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Child observation

Introduction: in this assignment I will be talking the different schools I went to and what I saw during my time there, I will be comparing the two schools, where I will then talk about how different or similar their teaching and learning styles are. I will also be talking about my experience of how children learn and their range of movements they used whilst taking part in my obstacle course. I will also talk about the behaviours of a child inside and outside and whether or not it changed.

Fjortoft (2000) has previously explored the relationship between environmental affordances and children’s play and development. She suggests that environmental complexity and diversity in nature are highly associated with increased play opportunities and activities (Storli and Hagen, 2010).  Accelerometers were used to measure physically active play, the results show there is no difference in the level of physical active play between traditional playground environment and the natural environment (Storli and Hagen, 2010). From a personal point of view, I agree that the level of physical active play doesn’t change. However, I do believe that the range of movement a child uses in a playground compared to a natural environment is very different. The traditional playground, as defined by Fjortoft (2000), is characterized as flat and barren (Storli and Hagen, 2010). This can have a huge effect on a child’s development because traditional playgrounds may not be challenging enough, so a child is missing out on improving their basic motor skills. Moreover, Stephenson (2003) maintains that children’s physical risk taking and learning how to deal with risk, is a part of a child’s natural development and an important life skill, enabling children to develop self-confidence and the disposition to manage risk effectively (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). Personally, a child would only experience risk outdoors in a natural environment because they will have to opportunity to climb trees and jump in puddles. Whereas, the indoors doesn’t have this because of how confined the space is. I feel that gross motor skills should be developed outside or in a big area because, children can explore the world first-hand and experience natural phenomena and the changing seasons (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). Where they can develop their agility, stamina, co-ordination, strength and balance because of the amount of space they can move freely in. Fine motor skills should be inside in a more controlled area purely because schools will have to have some learning indoors, so focusing on fine motor skills such as writing, painting, using building blocks and cutting with scissors can help a child develop their fine motor skills. When we observed Ysgol y ddwylan primary the children were using their gross motor skills even though their task was to paint leaves which is more to do with improving your fine motor skills because you are having to pinch your fingers in order to hold a paint brush correctly and to be able to pick up the leaf delicately, however, I saw a student balancing on one leg,  jumping around, sitting down then standing up as they were painting, all of these things are crucial for improving your core strength and balance. It was interesting to see how much a child can move during what I would say was a very sedentary task. 
Another time this happened was when the nursery children were playing the firework game. When they were playing the firework game the teacher would call out adjectives, such as bang. Whilst pretending to be a firework they would have to get down really low into a tuck position then reach as high as they can jumping up into a star fish position, encouraging them to use a full range of movement, this was great to see because they not only improved on their physical development they were also improving on the cognitive skills and in most cases the children didn’t realise they were learning because they just thought they were running around laughing and having fun. A great reason for children to get outside is to improve physical development and to help battle obesity. Children need to get out and move their bodies on a regular basic because children tend to stay inside more and play on some form of technology (Actionforchildren.org.uk, 2017). Another important thing for a child to develop is to have teacher-child interaction, as the children were playing the firework game the teacher was also joining in. This is one of the crucial aspects for a child’s development because they rely on you as a teacher or adult to be the perfect role model. Children observe the behaviour, words and actions of adults in their lives. 
As we made our way inside, I noticed the children were very sedentary when doing a task with the teachers, they would mainly work on their fine motor skills and some of the students would seem very unengaged. Being stuck inside for a long time can be very hard for everyone especially with people who struggle to sit still and behave, so by doing teaching outside they are getting the opportunity to move around and learn instead of sitting down and learn. Perhaps when teachers propose specific activities instead of letting children choose, the activities are too easy or too difficult or simply not interesting for some children (Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart, 2006). Whereas when the children had the opportunity to work independently they would become more active and that is where their gross motor skills would come into play again, free choice activities also provide the necessity for children to interact with other children in one-on-one or small group play- assigning roles for dramatic play, making plans for block building and so forth (Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart, 2006). 
There was a group of children that were taking part in a yoga session, it was so good to see because all the students were able to use a whole range of motion, where they could stretch up high or in front of them or bend down as now as they could. Yoga is a great way to calm the children down especially if they have just come from being outside because they would be energised and hyper. Children’s physical activity increased when working outdoors: 90% of outdoor activities were rated as intermediate/mixed or high, whereas indoors, 100% were rated as none/low (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). 
