOL

	SCHOOL A
	Count
	0
	3
	31
	34

	
	% within SCHOOL
	0%
	8.8%
	91.2%
	100.0%

	
	% within BALANCE
	0%
	27.3%
	52.5%
	48.6%

	SCHOOL B
	Count
	0
	8
	28
	36

	
	% within SCHOOL
	0%
	22.2%
	77.8%
	100.0%

	
	% within BALANCE
	0%
	72.7%
	47.5%
	51.4%

	TOTAL
	Count
	0
	11
	59
	70

	
	% within SCHOOL
	0%
	15.7%
	84.3%
	100.0%

	
	% within BALANCE
	0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	Table 8: Crosstabulation of BALANCE for Gender and School


When comparing the results from the EYFS Data and the results from the MABC-2 it highlights a significant difference. The EYFS framework aims to monitor general developmental progress, focusing on readiness for school, such as reading, writing and numeracy, whereas MABC-2 specifically identifies motor difficulties (Henderson et al., 2007).  According to the EYFS Data, where the results are from teacher assessments, 68.66% of pupils were recorded as achieving a GLD suggesting that the majority of children were developing as expected within their settings.
However, the MABC-2 results showed that only 28.57% of children fell within the ‘No movement difficulty detected’ category. This considerable difference suggests that children with any form of motor coordination difficulties are not necessarily being identified within the classroom setting.

We know that in the EY, teachers observe children across multiple areas of development, while physical development is part of this process, it may receive less attention. If the child is not showing severe signs of delay, and that other areas of the child’s behaviour are not affecting their day-to-day learning, then any delays in motor skills will go unidentified. Burton & Miller (1998) suggests that subtle motor deficits, in particular those in less obvious fine motor are difficult to detect without the use of a specific test. So, using teachers’ observations during daily activities to assess a child does not specifically find the deficits that may be present. With the nature of the EYFS set up within schools in England, some children may be able to hide their perceived difficulties or with so many children with poo motor skills this has been normalised in EYFS settings, meaning any issues will only be presented through a more detail test, such as the MABC-2. The use of a standardised tool, such as MABC-2 to work alongside the current teacher assessment would be more beneficial in painting a clearer picture of a child’s development.
If we want to ensure children leaving the EYFS are fully prepared for ‘school life’ we need to make sure children with motor difficulties, are highlighted at the early stages. The early years of a child’s life is key to laying the foundations of good fundamental movement skills and ensuring lifelong participation in physical activity.  Also, a greater focus must be placed on improving Initial Teacher Training, not just in the Early Years, but across all years, as the benefits of physical activity support all areas of learning. Supporting teachers in understanding physical development, and how to identify small discrepancies in children, and how best to work with them to improve, through targeted interventions, elements set up within the classroom setting and greater knowledge around the wider benefits of having children with good gross and fine motor skills.
There also needs to be more targeted CPD opportunities around physical development and motor skills within Early Years and the start of Primary Education. Developing a teacher’s knowledge in this area is a key step towards narrowing the gap between the results of a standardised test and that of their observational judgements.

Fine motor skills (76.12%) with markedly lower than gross motor skills (85.07%) in teacher assessments (Table 3), are finding that aligns with previous research, such as that of Piek et al. (2008), who emphasized the challenges many young children face with fine motor coordination. The differences between gross and fine motor skill development suggests that fine motor skills may not receive the same support in early years settings. Gross motor skills are naturally embedded in the daily routine through running, walking jumping etc, and delays would be very visual. In contrast, fine motor skills require smaller tasks like mark-making, holding a pencil or threading beads where difficulties are not seen as easily.
Table 4 identifies this with the MABC-2 results showing a high proportion of children having movement difficulties, particularly in tasks requiring fine motor coordination. These findings highlight the importance of embedding both structured fine motor development activities and high-quality gross motor activities—focusing on core strength, balance, and coordination—within early years programs. Cameron et al., (2012) stresses the significance of early identification of fine motor delays to prevent longer-term academic difficulties. The research by Cameron et al., (2012) suggests that children with lower levels of fine motor skills are significantly prone to falling behind in other areas of the EYFS and Key Stage 1. Table 4 also shows that females scored slightly higher than males on the MABC-2 assessment in physical development, with fewer movement difficulties identified. This suggests that girls are developing at an advanced rate in the early years. In the EYFS teacher assessments, males scored lower than females in both gross and fine motor skill categories, highlighting a consistent pattern across both the MABC-2 results and the EYFS data. This is possibly down to engagement in boys with them being more physically active but less involved in structured tasks that develop fine motor skills, such as cutting, writing, or threading beads without interventions or specific support. 

In summary, this chapter has presented the results of the comparison between teacher assessments of early years physical development and the standardised MABC-2 assessment. The findings revealed a notable mismatch between the two approaches: while teachers judged over 68% of children to have good physical development, the MABC-2 identified more than 70% of the cohort as performing below the 15th percentile, classifying them as delayed or at risk of developmental delay. These results highlight significant differences in how children’s motor abilities are identified and assessed, providing a critical foundation for the discussion in the next chapter.
The next chapter will discuss the implications of these findings and examine the importance of early identification and intervention in physical development.


















