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Developing and Supporting Physical Development in early childhood.
Reflective Journal 

This year I have been fortunate enough to undertake the SKIP Cymru programme through the University of Wales Trinity of St David. This reflective journal is based on my experiences of delivering these sessions in my school. I currently work in the 3-16 school in St David’s – Ysgol Penrhyn Dewi as a Food and Nutrition Teacher, with being trained as a Primacy school teacher. I have been conducting my SKIP activities in my free sessions with the current year 3 class in the school. This class consists of several children who find managing their gross motor skill challenging and two children who have hypermobility. The aims of these sessions have been to bridge the gap between the pupils who have been selected to participate and that of their peers “When a child moves and improves their movement skills, their brain develops more connections and when a child moves, they learn to process information more quickly and efficiently and have a better attention” (SKIP Cymru, 2016). 

Obesity and physical inactivity among children and adolescents in our society has been increasing at an alarming rate over the past two decades (American Obesity Association, 2004). It is believed that a factor playing a highly significant role in this, is children’s competence in differing motor skills in supporting physical activity behaviours (Stodden et al, 2008). Opportunities should be provided for young children to receive age-appropriate activities to practice these skills, which leads to competency (Kuffner, 2005). All activities provided to children during their early years should be to promote engagement (Stodden et al, 2008). If children find it challenging to perform these motor skills to achieve an activity goal, they may become uninterested in the physical activity which will lead to barriers later in life (Stodden et al, 2008). If children are not fully developed in their fundamental motor skills (FMS) their ability to effectively take part in sports later in their childhood will be greatly reduced (NASPE, 2009). 

Fundamental motor skills (FMS) are considered the building blocks to more advanced movement skills and specific sports skills (Haywood and Getchell, 2002). By having these FMS, it allows children to control their bodies, manipulate their environments and form complex movement patterns involved in sports and other activities (Goodway, Crow and Ward, 2003).
The sessions I delivered in school, were aimed at children between the ages of six and eight. The sessions included many activities to engage children in developing their FMS. These sessions allow for children to explore the abilities of their bodies as they move through their locomotion, it will enable them to have more of an increased control over their musculature in opposition to gravity as well allowing them to make a more controlled contact with objects in their environment (manipulation) (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway 2012). 

Throughout my planning, I had to consider how and when I would integrate opportunities for children to engage in gross motor activities as increased activity promote FMS (Stodden et al, 2008). Finding time was a challenging aspect as my full-time role was not down the primary setting so I had to organise a time that I was free that worked alongside the class timetable I was using to take my SKIP sessions. 

For the structured activities, I aimed to develop the children’s catching, throwing and kicking. It is identified in Stodden et al (2012) that if children are not proficient in these areas, then they will have limited opportunities for engagement in physical activity later in their lives as they will not have the prerequisite skills to be active. Throughout these sessions it become abundantly clear the importance of physical activity on the development of these children.

During the first cycle of delivering the SKIP session, the children took part in a warmup game, where they used the hall to move around in different directions incorporating different levels and types of movement. On observation of this warmup, I could see that all children were moving around in the same way using the same movements. To amend this and challenge the children’s way of creative thinking I asked them to move around like different animals, thinking of how these different animals move e.g., ‘move like an ant’ (slow and close to the ground) to give an even clearer idea of different ways of moving like the animals, I provided them with an example myself. By giving demonstrations of the correct techniques ensure that a greater understanding and proficiency was shown when running, jumping, hoping, etc. To develop the warmup in future I will encourage different directions of moving e.g. ‘You can only move backwards. 

When observing the children through the warmup, the stages of the locomotor development were clear. Most children in the session were emerging in running (Stage 3). They all showed a heel-toe contact and arms were at a low guard. However, Child A and B (who as mentioned above are hypermobile) were showing Stage 2 developmental locomotor skills. Their arms were at medium guard, although, both children were running flat footed which is an element of stage one. 
When performing the jumping and hoping I observed contralateral movements for most of the children. This was showing that they were performing at emerging stages of the skills. 

