Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood. 


Reflective Journal 
This Reflective Journal is based on a series of SKIP sessions carried out in Ysgol Bryn Teg. I have been Nursery Teacher in Ysgol Bryn Teg since September 2018. Ysgol Bryn Teg is a large school with 240 pupils. Our school is located in Llwynhendy, a small village in Llanelli, it is a modern building with large playgrounds and a large sports hall. SKIP sessions take place in both of these facilities. My current Nursery intake consists of 40 pupils in the morning session and 41 in the afternoon. 

Llwynhendy is a socioeconomically deprived area. 42.7% of the pupils receive free school meals and there is a high number of pupils with additional learning needs. Covid-19 has escalated the challenges pupils face regarding their wellbeing and physical development. It has been clear that a long period of time spent at home during lockdown has had an impact on the fundamental development of motor skills in many of our Nursery pupils. The lack of opportunities to play outside, go to the park and explore the world around them has limited Nursery pupils’ physical development over the past 2 years. To reference ‘The Positive Spiral of Engagement’ Stodden et al (2008); pupils simply have not been provided with enough opportunities to be at the correct level of physical competence for their age. Therefore, it became clear to me that it was vital for physical literacy to be embedded in all areas of learning. I was keen to observe the impact SKIP sessions would have on not only pupils’ physical development but their behaviour and emotional wellbeing within the classroom. 

As a team we suspect that a high number of pupils within our Nursery setting pupils do not spend a lot of time outside playing, climbing and exploring in nature and as opposed to this pupils spend a lot of their free time playing on devices or watching TV. This has become clear to us in on-entry assessments where we observe pupils’ ability to socialise and play outside. We are observing that more and more 3 year olds are starting school without the desire to play and climb outside and many pupils are more drawn to the iPad area where they do not develop socially or physically. Goddard Blythe supports this “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, The Well-Balanced Child, 2005: 130). Being drawn to sit on an iPad for hours is not natural for a 3-4 year old child. Every child should have the instinctive desire to play and test their physical limitations for this is how they grow and develop. Ayres supports this “Within every child, there is a great inner drive to develop sensory integration.” (Ayres, J.A. 2005: 15). Ayres states that “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, J.A. 2005: 14). When we reflected on these observations as a team we considered that these natural instincts to play were perhaps not being purposely repressed by parents and guardian however sadly were a reflection of today’s generation. Due to the deprived socioeconomic nature of our catchment area parents may not have big garden for pupils to play in and the local parks may not be deemed safe by many parents as there have been recent reports of knives and razor blades being taped to slides. This is a sad reality many deprived areas are facing in the present day. Many of our pupils’ families do not own cars and therefore the facilities within the immediate area are all that is on offer to pupils. We therefore agreed that it was vital pupils were receiving a broad menu of opportunities to develop physical literacy and play imaginatively in school. 
Our aim through embarking on this project was to develop physical literacy in the early years through teaching and developing locomotor and control skills with the hope that doing this would have a positive impact on behaviour as well as attention and skills in the classroom. “When a child moves and improves their movement skills, their brain develops more connections (dense neural networks) and when a child moves, they learn to process information more quickly and efficiently and have better attention”. (SKIP Cymru, 2016). Our school motto is ‘Reach for the Stars’ and our core values that we aim to imbed in every child are ‘Respect, Wellbeing and Independence’ through taking part in SKIP we wanted to further embed these qualities in our pupils through encouraging them to be independent and have perseverance in their physical play. This links well to the 4 purposes of the new curriculum in shaping pupils to be ‘ambitious, capable learners’ (Successful Futures, 2015). 

Furthermore, Seefeldt indicates “there might be a “critical threshold” of motor skill competence, above which children will be active and successfully apply Fundamental Motor Skill competence for lifetime physical activities, but below which they would be less successful and ultimately drop out of physical activities at higher rates” (Stodden et al, 2008: 294).  From personal experience this has certainly seemed true. When I taught upper Key Stage 2 P.E, the pupils had not developed confidence in their basic gross motor skills when in the Foundation Phase were the ones that ostracized themselves in P.E sessions and would not want to participate. Our aim was to avoid this as we begin a new age of education with the implementation of the new curriculum. We want all pupils to have confidence in P.E sessions so that they can be healthy, confident individuals. 