DISCUSSION
This chapter discusses the key findings from a comparison between two approaches to assessing children’s motor skills, the Movement Assessment Battery for Children – Second Edition (MABC-2) and the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Physical Development data. By comparing both methods, the analysis explores how teacher-led observations recorded through the EYFS framework align with the more standardised and structured testing procedures of the MABC-2. Particular attention is given to the extent to which each method identifies children who may be experiencing motor development difficulties, and whether the two assessment formats produced consistent results across the sample of children in the study. As well as the main comparison, the chapter also investigates gender-based and school-specific via the subtest results from the MABC-2, offering a more in-depth picture of children’s physical development and whether there are any movement delays that have yet to be detected. These results provide an opportunity to identify specific areas of strength or difficulty that may not always be captured through broader EYFS judgments. Early years practitioners are expected to make accurate and reliable judgments about children’s physical development when using the EYFS Early Learning Goals (ELGs). Therefore, this chapter considers the extent to which the EYFS assessments correspond with MABC-2 outcomes, and what any discrepancies may suggest about the effectiveness and limitations of current assessment practices in early years settings.
This chapter will interpret and evaluate the data collected in the study, highlighting key patterns and differences between teacher-led and standardised assessment methods. It will discuss the comparison between the assessments of physical development in young children through the standardised MABC-2, and the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Physical Development evaluations undertaken by the class teachers’ observations. The findings provide insight into the strengths and limitations of each assessment tool, reveal patterns across gender and school settings, and raise important implications for practice, early identification, and teacher training.
The primary aim of this research was to examine the extent to which teacher observations recorded through the EYFS Physical Development framework align with the outcomes of a standardised assessment tool, the MABC-2. This focus is particularly significant given that early childhood represents a critical period for physical, cognitive, and social development. Current policy emphasises the importance of early identification of developmental delays to ensure that appropriate interventions and support are provided as early as possible (DfE, 2021; Basterfield et al, 2023). The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework serves as statutory guidance for EY settings working with children from birth to five years old (DfE, 2021). The EYFS Framework consists of 17 Early Learning Goals (ELGs), with Physical Development identified as a prime area. Assessment within the EYFS relies on teachers’ observational evidence to rate each child’s development in the ELGs as Emerging, Expected, or Exceeding. Achieving a Good Level of Development (GLD) requires children to meet or exceed expectations across all ELGs (DfE, 2024). Recent data from the DfE reveals an increased improvement in GLD attainment over the 3-year period where results were published, with approximately 67.7% of children achieving this milestone in the 2023/24 academic year. Physical Development has consistently been the strongest areas of achievement, with 84.48% of children meeting or exceeding expected milestones. Comparing with the data from the 2 schools who took part in the study, show 68.66% met the GLD for PD. This is slightly lower than national average. 
The reliance on teacher observations rather than standardised assessments introduces potential misjudgement in the data. Burton and Miller (1998) suggest factors such as experience, frequency of observational opportunities, and interpretation of what expected milestones look like and how all could affect the assessment outcomes  Given the key role that physical development plays in children’s readiness for formal schooling and in the awarding of GLD as a Prime Area, schools need to ensure the accuracy and consistency of observational assessment (DfE, 2024). More work around training and support for teachers in how to spot FMS issues, as well as potentially integrating a standardised assessment tool, could help support teacher judgement and address any issues that may occur with children showing delays (Preedy, Duncombe and Gorely, 2022). This approach would support more targeted interventions, particularly for children who may be at risk of delays in motor skill acquisition (Duncombe 2019).
Teachers and practitioners are required to observe and evaluate children's development in these areas, assigning judgments as either 'Emerging,' 'Expected,' or 'Exceeding' by the end of the reception year. A child is considered to have achieved a 'Good Level of Development' (GLD) if they meet or exceed expectations in all prime areas and specific aspects of literacy and numeracy (DfE, 2024). Preedy, Sanderson& Ball, (2018) highlight that this form of assessment has trouble finding children who are underachieving in the Physical Development subcategory, and the problems go under the radar. From the findings of the research, teacher assessments (EYFS data) indicated that 68.66% of the children reached a GLD in Physical Development (see Table 2). This data aligned with national trends, where over 84% of children typically achieve expected levels in physical development outcomes (DfE, 2023). These figures suggest that most children are progressing as expected in their Physical Development. However, when compared to the outcomes from the MABC-2, a different picture appears. The MABC-2 found that only 28.57% of the same children were classified as having no movement difficulty. The majority (71.43%) fell within the “at risk” (6th–15th percentile) or “significant movement difficulty” (<5th percentile) categories (see Table 4).
This notable difference of the 2 sets of data raises important questions about the consistency of the EYFS Physical development assessments. EYFS observational assessments have the advantage of taking into account the learning context and classroom environment, recent research suggests it may lack the reliability to detect subtle motor coordination difficulties, more importantly in those children who appear to be coping with typical everyday tasks (Blank et al., 2019). If left undetected, these motor skill difficulties can impact not only physical education participation but also wider areas of learning. The MABC-2’s more specific focus on motor development may allow it to detect issues that the EYFS framework overlooks. The results comparisons, potentially highlight the need to use a more formalized assessment with EYFS practice to support the teacher observations and improve early identification of any subtle delays. (Henderson, Sugden and Barnett, 2007).
The data presented in Table 3 shows 85.07% met expected milestones in gross motor skills, compared to only 76.12% for fine motor skills. This gap likely stems from the more observable nature of GMS such as running, jumping, or balancing versus less visible elements of FMS like pencil grip and manipulating small objects. Accurately identifying these finer competencies often requires structured observation or formal assessment tools (Strooband et al., 2023) and cannot be seen solely by everyday observational tasks.
