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Sophie Cook 1050777
Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood
Reflective Journal

This reflective journal is based on a number of SKIP (Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction for Preschoolers) sessions carried out at Presteigne Primary School in the spring and summer terms 2024.  As the Health and Well-being lead for the school I have a keen interest in the physical development of young children.  Results from the HAPPEN survey in October 2023 showed that only 20% of pupils in KS2 are physically active for more than one hour a day.  As the school Reception teacher I feel that if I can engage pupils from the moment they start school then this attitude will hopefully stay with them as they move through the years.  This model by Stodden et al. rings true in relation to perceived motor confidence. It really shows the importance of laying the foundations in the early years.  

Figure 1: Developmental Mechanisms Influencing Physical Activity Trajectories of Children.
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When the SKIP training came along, it seemed a great way to help achieve my aim of improving physical development in a fun and inclusive way, whilst personally learning and understanding some theory along the way.  The journal is divided into two parts, the first cycle being a reflection of the first part of my training, the second being the latter. 

Cycle One
Presteigne Primary School is a rural school on the Wales-England border with 170 pupils on roll.  There are 27 pupils in the reception class, none of which have official additional learning needs; one pupil is currently on the ND pathway, two have access to ULP and Speech and Language support. There are no behavioural issues.  Many of the pupils in the class have two working parents and as a result of this a quarter of the class access both breakfast and after-school clubs.  These children would appear to be fairly ‘active’ however the initial baseline tests showed that developmentally they scored pretty low at catching a ball – 18% stage 1, 30% stage 2, 48% stage 3, 4% stage 4.  Following discussions with the children I found out that many go home and play on devices or watch TV rather than go outside to kick or throw a ball.  As a working parent who gets home late to her own daughter, this really resonated with me. The conversation at the dinner table that evening was that we needed to make more of an effort to play ball games with her!  

“We have seen how movement is an essential ingredient for a child’s development and capacity to learn, but children of today have less movement opportunities in their daily lives than any other generation.” (Goddard Blythe, 2005: 130).  

Working parents today are busy, tired and life is completely different to previous generations.  

I was confident that by adding in new and exciting sessions to our current provision for PE, we could make a huge difference to the skillset amongst this cohort.  The SKIP training would potentially allow me to establish a more structured and holistic approach by understanding the stages and building up the sessions carefully. 

The first step was to tweak the environment and provision.  As a school we always believed we were fairly well-resourced for PE, but a closer inspection following the first SKIP training session quickly revealed that the younger children were very poorly resourced.  A ball order was first on the agenda –spiky balls, coloured balls, large balls, any that looked engaging and sparked their senses along with lots of coloured scarves.
 “Children are designed to enjoy activities that challenge them to experience new sensations and develop new motor functions. It is fun to integrate sensations and form adaptive responses” (Ayres, 2005: 14)

Initial observations of pupils’ locomotive skills via our school baseline assessment – running, hopping, jumping and skipping were that generally these skills were pretty well-developed (63% expected, 37% working towards, October 2023) but there was definite room for improvement.  I had to therefore consider simple ways in which we could plan for gross-motor development within an already bursting timetable. As Stodden et.al. (2008) point out – “increased physical activity provides more opportunities to promote neuromotor development, which in turn promotes fine-motor development”.  We know how important fine-motor development is in the early years and so it was imperative that some time was put aside.   I decided that these skills could be further developed daily during ‘Fit in Five’ sessions.  Example activities include tag games, simple movement circuits or ‘Follow the Leader’.  The children absolutely love these and after a week or two I introduced the initiative to the whole school.  

To begin with our SKIP sessions consisted of lots of different warm up games with the whole class, with the aim of observing and developing their locomotive skills.  I’m lucky enough to have a full-time TA who was able to join in, help model and also make important observations.  The favourite warm up activity was undoubtedly ‘Mr Men and Little Miss’ from the SKIP handbook. The children are aged 4 or 5 and I quickly learned that the ‘simpler, the better’.  The first hurdle we faced was their lack of understanding of prepositions.  Many children struggled with ‘behind’ and ‘around’, floor spots helped immensely with working in a space and we used the concept of their own ‘bubbles’ which they responded to really well.  These sessions quickly became more about listening and following instructions, which is paramount in the early years.  Gallahue’s theory suggests that locomotor skills develop more naturally in humans, referring to this as ‘phylogenetic’ so I didn’t feel too worried that things were going a little off-track. 

During the warm-up games I was conscientious in ensuring that demonstrations of correct technique for walking, running, jumping, skipping or hopping were shown.  Unfortunately I had sustained a hip fracture in January and was still very much recovering.  Luckily I was able to use a couple of the proficient children to praise and model correct technique e.g. “top job -  you’re really moving your arms well when you’re running”. 