In addition to embarking on our SKIP sessions we agreed as a Foundation Phase team to make at least one term have a focus on pupils becoming ‘Healthy, confident individuals’ through our topic mapping for the new curriculum. Our Spring theme ‘Why do we eat our green?’ focus on learning about a healthy diet and how fruits and vegetables help our brains and bodies have energy. As a school we also took part in the government initiative ‘Eat them to defeat them’ where all pupils across the school tried a new vegetable each week to improve attitudes towards healthy eating. This was a huge success as a lot of pupils enjoyed this challenge thus achieving the purpose of the initiative. Statistics published by the NHS Cymru state that 26.4% of children in Wales are overweight or obese, compared to 22.4% in England and also in Scotland in this age group. Wales also has higher prevalence of obesity in this age group, with 12.0% of children obese, compared to 9.5% in England and 10.1% in Scotland (NHS website: 2019).

My aim not only as healthy schools co-ordinator but as an early years teacher was to work hard to improve physical literacy alongside healthy eating in the school. I did this through constructing a timetable where Nursery and Reception would take part in a carousel afternoon at least twice a week (See Figure 1) This meant that pupils could be  taught SKIP sessions by members of staff that had received the relevant training. Through implementing the consistent timetable pupils would receive high quality P.E sessions where they could develop core skills before progressing in the Foundation Phase. This was practical as both the Level 3 teaching assistant and myself were both confident in setting up activities and delivering sessions alongside one another. We would always split the class into two separate gardens to reduce the number of pupils each of us had to manage. One garden would focus on a gross motor skill such as balance and jumping and the second garden would focus on a ball skill such as throwing, catching or kicking. We would teach the skills in blocks to help the pupils become as proficient as possible before moving onto the next skill. Through managing lessons in this way it allowed for us to observe, teach skills, intervene if necessary.  I plan to revisit the ball skills after half term to ensure that pupils have time to recap before the summer holidays. 

Figure 1- SKIP timetable.
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During the first week of teaching SKIP sessions.  I focus on warm-up exercises to observe and asses the children to ascertain the stage of development at which they were able to run, hop, jump. I noticed that many pupils were performing at significantly low stages of development. I therefore made the decision that my first fortnight of teaching SKIP would focus on building a strong movement vocabulary with the pupils. Prior to receiving SKIP training, I had not been aware of the stages of development and unless a child had shown obvious signs of difficulty in a performing an action, I had assumed that every child would eventually be able to perform to the appropriate level. It was only through carrying out the warm up activities that I had learnt on SKIP that I was able to clearly observe and analyse the pupils attainment in different movement concepts. It was evident that as the teacher I had a responsibility to develop the competence of these fundamental gross motor skills to secure not only the future success of my pupils in terms of being physically literate for life; but also improve and secure their confidence and relationships with P.E. 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, Ozman and Goodway, 2012: 247). In order to effectively plan for pupils to progress in their gross motor skills I would need to “design developmentally appropriate movement experiences for the children’. (Gallahue, Ozman and Goodway, 2012: 247). I understood that to do this, modelling the correct techniques and movements to the pupils would be vital. 
As the sessions progressed, I noticed the constraints highlighted in Newell’s model in terms of understanding that “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 Gethell, 2014 :6) (See figure 2)
Figure 2- Newell’s Model of Constraints 
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My understanding of this model assisted me well in knowing what to look for when observing pupils. It was remarkable how I could distinguish the interactions in gross motor development were consistently progressing. This was useful to me as the teacher as I was able to manipulate constraints and differentiate accordingly. 

In week 3 and 4 of the delivering SKIP sessions I always set up 2 gardens. One of these would be an obstacle course which remained the same every session with the exception of 1 new piece of equipment / challenge each time to keep it exciting. For example changing the item they needed to balance on their heard to a beanbag, fluffy ball, cone etc. 
The other garden would differ in skill every fortnight, I have planned to repeat the skills in the late summer term to recap. During the 2nd half of the project the children became more independent in knowing how to differentiate the task to suit their abilities. For example, if they were becoming more proficient in their catching they knew to move further away from their partner. This was brilliant to see, not only because it meant they were developing their physical literacy skills, but it always meant they were progressing metacognitively in knowing how to appropriately challenge themselves.  
During the course of the latter weeks of the project is became clear that catching was an area of object control that was one of the least proficient skills, despite planning for many gardens to focus on catching skills it was evident that many pupils needed a lot of practises, with their tracking. On reflection I believe that I could have done more earlier on to combat this – for example planning to focus on just tracking for my first couple of sessions instead of diving straight into catching. Once I noticed this, I planned to develop tracking not only in P.E sessions but also during play times. I would put out an activity box with scarves and balls in so that pupils could practise rolling and tracking the ball with their partners or throwing scarves in the air individually to practise tracking it with their eyes. This worked well as pupils enjoyed practising these skills at play time and brought what they had learnt back to the lessons.