Despite this observed gap between gross and fine motor assessments within the EYFS framework, the teachers’ evaluations still present a more optimistic outlook compared to the findings obtained through the MABC-2. Table 6 indicates that 75.7% of children scored below the 5th percentile in the manual dexterity task. This significant difference between teacher assessments and the MABC-2 results highlights the limitations of relying solely on observational data in early years settings. The MABC-2’s task-specific and standardised approach enables the identification of subtle motor difficulties that can easily go unnoticed in the observations typical of EYFS assessments (Henderson, Sugden and Barnett, 2007). Further evidence suggests that declines in children’s motor competence may be becoming normalised in everyday settings. Brian et al. (2019) found this when comparing Test of Gross Motor Development 2 and 3 data, warning that lower benchmarks could hide real developmental concerns and change what people see as “normal” motor ability.
While teacher judgments are invaluable forms of assessment due to their understanding of each child’s daily habits and behaviours, there may be a benefit from being supported with a formal assessment tool as suggested by Strooband et al. (2023). For example, using the subtests of the MABC-2 in the EYFS setting would support more accurate and early identification of children at risk of motor delays, especially those with mild difficulties that might otherwise remain undetected (Barnett and Hill, 2019).
Early identification of motor difficulties through the use of standardised assessments within the EYFS setting could support a more timely and targeted intervention. In particularly in the areas of GMS and FMS. Research has shown the long-term impact of early motor skill development on important areas such as handwriting, self-care, and participation in physical activity (Cameron et al., 2012; Sugden, 2007). By combining teacher-led observation with formal assessment tools, teachers could adopt a more proactive approach to identifying and supporting children with motor coordination challenges. This could lead to better developmental outcomes by addressing difficulties early, rather than waiting until they affect learning at a later point in the child’s education. The differences found between EYFS teacher assessments and MABC-2 results in this study further highlight the need for a more balanced approach, one that maintains the value of teacher led observation while also incorporating the accuracy of standardised motor assessments (Henderson, Sugden and Barnett, 2007). As Henderson, Sugden, and Barnett (2007) explain, the MABC-2 is effective in identifying motor difficulties, including Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD), due to its clinical validity, precise subtests, and sensitivity to small but meaningful deviations in motor performance. The detailed nature of the MABC-2’s subtests allow for a more in-depth look into motor control, particularly in areas like manual dexterity. Children may not show signs of difficulty during routine classroom tasks, but they will come to light in more demanding tasks. These difficulties, if left undetected and interventions not put in place will lead to challenges in handwriting, and broader academic situations as the children leave EYFS and progress through school (Cameron et al., 2012).
The results in Table 6 (Crosstabulation of Manual Dexterity for Gender and School) further reinforce the value of the MABC-2 testing. The data shows that both male and female participants exhibited significant difficulties with manual dexterity with 75.7% scoring below the 5th percentile. These difficulties were consistent across both school settings (School A & School B), suggesting that the issue is not confined to specific environments but is instead revealing of broader gaps in fine motor skills within early education and highlighting when children are at risk of delay. These finding supports the work of Piek et al. (2008), who found that fine motor control is a common area of concern in young children and often requires targeted interventions to support improvement.
When looking at the Aiming and Catching subtest of the MABC-2 (Table 7), children in this study appeared to perform significantly better than in other areas of the assessment. A large proportion of the children (81.4%) scored in the “above the 16th percentile” category (green), suggesting that most children demonstrated no significant motor difficulties in this area. One likely explanation for this stronger performance is that object control skills such as throwing, catching, and aiming are more frequently practised in everyday settings. These activities are commonly embedded within outdoor play, PE lessons, and informal games, all of which offer repeated opportunities for skill development (Goodway and Branta, 2003; Logan et al., 2012). Object control skills are often perceived as more enjoyable and interactive than FMS tasks, these skills form the foundation for future movement and physical activity (Clark & Metcalfe, 2002). Repeated exposure through fun and structured play contributes to improvements in coordination and timing, both of which are critical for success in aiming and catching tasks (Stodden et al., 2008). Moreover, within the EYFS curriculum, activities involving balls, beanbags, hoops, and throwing targets are often part of group games and PE sessions, giving children consistent exposure and support (DfE, 2021). Also, research suggests that early mastery of object control skills can be linked to increased motivation and self-confidence, which in turn encourages more participation in physical activity (Barnett et al., 2009). This was also suggested by Seefeldt (1980) that competency in FMS was necessary to break through a hypothetical “proficiency barrier”. If we leave movement delays until it’s too late, children deem themselves not competent, and the levels of physical activity in later life will therefore be lower.                                        
When the data was broken down by gender, there’s an interesting pattern, although much of the motor development literature suggests that girls are typically more delayed in object-control (OC) skills than boys (Barnett et al., 2016), the findings of this study revealed a contrasting pattern. Males were more likely to fall into the significant movement difficulty category, with 14.7% scoring in this range compared to just 5.6% of females. This difference could be linked to the EYFS setting, where boys may struggle more with a broader range of motor skills, such as fine motor control and balance. These difficulties might increase their overall risk of movement delay, even though girls are usually the ones shown to be behind in object-control skills. 