Over the first few sessions we built up their listening skills, balance and concepts of speed and levels – all very simple, but effective, engaging and fun. There was definitely some fuss when ‘Mr Friendly’ was introduced i.e. paired work, but after some modelling with my TA things did settle down.  Eventually we were able to add in coloured scarves to incorporate some early tracking and catching.  Scarves work really well with Reception children because they move slowly, allowing them to begin to track, building up confidence along the way.  Haywood and Getchell (2009) explain this really well when discussing constraints.  Here the constraint of the scarf slows down the moving object thus permitting the child to track it more easily, giving them more time to react. 

Figure 2: Newell’s Model of Constraints
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I strongly believe that focusing on the simple warm-up games for the first few weeks helped establish a positive and calm environment.  The sessions were quick (ideal for reception) and set the scene for the sessions to follow.  

Cycle Two
Following on from the Baseline tests I decided that my structured sessions would focus on object control, namely throwing and catching.  I quickly realised that it was too much to implement with the whole class so I split them into two with my TA. As I only had 13/14 at a time, I was able to set up two activities or ‘gardens’ – one slightly more independent than the other so that I could really focus on observing the children, watch and assess their development and tweak/extend things where necessary.  The time of year also meant that we needed to use the school hall, so having only half of the class at a time meant plenty more space. 

An example of such a session set up included Scarf Tracking which focused on catching and the Egg Game which focused on underarm throwing. Scarf Tracking was more independent having worked on this a lot in the warm-up games.  It only took a session or two to start seeing that many of the pupils were ready to move from scarves, so as the term went on I was able to group more by ability and give the more able children some balls. What Scarf Tracking did do however was really enforce the language of “hands ready”, “eyes on the scarf” which I was able to hear the children say frequently.  The Egg Game required me to be more on hand and really did allow me to use the teaching cues of “aim for the X zone”, “eyes on the bean bag” and “hands ready”.  As I was on my own, I was able to quickly pick out a child to model with me – great for his self-esteem and made the other children really work hard to see if they could also be chosen as Mrs Cook’s helper! The Egg Game is great because it can be adapted quickly and easily e.g. take out some spots, move the hoops further apart.  Because of the nature of the set-up and only having half the class I feel as though I was far less stressed and positive praise was paramount.  It enabled me to provide instant feedback to individuals which we as a school have had a huge focus on over the past 12 months. Our school Feedback and Assessment policy (2023) is built around instant and effective feedback.   

“At Presteigne Primary School, we aim to equip learners with the tools to reflect on and improve their own learning, supported by the teacher, their peers and their learning environment”. 


As the summer term weeks went on I was able to take the sessions outside with the whole class.  By this time they were far more settled and our school grounds allow for plenty of space. I also began to add in some enhanced provision to our outside area e.g. a box with simple equipment such as bean bags, hoops and floor spots.  Many children enjoyed using this and were observed setting up their own little games in small groups of 6. To compare with some of the pre-data the post-data showed a huge improvement in the stages of catching - 10% stage 2, 20% stage 3, 70% stage 4.  

Throughout the course of delivering SKIP sessions and carrying out the relevant research , one quote has stuck out for me – 

[bookmark: _Hlk175652671]“If children cannot proficiently run, jump, catch, throw etc. then they will have limited opportunities for engagement in Physical Activity later in their lives because they will not have the prerequisite skills to be active” 
Stodden, Goodway, Langendorfer, Robertson, Rudisill, Garcia & Garcia, (2012 p. 291). 

It is fundamental that we as practitioners do our best to provide a platform in which our pupils can thrive physically.  I’m hoping that our year 1 and 2 teachers will attend the next round of SKIP training and I am keen to share my insights with parents via a workshop in the autumn term.  I will also build up my use of gardens and further develop activities in enhanced, outdoor provision to promote independence. 

Attending the SKIP training has meant that I am now much more confident in my own knowledge of motor development. I thought I was a fairly decent PE teacher but learning about the developmental stages particularly for throwing and catching at the first training session has been the biggest game-changer.  Taking part in the practical sessions on the training days allowed us to empathise with young children and really resonate with each step on their journey to becoming physically competent.  It really isn’t as simple as “they’ll just pick it up”!   The sessions were designed to be playful, which the children enjoyed as children interpret the positive feedback from sensory integration as fun (Ayres, 2005).  I now have the knowledge to create fun, creative age-appropriate activities for the children in order for them to thrive.  If they then carry over this same sense of pride and joy into their learning then my job will bring heaps of rewards. 

Word count: 2007
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