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As a teacher experienced at KS2, in moving the Early Years I was eager to extend my knowledge as an early Years practitioner. These are my reflections following my experience participating in the Physical Literacy Course. 


My school is located at the west of Swansea. As a to Welsh Medium primary, the catchment is large, extending from Gowerton to Townhill. There are aprox 250 pupils on roll, our free school meals percentage is just below the national average. We have a small number of families who require additional family support. Goodway and Branta (2003) in their report discuss the developmental delays in FMS development that disadvantaged children may experience. 

There are 27 pupils in the morning Nursery class. Just over half of the September intake had previously attended the afternoon Nursery session, for the others, this was their first experience of a Nursery type-setting, away from main caregivers. At this crucial period in their development, challenges following COVID are very evident in the Nursery this year. Several pupils new to the school have found settling into the classroom routine a significant challenge. When speaking to their parents, it became clear that these pupils had rarely been away from main caregivers and some had spent extraordinarily little time with other adults, even grandparents. The restrictions experienced during the COVID period limited children’s play to the home and people they live with. The following observation by McArthur illustrates the impacts of reduced interactions as a result on COVID restrictions upon the development of young children: 


“Young children usually experience a variety of environments such as contact with family and friends, toddler groups, nursery, play parks, soft play, swimming pools and libraries which promote cognitive, physical and social development [...] there had been reduced opportunity to develop fundamental skills required for playing and learning. This included movement skills such as hand strength to grip and control a spoon or crayon, and body awareness and balance for negotiating stairs, climbing, and jumping”. 
(McArthur, 2021) 


Covid restrictions on play have limited access to opportunities that allow both physical and emotional development and within this year's Nursery setting, the impact of the lack of pupil’s social interactions was immediately clear. Pupils arriving in school, being left for the first time in several cases in the care of unfamiliar adults were very emotional as a result. Managing this situation was difficult, and gradual attempts were made to encourage pupils to feel increasingly secure within their unfamiliar environment. The lack of social interaction for many within this cohort also produced extra challenges as “Most of the activity in the first 7 years of life is part of one process: the process of organising the nervous system” (Ayres, 2005).  





Self-care has been an area that staff have spent time developing. Several pupils attend nursery wearing training pants or are currently going through the process of toilet training. Simple tasks such as removing or putting on a coat independently were tasks that proved to be difficult. Several pupils had arrived without these extremely basic skills and extraordinarily little, if any, independence. The fine motor skills needed for gripping crayons was noticeably weak in many pupils, and many hand strengthening activities to promote the lack of fine motor skills have been a priority. ‘...crayons, zippers, buttons...each task requires all the sensory information that has been stored in the brain during earlier activities’ (Ayres, 2005). 
 
 
Day 1   
Initially, the pupils' listening skills within the classroom were poor, their ability to respond to and follow instructions extremely limited, this was also true in the hall setting. I was aiming for whole class sessions with one pupil needing complete 1 to 1 supervision, a second pupil also needing support, leaving me to focus on the remaining 25. Developing the pupils' use of space within the hall was the first challenge, to use the space safely. Having the full class of 27 participating was in hindsight overambitious but done through necessity. 


Our early movement sessions were designed to develop locomotor skills  ‘Locomotor skills are the movement of the body through space and include walking, running, jumping, galloping, climbing, descending, sliding..., (Haywood & Getchell, 2020) My aim within the movement sessions was to encourage the pupils to move and to explore, also to introduce distinct types of movement. ‘Because movement of young children is seen to be part and parcel of their everyday lives the danger is that it can be taken for granted and overlooked in terms of it’s importance’ (Davies, 2003) As Davies explores in her book, the integration of movement is the relationship between dynamics, space and relationships, allowing children to become increasingly competent in a variety of movement situations, it is vial therefore that as practitioners, we give those opportunities within the Early Years setting. 


Day 1 had alerted me to the elements needed to include in our movement sessions, to ensure variety and different experiences. Using the ‘Dawnsio Gyda Tedi’ CD from Mydiad Ysgolion Meithrin with its use of purposeful music, gave the sessions focus. The variety of locomotor skills developed within the activity gave pupils the experience of walking, running, jumping, skipping as well responding softly or with more force, for example marching. The music allowed an extra dimension to the session as “Sometimes specific actions require particular rhythmic and dynamic difference.... a range that needs stimulating, supporting and nurturing throughout the primary years” (Davies, 2003). 


There remained the issue of keeping the pupils apart and moving safely, helping them to use the hall space. Having been on Day 1 of the course, I was made aware of Poly Spots which have been an incredible addition to our sessions. Setting out the spots, pre-session, has allowed us to begin in an ordered way. The pupils walk towards a spot of their choice, or I may ask them individually as they enter the hall walk towards a particular colour, which has made such a positive difference. Initially, pupils were picking up the spots and moving them, or becoming upset when a particular colour was not free. We persevered and they have become an integral part of warm up activities. Standing on the spot, taking a step forwards, backwards, walking around or running around the spots, balances on the spots etc. These were a reset for whole class hall sessions (the other 2 pupils were supervised, allowed free movement in a safe way).  


Day 1 had increased my awareness of these movement opportunities within the early primary setting and their influence on the pupil's ability to develop motor competence. I was careful to model the movements pupils enjoyed the familiarity of the repetition and proficiency when jumping, running, or marching/walking lightly was improved. Pupils who had only walked were beginning to add other movements. Pupils began to show variety in their movements, longer steps, shorter heavy or light steps becoming increasingly aware of the differences. When pupils showed great technique in their movement, I would ask them to model for the others; ‘Look how well...is...’ Gallahue et al state that “Developing basic competence in locomotive skills is essential for the engagement in meaningful physical activity for health and to move effectively in various games, and dances.”  (Gallahue et al., 2012). 