The findings relating to the balance test results were very encouraging in comparison to others. The majority of children demonstrating competence in this area. As shown in Table 8, 84.3% of participants scored within the green band on the balance subtest of the MABC-2, indicating no significant motor coordination difficulties. Notably, no children scored in the red band, suggesting that severe balance impairments were absent in the sample. Males slightly outperformed females, with 88.2% of boys in the green band compared to 80.6% of girls. This aligns with broader developmental research that suggests boys may engage more frequently in activities that promote gross motor development, including those that challenge balance such as climbing, jumping, and dynamic outdoor play (Stodden et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2010). Balance, as a gross motor skill, appears to be well supported in the EYFS environment due to the structure of the EYFSF, which encourages regular opportunities for physical activity through both structured PE and unstructured free play (DfE, 2021). Activities such as balancing on beams, using balance bikes and general playground equipment are commonly included in early years settings and promote balance in a natural, engaging way (Logan et al., 2012). The physical environment can significantly enhance children’s balance and overall physical development when designed to include a wide range of activities and engaging movement opportunities (Haav, A., Oja, L. and Piksööt, J., 2024). Balance skills are typically easy for practitioners to identify during everyday opportunities. Children who develop strong balance skills are often better prepared for academic tasks requiring postural control, such as sitting still for extended periods. Research by Lima et al., (2020) indicates that having good balance skills are positively associated with academic performance in children and improved task performance in the classroom. While gross motor skills like balance may be well supported, the slight gap in performance between genders may still indicate the need for inclusive practice. Ensuring that all children, regardless of gender, are given equal access and encouragement to develop physical competence is essential. 
A more detailed look at the differences between males and females within this study show a consistent theme. Looking at the EYFS teacher assessments (see Table 2 and Charts 2 and 3), females consistently outscored the males in both gross motor skills and fine motor skills, this data came from each individual schools EYFS data. The MABC-2 results (Table 4) back this up, showing that 33.3% of females had no motor difficulties, compared to only 23.5% males. At the same time, nearly half of the males (47.1%) scored below the 5th percentile, which means they had significant motor challenges, while this was the case for 38.9% of females. Research indicates that gender differences in early motor development are well established. Else-Quest et al. (2006) found that girls often develop fine motor and social skills earlier than boys during the early years, a pattern that is generally reflected in observational and standardised assessments. Boys and girls also tend to engage in different types of physical play: boys are more frequently involved in active, gross motor activities such as running, climbing, and ball games, whereas girls spend relatively more time on fine motor and focused tasks, unless boys are specifically encouraged to engage in these activities (Zheng et al., 2022). However, the EYFS data from this study diverged from these typical patterns. Teachers’ observations indicated that girls outperformed boys in both fundamental and gross motor skills (FMS and GMS), as shown in Table 6, suggesting that observational assessment may not always align with established developmental trends. Consistent with the wider literature, Barnett et al. (2010) highlighted that boys are generally more proficient than girls in object-control skills during childhood and adolescence. Interestingly, this pattern was not apparent in any of the MABC-2 subtests in the current study, with only balance tasks showing males outperforming females. These discrepancies highlight the potential influence of teacher experience, observation accuracy, and the learning environment, underscoring the importance of complementing observational assessments with standardised tools to ensure accurate identification of motor competence and support for intervention.
Rogers et al., (2024) suggest that parents frequently promote gender specific activities which could be possibly seen in the results of the study where girls surpassed boys in FMS domains, while boys performed more strongly in GMS. This highlights the need for EYFS teachers to deliberately design learning environments that ensure balanced development. Teachers should not assume that all children will develop in the same way or at the same pace. Boys, in particular, may benefit from extra encouragement in fine motor skill activities such as threading beads, manipulating playdough, or cutting with scissors, skills assessed within the MABC-2. Providing playful and scaffolded fine motor tasks can help boys catch up in these foundational skills, ensuring more equitable developmental outcomes.
Within the EYFS setting, teachers should look to adopt a balanced and gender-sensitive approach to motor development. Evidence suggests that males may be less engaged with fine motor tasks unless specifically encouraged to participate (Else-Quest et al., 2006). Therefore, Early Years teachers should integrate engaging, hands-on activities such as playdough modelling, threading, small construction, and crafts in a way that appeals to all children, especially boys who may lean more toward active, gross motor play (DfE, 2021). Providing a mix of stimulating gross and fine motor experiences enables all children to develop skills essential for independence and school readiness. Supporting FMS development early on is crucial, not just because it prepares children for formal schooling and tasks such as handwriting, but also because it helps build their confidence and independence. When children are able to perform tasks independently, they gain a sense of competence, which positively influences their motivation and self-esteem (Grissmer et al., 2010). FMS also support a child’s ability to carry out essential self-care tasks such as buttoning clothes or doing a zip on a coat (Berk, 2015). These everyday tasks, while simple, provide repeated essential for being school-ready (Jones et al., 2021). 
In summary, this chapter compared EYFS teacher-led observations with the MABC-2 test, revealing notable differences between the two. While the EYFS data suggested that most children met expected PD GLD, the MABC-2 findings indicated that a significant proportion of children were at risk of, or experiencing movement difficulties, particularly in fine motor tasks / manual dexterity. The differences show the limitations of relying solely on observations as a form of assessment, which may overlook subtle movement issues. Gender differences were also evident, with girls generally outperforming boys in fine motor skills, while boys showed slightly stronger results in gross motor areas such as balance and object control. The study highlighted the value of potentially combining teacher observations with standardised tools such as the MABC-2 to ensure earlier and more accurate identification of motor skill delays. 
These findings will be explored further in the conclusion chapter, which will reflect on the implications for early years practice, teacher training offering recommendations to improve the accuracy and consistency of PD assessments in the EYFS.


















