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Developing and Supporting Physical development in early childhood.

As an Active Young People Officer for Carmarthenshire County Council my role is to support and implement programmes and projects within preschool and primary school settings within a geographical area of the county.
One of those programmes is ‘Amser Actif’ which was developed following insight in rurally and economically deprived areas of the county which showed that the pandemic had a detrimental effect on opportunities for young people to be physical active. These projects are more important now as Goddard & Blythe state “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: p130). Following the pandemic, the reliance on technology and the developments that have happened has had a negative impact on children in the foundation phase.
The purpose of the project was to educate and mentor schools staff working with pupils within the foundation phase to deliver 2 x 30 minutes of intervention a week to pupils’ staff had identified would benefit physically, emotional, or socially from the intervention which correspondents to the evidence within Goodway 2003 where its suggested that a 9 week programme of instruction can have a benefit to children locomotive and object control skills.  Therefore, we have worked with 12 School’s across the county identified via key indicators for example Free Schools Meals (FSM), catchment of Family Centres and facilities / opportunities locally are to deliver a 6 week of supported delivery and 6 weeks of independent delivery.
This has therefore allowed me to work with a group of pupils from Gwynfryn Primary School in the Gwendraeth Valley. The first reflective journal is based around eight pupils from year 2 who had been identified by the school for this intervention and therefore a programme of 6 weeks of SKIP Cymru was agreed to be delivered over a course of a half term supported by a teaching assistant who would continue the project there after. The geographical area is rural with lack of community provision, only a recent rugby club established for pupils in the foundation phase and restricted outdoor play locally.
Within first group of pupils identified there were six girls and four boys, the school falls into FSM 2 with 23.8%, This class had no identified disability, however there were concerns of pupil’s gross motor skills and behaviour. The second school Saron is an FSM1 with 11% and no disability within the group, no concerns over gross motor skills or behaviour.
Through these sessions I have witnessed a positive change in the children’s physical competencies as well as their knowledge and understanding of personal and spatial awareness, for example the use of bubble ensuring that they created a personal space whilst moving. At first during the very first sessions the stages of skills such as running, skipping, and hopping were extremely low as pupils would struggle to move in different directions as well as high and low movements. However, over the last 6 weeks the pupils physical literacy vocabulary has dramatically increased with pupils now stage 3 for skipping from Stage 1 with pupils now being able to move backward effectively moving into space whilst checking over their shoulder for any obstacles. Underpinned by Ayres 2005 suggested children require repetition and practice of an activity to develop "building blocks" that form the more complex development and movement of sensory and motor competencies and link nicely into the development sequences of the five locomotive skills described by Gallahue 2012 which is what we focused on throughout the sessions.
Following the first session I decided to focus on spacial awareness, locomotive and body management activities with gardens set up for spot to spot, gateway, traffic lights and bean game as warm up activities to focus on developing their locomotive skills. It beneficiated the pupils to see the skills as I do not believe pupils had seen adult demonstrations previously and the TA within the class was unsure when it came to demonstrations on what a proficient skill looked like let alone being comfortable or confident in demonstrating this.
I felt that more time was needed in developing the locomotive skills within this cohort and therefore only introduced Catching as a manipulative skill in week 5 and 6.  This group would have benefited greatly from a further 6 weeks of support to develop their manipulative skills further, which will now be delivered by the Teaching Assistant (TA) as part of the intervention.  Prior to this training I was aware of the Stages for proficient skills however we did not use it to track success instead we used the Sport Wales App Dragon Tracker 2. For the 6 weeks we collected the data in Appendix 1 and 2 to report back on pupils’ improvement in physical competence. As you can see from a very brief intervention the result is fantastic with pupils moving through the stages rapidly like Goodway and Branta 2003 research into motor skill intervention in pre-school pupils. And improving locomotive and balance. This way of tracking key skills is important for an intervention however I do have reservations that only these skills will be practiced and focused on rather than all the hierarchy of gross motor skills however this has started a positive discussion for a further review.

In the video on the session delivered on catching where I did the game To Me to You to Me you can see the difference in ability within the group. Some of which were comfortable hand catchers and some who required support in tracking activities, on the reflection on watching the video back there were elements of the Newell 1986 constraints theory where I made changes to the task for a few groups and this was made in the attempt to build competence, confidence before introducing a challenge to develop the skill, although in some cases this worked I did feel I could have supported 2 of the groups better with the constraints task and environment by providing large objects to catch rather than having them rolling and tracking on the floor.  I have invested in additional resources and from the second reflective practice you will notice that I had a variety of soft balls, foam dices and plus balls which will in future provide a much more positive environment for the pupils to learn and engage in activities.
Feedback from the teaching assistant following the 6 weeks is that their willingness and enthusiasm in class has been positive over the course as a result with children looking ahead to activity. This is underpinned by information from Skip Cymru 2016 suggests children that improve their movement skills, their brain develops more connections (dense neural networks) and therefore learn to process information more efficiently and have better attention. We will however be looking at evaluating the programme following a further 6 weeks of delivery by the TA to capture this information accurately. My personal analysis following this initial phase of the intervention is that schools require additional support and education around the stages of locomotive and manipulative skills being able to analyse a child and in most cases being confident and comfortable in performing a proficient skill. As part of our review, I will be recommending that schools that partner with us as Actif to deliver these interventions will be required to undertake a series of training sessions to ensure that this is achieved. How and what that workforce development opportunities will look like will be reliant on external funding for the projects.