During weeks 5 and 6 we also focussed on setting up gardens that would aid bilateral proficiency. We noticed that a significant group of children were still finding some activities challenging. That meant they had to cross the midline extremely challenging both outside the classroom during SKIP sessions and also in day-to-day school life. Blythe states the importance of both sides of the brain being in ‘harmony’ with each-other as “Both sides of the brain are involved in a the period of entrainment, and that the partner that succeeds supremacy to the other side continues to provide a supporting, if secondary role” (Goddard Blythe, 2005: 101). Thus, in the gardens we colour coded battle ships in order to encourage children to cross the midline by matching the colour of their bean bag to the colour cone they were hitting. I also planned for opportunities to cross the midline in the classroom through planning maths activities where they needed to throw bean bags into hoops and count their score. Through planning in this way you enable learners to access the breadth of the curriculum and cross the midline through authentic learning experiences. 
At the end of the six week period, myself and an LSA assessed the children again using the assessment grids created by Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway (2012). All pupils had progressed if not by one complete stage.
We have excellent facilities in my school such as a large hall and wide-open spaces outside. I am excited that through completing this project we will now be able to take full advantage of these resources and put a real drive in embedding physical literacy into our philosophy. My next step is to carry out workshops with parents and staff that do not enjoy P.E and share SKIP sessions to help improve their attitudes towards being active with the children. I look forward to working hard to develop a lifelong enjoyment of physical activity and emotional wellness. 
Word count- 2,424

References

Goddard Blythe, S., (2005) The Well Balanced Child (2nd edition) Glouscester, Hawthorn Press.

Ayres, J. A. (2005) Sensory Integration and the child. Understanding Hidden Sensory Challeges. Los Angeles, CA: Western Psychological Services. 

Goodway J. 2016 SKIP Cymru Ohio State University.

Stodden, D., Goodway, J., Langendorfer, S., Roberton, M., Rudisill, M., Garcia, C., and Garcia, L. (2008) ‘A Developmental Perspective on the Role of Motor Skill Competence in Physical Activity: An Emergent Relationship’, Quest, 60(2), pp. 290-306.

NHS Website: 2019

Gallahue, D.L., Ozmun, J.C. and Goodway, J. (2012) Understanding Motor Development: Infants, Children, Adolescents, Adults. McGraw-Hill, New York

Gethell, N., and Hayward, K., (2014) Lifespan Motor Development (6th edition) Human Kinetics.

Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures 
image1.png
Topic | 0645 - 0885 | &85 - | 09:10-10:15 | 10:30- | 1045 - | 11:00- | s~ | 1250- | 1300~ | ts:4s - | 1430~ | 14558
510 1045 | 11.00 1140 | 1zso | 1300 1545 | 14m0 | 1445 | (check
aut
13.45)
Dol | Regerration RwT | sew-Taw | Geay Sreak | aths Canch | Regater | Topie Tope | Bresk | story
Lom Visual Part timers- Dudd, break Story Fred
Timetasle rcle fme. | Attendance Time Ganes
assenbly T

105
By Registration RWT Taw Deay Break Maths Lunch | Register . Break | Story
Mawrth | Visuat art timers- B, break | story Fred
Timetasle ircle fme. | Foundation Time Ganes
phase T

ssenbly

1015
Dydd | Regirration w | Taw Bsay Sreak | aths Canch | Regater | 7D Tope | Bresk | story
Mersher | Visual Part timers- Dudd, break Story Fred
Timetasle ircle fme. | Welsh Time Ganes
Assenbly T

105
D Tou | Registration | RWI-5.35 | TaW Bsay Sreak | aths Canch | Register | Welsh Tope | Bresk | story
Visual art timers- il break | story Fred
Timetasle rcle fme. | In loss Time Ganes
assenbly T

w015
Byl Registration RWI-9.15 . Degy Break ‘ Lunch | Register | Topic Topic Break | Story
Gusnsr | Viuat art timers- v break | story Fred
Timetasle ircle ine Time Ganes
Achievement T

assembly
1000





image2.png
A —

Environmenta

© 2008 Hassn Klstilos