CONCLUSION
The chapter looks at how the research question of this this study asked: How does EYFS data compare to a standardised test for physical development? The findings of this research provide a clear answer, demonstrating that while EYFS assessments offer valuable insights into children’s broader developmental, they do not consistently align with the outcomes of standardised assessments such as the MABC-2. The EYFS data from the two participating schools indicated that 68.66% (Table 2) of children achieved a GLD in Physical Development. These outcomes are broadly consistent with national trends, reflecting the perception that children in the early years are generally meeting expected milestones for gross and fine motor skills (DfE, 2023). Looking at the data, the EYFS assessments suggest that the majority of children were developing at age related expectations in physical competence which is reassuring for teachers and schools. However, the results of the MABC-2 presented a considerably different picture, with only 28.57% (Table 4) of children were classified as having no movement difficulties, while over 70% were identified as either at risk or exhibiting significant motor challenges.
Physical development in early childhood offers a whole range of benefits, not only as a key indicator of school readiness but also long-term academic performance, health outcomes, and overall well-being. Failure to identify poor motor competence can have lasting consequences, including reduced physical activity, increased risk of obesity, and related health challenges in middle and late childhood (DfE, 2021). 
The key findings for this research indicated that 68.66% of children achieved a GLD in Physical Development. These results are consistent with national trends reported by the DfE (DfE, 2023), which suggest that physical development is often one of the strongest areas of achievement in early years education. Teacher observations captured children’s competence in gross motor activities, such as running, jumping, balancing, and coordination tasks, which appear to be relatively well-developed in this age group. On the surface, these data suggested that the majority of children were progressing appropriately in their physical development, reinforcing the perception that EYFS assessments provide a reliable measure of overall motor competence.
In contrast, the MABC-2 results revealed a strikingly different picture. Only 28.57% of children were classified as having no movement difficulties, while over 70% were identified as either at risk (6th–15th percentile) or experiencing significant movement difficulties (below the 5th percentile). Manual Dexterity emerged as the area of greatest concern, with 75.7% of children scoring below the 5th percentile. In comparison, performance in Aiming and Catching (81.4% in the green band) and Balance (84.3% in the green band) was considerably stronger. This pattern indicates that while gross motor skills are generally within typical developmental ranges, fine motor difficulties are prevalent and may be largely overlooked in classroom-based assessments. These findings echo previous research highlighting the challenges of identifying subtle fine motor deficits through observational assessment alone (Burton & Miller, 1998; Piek et al., 2008).
The comparisons between EYFS data the MABC-2 highlights a significant difference in the identification of motor delays in young children. Teacher observations often indicate that children are developing appropriately in GMS, which can create the perception that overall physical development is progressing as expected. However, standardised assessments reveal that FMS are far more prevalent than classroom observations alone would suggest. This highlights the limitations of relying solely on observational assessment in all areas of the EYFS in particularly PD. FMS are the start point for a wide range of tasks including writing, self-care, and coordinated activities that children needed to embed with EY. Any delays in FMS can affect not only school readiness but also later academic achievement. The findings show the possible importance of using a standardised assessment for physical development alongside the current observational methods in EY settings. This will support a more comprehensive and accurate understanding of children’s motor competence coupled with the understanding of each individual child though observations in the classroom. Using a combined approach, teacher and senior leaders can identify children who may otherwise be overlooked, allowing for timely interventions allowing all children to reach their full potential, both academically and physically. while fostering lifelong engagement in physical activity and healthy development. Sport England's (2023) Physical Literacy Consensus Statement states, "Physical literacy is our relationship with movement and physical activity throughout life." This shows the importance of nurturing positive experiences and skills from an early age to build a foundation for lifelong physical activity and well-being.
These results highlight both the strengths and limitations of current assessment practices. Teacher observations offer an overall perspective on child’s development, looking at how they behave in everyday motor functioning as well as social situations. They may the reliability and validity to detect subtle fine motor difficulties, as suggested by Piek et al. (2008). In contrast, the MABC-2 provides reliable, norm-referenced data and can highlight deficits not easily visible in classroom observation. Henderson, Sugden and Barnett (2007) note, the structured nature of such assessments may not fully capture children’s natural performance in everyday contexts. We should not view the 2 approaches as competing methods (observational and standardised) but rather as tool used together to provide a more accurate picture of a child’s PD. A more integrated approach to assessment is required. Combining the contextual strengths of teacher observation with the diagnostic precision of tools such as MABC-2 to offer the best opportunity to ensure all children’s needs are accurately identified and supported at the earliest age, to prevent ay motor difficulties going unrecognised. 
The analysis between the EYFS PD data and MABC-2 outcomes revealed significant differences, particularly in the identification of children experiencing motor skill difficulties. Teacher observations, which form the basis of EYFS assessment judgments, suggested that approximately two-thirds of children achieved a Good Level of Development (GLD) in physical development, consistent with national trends where around 85% of children typically meet expected physical milestones. Yet, the MABC-2 painted a markedly different picture, with only 28.57% of children classified as having no movement difficulty, and the majority—over 70%—falling within at-risk or significant movement difficulty categories.
This contrast suggests that while teachers are able to identify many children developing as expected, less obvious motor coordination issues, especially in fine motor skills, are being missed. The EYFS assessments appeared to more confidently capture gross motor competencies, with over 85% of children meeting or exceeding expectations in this domain, whereas fine motor skills were rated lower, with just over 76% of children assessed as meeting expectations. Even so, MABC-2 findings revealed that 75.7% of children scored below the 5th percentile on manual dexterity subtests, a sign that many children’s FMS challenges remain undetected in everyday classroom observations.