After observing the locomotor skills as supported by (Gallahue & Ozmun, 2012) it was clear to see that those children who were emerging in skills (Stage 3) in running, were also at the same level in jumping and hopping. Child A and B were more delayed in their stages of development however there was clear reasoning as to why this was the case. I would like to add here, these two children are often reluctant to take part in any physical activity sessions, due to this barrier and being weaker than their peers in the given activities. However, during these SKIP sessions both children have really enjoyed the activities and whenever I enter the class to take them out, they are the first out of their seats and beaming with excitement! 

During my first set of garden activities I worked on catching. During the first sessions the children were very excited about the different activities and all the different equipment that was available to use. The children were all showing to be proficient catchers and as the activity went on, I was able to change the task constraint (Newell’s Constraints Theory 1986*, as cited in Haywood & Getchell, 2005) according to their abilities. For example, I removed the spots on the floor to lengthen the pass to receive the catch. Due to the excitement as the lesson went on, I found that the children were taken it upon themselves to change the task constraints, for example, using smaller balls. This was a negative aspect of the session as not all the children had become proficient catchers when the distance of the throw was increased. Next time, I will make sure that all the children are clear on the activity and that they are only to move onto a different constraint once for example, they have made a certain number of complete passes in the activity given to them by myself. 

*Newell (1986) proposed that
“Movements arise from the interactions of the individual, environment of which the movement occurs, and the task to be undertaken. If any of these three factors change, the resultant movement changes” (Haywood and Getchell: 6).

Newell’s model suggests the dynamic, constantly changing interactions in motor development, and as practitioners we need to adapt our task constraints to suit where the individual is at with their development as well as the differing environment.

A positive aspect of this session and an element that I believed worked well was that when observing correct techniques being used, I gave the children positive feedback, for example, “Child A, well done, you are catching the ball in the x-zone’ or ‘well done, look at how Child A is catching the ball’. 

As we progressed onto the second cycle of training, it was evident through my sessions that all children had become proficient in catching, however throwing was an area that the children were less proficient in. To enhance this skill the group of six children who had been involved throughout this programme engaged in a garden activity of battleships. I noticed that in my session after giving an example of how to complete a proficient under arm throw that a lot of children were emerging in the skill and demonstrating an ipsilateral step (stage 3), same arm and leg stepping forward (Gallahue & Ozmun, 2012). After going around each pair and acknowledging the area that needed improving, I was able to give the children one-on-one instruction on to improve on this. After each conversation most children were able to develop in this area and move on to becoming a contralateral thrower. However, one child was still finding the throwing and stepping with the opposite arm and leg challenging. To support him with this I gave him a ribbon for his right throwing arm and left stepping leg, hoping that by having this constraint put in place it would give the child a visual as to what part of his body needed to complete the different movements. After stepping back from the child and watching, it was clear he was able to achieve the contralateral step. By observing the children and given the prompt feedback it allowed for them all to move forward in their learning without causing interruption to the engagement of their tasks (Berg et al, 2018). 

With this particular skill, now that all learners are at stage four emerging throwers (Gallahue & Ozmun, 2012) my next step would be to introduce different tasks constraints (Newell, 1986 as cited in Haywood & Getchell, 2005), to develop a proficient catcher. The area that is needing to be developed next, is the arm and leg follow through. To develop this, I will use a spot to step onto with the follow through leg, as well as, putting a ribbon in the opposite side trouser band to encourage a follow through of the arm across the body. The ribbon will be the que, to follow through and retrieve. 

My research into Newell’s constraints model carried out by Haywood and Getchell (2005) has developed my understanding and way of thinking. It has given me the knowledge that by adapting and manipulating any factors of the model (environment, individual and task) you are given the children more of an opportunity to become confident in an activity. It also gives the individual different techniques to experiment their ways of movement and the progress they show by doing so.  

To conclude, throughout my research during the SKIP course it has become even more clear to me the importance of physical activity in children’s development. It is very important that all children are given the opportunity to have access to rich physical activity session to embed FMS and locomotor skills. It has been clear that all children involved in the sessions during my research have thoroughly enjoyed and show a great enthusiasm to take part. It also must be noted that a clear improvement can be seen in their FMS. I am very grateful to have been given the opportunity to take part in SKIP Cymru and look forward to continuing to use the skills and knowledge that I have gained through my teaching journey. With regards to my next steps, hopefully next year, I will be in a more permanent position on the primary campus of our school, and I will be able to embed all that I have learnt on this SKIP class through the primary phase including my own classroom. 
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