Ordered and calm sessions were more focused as we consistently returned to a spot, allowing the safe use of space whilst simultaneously reinforcing the need to listen and respond to commands. Using familiar commands as well as the spots had a positive effect, the familiarity of the commands allowed the pupils to easily understand and was a fantastic way to reinforce Welsh vocabulary. Repetition is key for language acquisition, also the repetition movement skills.  Locomotor movement activities help to develop spatial awareness, balance, coordination of the larger limbs, visual-spatial awareness and the more they are done the more pathways the brain will make to accommodate the muscle memory learning (Belrose, n.d. ) 
 
Day 2   
Having not had previous experience of working in the Early Years, I had limited understanding of young children’s physical development. I was under the misconception that the pupil's FMS skills would in fact just develop naturally over time ‘Fundamental motor skills do not simply develop as a result of age: they must be instructed and practised (Haywood and Getchell, 2002). These FMS were skills that I had never considered breaking down into individual parts. I had limited awareness of ‘stages’ related to throwing and catching for example. Supporting pupils to increase their skill level was not something I could approach with confidence. “Fundamental motor skills do not naturally ‘emerge’ during early childhood; they are the result of many factors influencing a child’s motor skill development” (Newell,  1986). 


The developmental sequences of catching and throwing, two of the five object control skills, were the focus of my practical sessions. Clark and Metcalfe (2002) spoke of the “mountain of motor development” and suggested that FMS are a precursor to context-specific and skilful movement. That is, to reach the “top of the mountain” of motor development and be physically skilful and active, children must first acquire competency in FMS to apply these skills in different contexts (e.g., sports and lifetime activities). Clearly, FMS are an important stepping-stone to motor development and, we believe, lifelong physical activity (Stodden et al, n.d). 


The tracking skills, hand eye coordination and fine motor skills required to develop into a proficient catcher, to apply these to a variety of sports needs focus within the Early Years setting, not allowed to happen ‘by chance’.  The attention to details that I had previously been unaware of, allowed me to focus when observing pupils and then planning next steps, an example is the awareness in the stages of catching. The delayed reaction, hugging and scooping actions were observed during SKIP catching sessions. I set up the activities into separate gardens. Activities using various equipment were set up to develop tracking skills, the scarves and rolling balls. A variety of balls were available for catchers at various stages. Awareness of Newell’s constraint model allowed me to understand and develop my use of equipment within the sessions “The individual is always undergoing age related change. This constantly changes the interaction with the environment and task and subsequently changes the way individuals move.” (Haywood and Getchell, 2014 ). Manipulating environmental factors such as size, texture, shape, and colour of equipment could act as support for the initial stage catchers and/or challenge the emerging catchers in the Nursery class. 


Throwing was the second of the object control skills we focused upon. Again, the set up was in separate gardens. My focus was on underarm throwing.  Throwing develops several skills including balance, stepping with opposition, multi-limb coordination and core strength. The environmental factors to manipulate within the gardens included size of the target, distance from the target and shape of equipment. Two models of motor development have emphasised the importance of FMS in later physical activity (Clark & Metcalfe, 2002; Seefeldt, 1980). Over two decades ago Seefeldt suggested that competency in FMS was necessary to break through a hypothetical “proficiency barrier” that would allow individuals to apply these FMS to sports and games.  


During the throwing and catching sessions, pupils were engaged and enthusiastic. Pupils would persevere despite dropping catches or missing targets when throwing. The magic window up to the age of 7 allows a pupil with low levels of motor competence but perceive themselves to be highly skilled. In early childhood, however, the inflated perceived motor skill competence might be valuable to drive the acquisition of motor skill competence because children will continue to persist and engage in mastery attempts in activities in which they believe they are skilful (Stodden et al, n.d.). A child might have low levels of actual motor competence but perceive her/himself to be highly skilled. 
 
Conclusion 
The following outline my thoughts in evaluating how the SKIP programme and training has impacted me as a practitioner. The SKIP Cymru course has increased my awareness of different elements related to the basic sensory and motor components that influence learning. Considering that according to Wainwright et al , Children are starting school with poor core stability, poor balance, a lack of strength and coordination, COVID has exacerbated these problems as has been apparent in the Nursery this year. (Wainwright et al. n.d.), SKIP has increased my knowledge of physical development within the Early Years and how to support the pupils. I was previously unaware of the developmental sequences of locomotor skills and object control skills and the course has clarified these and I have been able to observe these within the throwing and catching elements.  


On reading the response to my throwing and catching evaluation, I was clear that regular and varied opportunities for movement at the Nursery stage was vitally important alongside planning regular opportunities for movement. For example, getting the pupils throwing as opposed to the detail of the steps involved in throwing, which in hindsight I had taken too much time explaining. The encouragement to get throwing and experience the movement should have been the focus. Equipment available to me initially was limited. I approached my local council Sports Officer, who allowed me to borrow equipment. The variety of equipment used within sessions then allowed me to consider elements of Newell's constraints model (Haywood and Getchell, 2014)
 

By changing the task/goal of the activity or the environment for example the size or shape of equipment. Working for shorter periods of time with smaller groups allowed for better quality of delivery. Larger classes made observation of the pupils difficult. To observe and plan meaningfully, small groups up to 8 were key to the success of the sessions. I found learning about theory behind the SKIP programme enlightening, following being in a classroom for so many years, it was refreshing to have this input. I have become more confident in my knowledge of motor development and increasingly confident in observing pupils planning activities which are appropriate.  
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