The differences between the two sets of data, show both the strengths and limitations of each approach. Teacher observations benefit from the understanding of each child’s daily functioning across multiple environments and times. They allow for assessments that occur in daily practice and supported by adults in the classroom. However, observations sometimes lack the precision to emerging motor difficulties, especially in children who are deemed to be following the rules and meeting behaviour expectations. In comparison, the MABC-2 provides a structured evaluation of motor competence through validated tasks that assess fine and gross motor skills with high sensitivity. It identifies children with subtle motor coordination challenges that may otherwise remain unnoticed until academic or social difficulties become pronounced. Thus, standardised assessments serve as a crucial complement to teacher observations, enabling earlier identification and intervention for children at risk of developmental coordination disorder (DCD) and other motor-related delays. Given both these findings, a mixed approach by combining observational assessments with standardised tools could be preferable in early years settings. This integration would provide a more accurate picture of children’s motor development, allowing teachers to support children with intervention that are more effective in developing areas of need. Introducing tools like the MABC-2, or brief / easy to administer version of the testing, adapted for early years, could provide results that complement teacher observations. Using tools like MABC-2 throughout the academic year alongside observational assessment will help highlight any issues, and support children in overcoming any issues that arise. 
The clear differences between the EYFS PD data and the MABC-2 results underline the limitations of relying solely on observational assessments for the early identification of motor difficulties. Standardised assessments provide a more robust means of identifying children at risk, ensuring that difficulties are not overlooked in the early years. Gender differences were also evident, with girls outperforming boys in fine motor tasks and boys more frequently scoring below expectations. However, this study’s findings regarding object-control skills did not fully align with existing literature, which typically reports boys outperforming girls in these domains (Barnett et al., 2016). This inconsistency highlights the importance of context, suggesting that EYFS provision, teaching practices, or opportunities for skill practice may influence developmental outcomes. Such findings reinforce the need for more nuanced approaches that combine observational and standardised assessments to ensure accurate identification and targeted intervention across different motor domains (Else-Quest et al., 2006).
Early Years settings do use a type of standardised test via the Reception Baseline Assessment (RBA). (DfE, 2025) The RBA is a statutory assessment conducted in the first few weeks of a child starting school to establish their initial skills in communication, language, literacy, and mathematics, there is no section for Physical Development, which is a concern as any issues would and should be highlighted early in the child’s entry into the EYFS. At the government level, this study highlights concerns regarding the adequacy of the current EYFS assessment, although EYFS values observational assessments, the findings imply that relying solely on observation may allow many children at risk of motor developmental delays to remain undetected. Potentially, things should be put in place to supplement statutory EYFS data with brief, standardised motor skill measures to enhance the reliability of national physical development monitoring. This could be closely linked to the RBA, and then activities related to it. This can then be used daily as part of the EYFS environment, ant the continuous provision that is provided for all children to access. Settings in EY’s should provide plenty of opportunities for gross and fine motor development relevant activities to engage all children. This supports FMS and GMS skill acquisition, confidence and school readiness (Piek et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2016).
The results from this research highlight an area in which the current statutory assessment system in EYFS needs rethinking. The EYFSF places significant emphasis on literacy and numeracy as markers of GLD, but as physical development is a prime area that underpins these outcomes, we can’t be seen to leaving any typer of movement difficulties undetected. If they are not identified within EYFS assessments, it allows children to progress into Key Stage 1 with hidden barriers to learning and participation. This not only affects individual children but also places additional strain on schools tasked with providing later interventions.
The significance of these findings extends beyond a simple comparison of different assessment tools. They raise important questions about the effectiveness of the Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (EYFSF) in fulfilling its central purpose: ensuring that all children leave the early years equipped with the skills necessary to access the next stage of their education (DfE, 2021). In particular, concerns emerge around the ‘prime area’ of physical development, which is intended to underpin and support progress in all areas of the EYFSF, (Barnett et al., 2016). If the EYFSF does not support in developing and enhancing a child’s motor competence, there is a risk that some children may transition into Key Stage 1 with unrecognised motor difficulties (Cameron et al., 2012). This has implications not only for school readiness but also for children’s confidence, participation in play, and long-term engagement in physical activity (Robinson et al., 2015)
From the child’s perspective, the any issues of motor difficulties left undetected carries implications such as delays in FMS can affect handwriting, self-care tasks, and classroom engagement (Grissmer et al., 2010). Similarly, poor motor competence has been linked to lower participation in physical activity. These difficulties not only affect a child’s capacity to meet everyday school demands but also influence their confidence and willingness to participate in classroom activities (Bart et al., 2007). Stodden et al., (2008) found that poor motor competence has been linked to lower levels of participation in physical activity, which in leads to reduced physical fitness, poor health outcomes, and lower levels wellbeing across the child’s lifetime. If difficulties are not detected early, children may experience cumulative disadvantages in both academic and physical domains. If difficulties are not detected early, children may face problems both physically academically (Barnett et al., 2016)
From a teacher’s perspective, the findings highlight the limitations of relying solely on observational assessments. While teacher judgment is invaluable due to its contextual and holistic nature, this study shows that teachers may overlook less obvious deficits, particularly when these do not immediately interfere with classroom behaviour or learning. The discrepancy between EYFS outcomes and MABC-2 results illustrates how reliance on observation alone risks missing those children who are “coping” superficially, but who nevertheless require targeted support to thrive.
The disparity in both sets of results highlights the need for enhanced training and professional development for early years practitioners. Research has shown that many teachers enter the profession with limited training in physical education and motor development, which does not help when trying to assess FMS and GMS in young children (Morgan and Bourke, 2008). Many teachers enter the profession with limited physical education training, which may hinder their ability to recognize and assess fine motor challenges confidently. Providing targeted professional learning opportunities focused on motor development, assessment literacy, and intervention strategies would better equip educators to identify and support children’s motor needs. This lack of preparation often results in an over reliance on observation within the EYFS, which, as has been found to be valuable, may not provide the ability to detect subtle motor difficulties (Capel, 2007).
Providing CPD that focus on motor development, assessment and intervention could better equip teachers to identify children at risk and respond appropriately (Logan et al., 2012). This type of CPD should form part of both initial teacher training and ongoing training, 
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