When I was at Ysgol y ddwylan I walked around the classroom and asked some children questions, I first went to a girl that was on the iPad, I was asking her questions but she was so focused on the iPad that she didn’t even acknowledge me. I then went to some children in the older years who where making animals out of clay and they seemed really shy to talk to me and only do one word answers like yes or no. But when I went outside and the atmosphere was completely different they were asking me questions and saying if I wanted to have a go at the target game they were playing, they even asked me for some help with an equation they were stuck on. The children’s confidence just seemed to come out of nowhere and wasn’t afraid to speak up about something. They were all together working as a team and were cheering when someone got a high score on the target. They seemed to really enjoy what they were doing and felt that they could be themselves rather than having to stick to a typical sit down be quiet school policy.
I made an obstacle course that included quick maths tasks. There were stepping stones and a balance beam where children would balance one foot and hop over to the next one this, focused on balance and spatial awareness, I gave the children the choice to pick whatever they would like to do in the hoop, a lot of them would jump on the spot or skip, I would them make them count to 10 in Welsh so they are improving their cognitive skills. there were also some cones and ball.  I would ask them to kick the ball in and out of the cones this helped them improve on their coordination and lastly, there was a throw an object in the hoop, the children seemed to enjoy this one the most and stayed on that activity for most of the session, this station was great because I was able to see who was good at it and who struggled, I could all see each child’s throwing technique and how similar they were, they all seemed to do an under arm throw because they realised that was the best technique for this type of activity. However, they didn’t seem to step forward as they threw the object, if I had longer or did this activity on a regular basis I would have taught the children the next stages of throwing, where I would focus largely on technique and multi-limb coordination. As the children took in turns I was able to adapt to what ability they were at so I could make it easier or harder for them, this was great because they all got the chance to progress at their own pace and it felt like no-one was feeling left out. I also gave them the opportunity to do other parts of the obstacle course if they preferred it. There was one boy who was very good at the hoop game and he even identified which object was the best to throw, he had a choice of a fluffy ball,  bean bags, a soft ball or a ring, and he chose the bean bags, which were in fact the best because they didn’t bounce or roll away.
Studies show that children in settings in which free choice activities predominated achieved a significantly higher average language score at age 7 compared to adult-child interaction, child-child interaction and whole group activities (Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart, 2006).
When we visited Ynystawe, the children were especially excited to take part in forest school activities they couldn’t wait to get outside, children were allowed to do what they wanted to do but was also teacher led too, the children sang the Welsh anthem to us which was amazing to hear, the teacher said they improve each time when they come outside, they then started off with an alliteration game where they learn about animals, food and places, they were learning a bit of literacy and having the opportunity to be imaginative. The teacher then let the children play for 5 minutes because they don’t get that opportunity inside, this was another opportunity for the teachers to stand back and observe, during this time one child found a bucket of water and decided to stand in it with his wellies, he was getting dirty and wet but he seemed to be enjoying himself, then more people came and wanted to join in, there was one boy who struggled to make friends and he even joined in with them. There was this one girl in sparkly wellies and she decided to lean against a bendy stick and she kept swinging on it and then stopped when it made a cracking noise, this is a great example of letting the children make mistakes and experiment with new things so they can learn from it. There was another boy who was naturally jumping over the logs and climbing on logs whilst talking to his friends, challenging himself to balance for as long as he could, this is something you physically can’t do whilst being inside, you don’t have the resources like the outdoors has. There were even a group of children carrying a massive wooden pallet so they could made a hut, this showed they can work as a team and have the ability to lift and carry a heavy object, it was also fascinating to see that they can use natural resources to make something. Sociable and cooperative endeavours expose children to other children’s perspectives and they become experts for one another, scaffolding their own and their peers’ learning experiences (Broadhead, 2006). It is crucial for children to be outside because in this generation children spend more time indoors for a whole range of reasons. Being outside improves mental health, wellbeing and self-confidence. Outdoor play allows children’s bodies to produce vitamin D from its best natural source, the sunlight. Vitamin D enhances mood by helping to release serotonin in the brain for good mental health and development (Actionforchildren.org.uk, 2017). Children in this generation are frequently exposed to stressful environments especially, busy and noisy urban areas, flashing screens and pressured classrooms. This can lead to anxiety and depression, but playing outdoors offers some escape from this (Actionforchildren.org.uk, 2017). 

Conclusion: during my time at both Ysgol y ddwylan and Ynystawe it is very clear that being outdoors is crucial for not only a child’s physical development but for their cognitive development and mental state, just by observing for a couple of hours you can see a massive difference between a child’s behaviour inside compared to outside, they are moving around and laughing, it seems as though they gain more confident outside and feel as though they can answer questions and be able to experiment and take risks outside. While observing I did notice that children would most often choose to participate in physical and expressive activities and rarely chose to participate in preacademic activities. Both schools had the children’s work on the boards but made sure it wasn’t too colourful because it distracts the children. Ysgol y ddwylan seemed to do activities in more of a playground setting whereas Ynystawe had more of a woodland setting where the children would learn and play, however both schools where very effective in producing learning outdoors. These types of schools would be something I may consider for my future children to attend.
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