The second reflective journal was different due to the nature of our role’s we were unable to deliver to an individual school for 6 weeks, instead we delivered over four settings within Dyffryn Aman Cluster during which we recorded a session within Saron Primary school who implements their own intervention project called Smart Moves. The second school is on the outskirts of Carmarthenshire 3rd largest town and has access to large amount of community provision and play opportunities locally.
With the second reflective sessions as these were in a variety of schools and groups it did present a difficulty in enabling me to use a variety of different activities based on the pupil’s stage of development. For example, I planned the session recorded in Saron based on what I perceived I would face based on pervious school visits. This session then did not become personal to the group and instead had a variety of different activities to develop aspects of kicking to provide all the pupils opportunity to develop. This is not ideally the way I would like to deliver an intervention project as this requires time and progressions. When working with this group of individuals they had a mixture of stages of kicking however their improvement during activity was surprising especially with the lack of opportunity in kicking skills as the teaching assistant stated they do not have kicking opportunity in school till year 3.
As you can see from Newell’s model of constraints below the individual cannot change however, we can change the task for example in the game gateway different size, weight, shape of ball / dice to challenge the pupil to become proficient by making sure they develop foot eye coordination. By changing the environment again moving to the game where they clean their rooms kicking for power from one side of the yard to the other (not sure if this video was recorded but was delivered as an additional activity to the group. This changed the distance that the Joseph can move and how far he needs to kick the ball from small light touches to harder kicks with a follow through.
Figure 3: Newell’s Model of Constraints (Haywood and Gethell, 2014 :6) (See figure 3)
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The pupils’ locomotive skills however were particularly good with pupils being stage 3 skipping and stage 4 running, this then enabled them to learn and develop their kicking skill quicker and more efficiently. What would have been interesting is if we collected information number of the children were part of community club prior to the sessions and how confident following sessions to engage with community club locally as Saron Football Club is only a stone throw away from the school. This information would have provided evidence to support Stodden et al 2008 theory on the trajectories of children’s physical activity which is below in Figure 1. 
Figure 1: Developmental Mechanisms Influencing Physical Activity Trajectories of Children (Stodden et al, 2008: 294).
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The theory makes the argument that children’s engagement with physical activity is reliant heavily on their perceived competence therefore if a child believes they are not able to kick a football or not as competent as peers around them then they are more likely not to participate in community opportunities resulting in less opportunities therefore resulting in a downward spiral or path to ill health. This does underpin the importance of adult role models to provide a positive learning environment that challenges children and breaks down barriers to long life participation backed up by Gallahue, Ozman and Goodway, 2012 “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). This is where positive re-enforcement is so important for example, “Well done, that jump was fantastic you used you arms well starting behind you and finishing in front” ensuring that children know why they have done something well will encourage but also build confidence in their ability and their own perceived ability, this is something personally I work on in every session.

In conclusion through the past 16 weeks of delivering in several settings and to a variety of pupils the skill I think it’s become clear to me is that pupils movement changes a great deal and this will continue to develop and change throughout life as explained by Haywood and Gretchell (2005) there are many facets to movement skills more importantly within the preschool and foundation phase is growth and in order to support this development we as educators and facilitators must have an individual child centred approach changing the environment and task to challenge an individual and then allow time to interact before analysis and supporting further.  This underpinned my belief that intervention is need for pupils over a longer and more sustained period to have a positive and lifelong impact on an individual journey.

Throwing was a skill that majority of the pupils found difficult and adult staff supporting pupils found difficult to perform proficiently this is due to its complexity in contralateral movement. Pupils who showed lower level of locomotive movement skills like skipping and hopping struggled greater with throwing than catching and kicking for example. The schoolteachers we provide this information and supported as we identified were in stage 3 with same hand and same foot to step, we shared ideas for use within cross curricular activities where pupils can practice crossing the midline. This is an important milestone for children at the end of Key Stage 2 as Blythe mentions it is the time where both sides of the brain work together to strengthen the connections in coordination skills. Hopefully, a focus of development for the pupils during the summer term and as a team we have discussed going back into support the development of throwing throughout the term.

Appendix 1 – Stages at week one
	Child
	Standing Long Jump
	Single Leg Balance 30 seconds
	Catch

	Name/ ID
	Jump 1
	Jump 2
	Left 1 (sec)
	Right 1 (sec)
	Stage

	Pupil 1
	46
	44
	13
	14
	2

	Pupil 2 
	52
	45
	11
	16
	2

	Pupil 3
	51
	56
	15
	14
	2

	Pupil 4
	48
	57
	14
	16
	2

	Pupil 5
	53
	58
	17
	21
	2

	Pupil 6
	67
	63
	28
	27
	3

	Pupil 7
	58
	66
	22
	25
	3

	Pupil 8
	55
	59
	25
	21
	2

	Pupil 9
	64
	67
	27
	19
	3

	Pupil 10
	68
	74
	30
	30
	3



Appendix 2 – Stages at week 6
	Child
	Standing Long Jump
	Single Leg Balance 30 seconds
	Catch

	Name/ ID
	Jump 1
	Jump 2
	Left 1 (sec)
	Right 1 (sec)
	Stage

	Pupil 1
	83
	82
	19
	21
	3

	Pupil 2
	87
	78
	25
	23
	3

	Pupil 3
	83
	74
	28
	26
	3

	Pupil 4
	88
	85
	30
	28
	3

	Pupil 5
	86
	88
	26
	22
	3

	Pupil 6
	94
	92
	30
	26
	4

	Pupil 7
	83
	77
	27
	28
	4

	Pupil 8
	94
	97
	26
	30
	4

	Pupil 9
	105
	112
	25
	29
	4

	Pupil 10
	98
	105
	28
	30
	4
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