While this research project provided some key take aways in regards PD there were several limitations that are needed to be considered. The sample was limited to two school settings was relatively small (70 children across two schools), which may affect the generalizability of findings across different contexts. Large-scale, multi-site investigations are needed to determine whether discrepancies between EYFS teacher observations and standardised assessments, such as the MABC-2, are consistent across a range of different school settings. The findings cannot also be assumed to represent all EYFS settings. Patterns were apparent across both schools, a larger study across a more widespread network would be required to confirm generalisability.
The reliance on teacher led observations in EY data could influence results that are available. Some teachers may have greater assessment expertise or experience than others or could depend on teacher experience, training, and interpretation of milestones that each child needs to achieve in PD.
Additionally, the 2nd type of assessment used was the MABC-2, while a robust tool, it is not without limitations. Each individual test is time consuming, requires training to administer consistently and reliably and may not capture the full range of motor competencies relevant to educational settings. Due to the nature of the MABC-2 and the 1:1 nature of the test, this could influence children’s motivation. It was found that at both schools, children were excited to take part, so potentially this increased their scores due to the higher motivation levels. However, this doesn’t seem to have affected the results, as we have seen a significant level of children with a risk of movement difficulties or significant movement difficulty.
Moving forward, future studies could expand the sample size and diversify the range of schools used more. It would also need to look at exploring the long-term implications of standardised assessments within EYFS settings and how early motor delays links to later outcomes that could affect children in being school ready (Barnett et al., 2016; Stodden et al., 2008). 
Any type of future research or additions to assessment in EYFS would need to come with effective teacher training models and assessment approaches. Teachers would need support into effectively adding interventions into the day-to-day provision in EYFS and how they would support children with developing their skills. It would also be useful, when delays are found, having any interventions available as continuing professional development (CPD) for teachers in order to support in developing motor skills in EYFS. This could come with easy-to-follow early years motor screening tools to support routine monitoring, early identification, and timely intervention (Logan et al., 2012)
More comparative studies looking at wider range of assessment tools (similar to MABC-2) that can work alongside the EYFS framework could EYFS teacher observations in gaining a better understanding of the child’s physical development (Blank et al., 2019). 
This study sought to answer the research question: How does EYFS data compare to a standardised test for physical development? The findings indicate that while EYFS teacher observations provide valuable insights into children’s broader developmental progress, they do not consistently align with outcomes from standardised assessments such as the MABC-2. EYFS data suggested that the majority of children were achieving age-related expectations in physical development, particularly gross motor skills which were true of national trends and reinforcing the perception that EY children are meeting expected milestones. However, the MABC-2 results revealed a strikingly different picture. Only 28.57% of children were classified as having no movement difficulties, while over 70% were at risk or exhibited significant challenges, with fine motor skills, particularly manual dexterity, being the most affected. These results indicate that EYFS observations, while useful, may fail to detect subtle motor difficulties that can have long-term implications for school readiness, academic achievement, self-care, and physical activity engagement. The disparity highlights the limitations of relying solely on observational assessment within the EYFS framework and emphasises the need for a complementary, standardised screening approach.
The findings show the potential of integrating observational and standardised assessments to achieve a better understanding of children’s physical development. A mixed approach would allow early identification of children at risk, supporting timely interventions and address and FMS or GMS delays before they impact learning. This would require the introduction of more professional development for EYFS teachers, ensuring they have the skills and confidence to assess motor competence accurately.
In conclusion, the EYFS data provided a valuable but incomplete measure of physical development. Standardised tools like the MABC-2 offer more precise results, that identify children who may otherwise be overlooked. By looking at using both approaches could provide the most accurate representation of children’s motor skills, informing interventions that promote school readiness, confidence, and long-term physical, academic, and social wellbeing. Future practice should consider embedding brief, easy-to-administer standardised assessments alongside EYFS observations, supported by CPD for practitioners, to ensure all children reach their full potential.
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APPENDIX 1
PARENTAL CONSENT FORM
Dear Parents / Guardian,
We invite your child to take part in a research study being conducted by Tom Feighan who is a Master’s student at University of Wales Trinity St David researching Physical Education, Sport, and Physical Literacy as part of his dissertation - ‘How does the EYFS data compare to a standardised test for Physical Development’. The study, as well as your child’s rights as a participant, are described below.
Description: This study will be using the Movement Assessment Battery for Children (M-ABC) testing protocol, where your child will take part in a series of activities linked to Physical Development. Simple activities like balancing on 1 leg, throwing a bean bag and looking at fine motor skills such as pencil control.
The research proposal is looking at comparing results for children in Early Years and those of the standardised test for a Year 1 student using the M-ABC protocol.
The study will take place on your child’s PE day within school and will be conducted in a no pressure environment where the children are comfortable and familiar. Your child’s identity will not be revealed to anyone but the principal investigator.
Confidentiality: Children’s results will be anonymised and will not be associated with their name. Rather, each child will be given an identification number on the results sheet.   
Risks & Benefits: There are no risks to your child’s safety and will be conducted by Tom Feighan, who is a Qualified Primary Teacher familiar. The research has been reviewed by the Ethics Review Board at the University of Wales Trinity St David and approved for use in this research. 
Freedom to Withdraw or Refuse Participation: Children have the right to stop at any time without prejudice from the investigator.
Questions: Please feel free to ask the investigator any questions before signing the consent form or at any time during or after the study on 2111499@student.uwtsd.ac.uk.   
Informed Consent Statement
I give permission for my child, _______________________________________ to participate in the research project entitled, “How does the EYFS data compare to a standardised test for Physical Development”. The study has been explained to me and my questions answered to my satisfaction. I understand that my child’s right to withdraw from participating or refuse to participate will be respected and that his/her responses and identity will be kept confidential.  I give this consent voluntarily.  
	Parent/Guardian Name: 
	__________________________________________________________________________________

	Signature:      
	__________________________________________________________________________________

	
	

	Investigator Signature:  
	__________________________________________________________________________________

	Date
	__________________________________________________________________________________



Thank You

Tom Feighan

EYFS DATA: FEMALE

Not Achieved	GLD	no score	9	25	2	

EYFS DATA: MALE

Not Achieved	GLD	no score	12	21	1	


GROSS MOTOR SKILLS 	EMERGING	EXPECTED 	10	57	


FINE MOTOR SKILLS	EMERGING	EXPECTED 	16	51	

GROSS / FINE MOTOR SKILLS

MALE	emerging	expected	emerging	expected	0.18181818181818182	0.81818181818181823	0.27272727272727271	0.72727272727272729	female	emerging	expected	emerging	expected	0.11764705882352941	0.88235294117647056	0.20588235294117646	0.79411764705882348	



MABC Test Results

No movement dificulty detected	At Risk of having a movement difficulty	denote a significant movement difficulty	20	20	30	

SCHOOL B

RED 	<	5TH PERCENTILE	AMBER 6-15TH PERCENTILE	GREEN 	>	16TH PERCENTILE	13	11	12	

SCHOOL A

RED 	<	5TH PERCENTILE	AMBER 6-15TH PERCENTILE	GREEN 	>	16TH PERCENTILE	17	9	8	

EYFS Data - Good Level of Development (GLD)

GLD	NOT ACHIEVED GLD	46	21	
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