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Reflective Assignment
Since September 2023, I have successfully implemented weekly SKIP Cymru sessions in a split nursery and reception class. The aim of the SKIP Cymru sessions have been to develop children’s fundamental motor skills. The nursery and reception class I teach is within a primary school of 140 pupils in Merthyr Tydfil. Pupils enter the school with physical skills below the expected age related expectation, and this was apparent through the nursery and reception baseline assessment which was conducted on entry to school. A child at 3 is able to ‘‘run, jump, hop, skip, roll, wrestle, climb, and swing…. with improvements in in balance, eye-hand coordination, and planning of a sequence of movements.’’ (Ayres, 2005, p.34) However, these were not skills that our 3-year-olds were displaying on entry in September 2023. Many of our pupils were born in 2019/2020, which means a large part of their early development was hindered by the COVID pandemic. Children were not exposed to playgrounds, large open spaces, playgroups, soft plays etc in order to develop these early physical skills. In a recent report on the effects of the pandemic which has been published, it is stated that 
Early years evidence from Canada, Italy, Spain, Portugal and Brazil suggests a significant decline in physical activity levels during the pandemic, compared to pre-pandemic levels (Stanford et al, 2021). Evidence from Spain and Brazil also suggests that many children were no longer meeting WHO movement guidelines of 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous-intense physical activity per day, seven days a week. (Stanford et al, 2021)
When moving out of the pandemic, our local area of Penydarren, Dowlais and the town of Merthyr Tydfil itself is severely lacking in resources to develop children’s physical development such as run down playgrounds and no functioning swimming pool. Due to these environmental factors, it was important that SKIP Cymru was implemented effectively within my class. There was a need to gain a rapid development of fundamental skills while providing pupils with fun, engaging, and stimulating sessions.			
After my first SKIP in person training session, I decided that SKIP would be delivered on a regular, small group basis. In a class of 23 children, this would ensure that all pupils received 2 x 45 minute sessions a week led by me. As the LSA in my class conduct 2 lunchtime duties a week, we also decided that they would practice some of the fundamentals of SKIP in the playground with the children as a way to develop their skills. 								
I began the SKIP Cymru sessions early in the autumn term and structured the sessions by taking smaller groups of children to take part in one activity. I decided that this would be easier for my own class management, to ensure I could see every pupil and that pupils could use each other to model and support. My main aim in these first sessions was to conduct baseline assessments and understand the stages of development the children were at. SKIP introduced me to the stages of development which I was not aware of before. In previous years, if a child had presented with difficulty throwing or catching, I would have focused on using heavy adult intervention and scaffolding to enforce the skills of a prolific thrower or catcher immediately. With some pupils not having the fundamental skills to be able to perform such a refined and mature action, the sessions would be frustrating for both pupils and practitioner with very little being accomplished. The baseline assessments indeed confirmed that there was a wide variety of physical abilities in the class. It was apparent that the low level of physical skills in children was in largely due to their preschool inactivity, as children had not been exposed or had the opportunity to develop these skills. This is backed up by Stodden et al (2008) who state that early childhood physical activity might drive the development of motor skill competence.  By having the stages of development to guide my teaching, I was able to plan for clear differentiation within the sessions and think about how I could move pupils on gradually and effectively. By understanding the stages of development, I would be able to plan for clear progression and ensure suitable challenge and support for every pupil.
After conducting the baseline sessions, my main aim in the early SKIP sessions was to get the children moving and engage with physical activity. I decided this would be done through a variety of games to promote different ways of travelling. To begin with, I used a simple version of a game which I had used in the past called ‘activity beans’. In this game, children would move around the hall and then on command, they would perform a specific movement linked to a bean e.g jumping beans, running beans. Due to the low level of speech and language skills, I had to make the game simple in terms of instructions for the children to understand. The first session was very difficult in that children were struggling to cope in the large hall space. They found the new, large space overwhelming, and I had many children running wildly around, not listening to instructions and concentration was very limited. When reflecting and planning for the next session, I decided to change this set up by introducing spots for children to start and come back to.  This would ensure more of a structure to the session and limit the vast space that the children had to move. This was a decision driven by the learning around Newell’s constraint theory (1986) – as I was unable to change the individual, I had to alter the environment and the task. The task changed by introducing spots and the environment changed by making the space smaller. By removing the ability for children to run aimlessly and dangerously around the hall, pupils were able to develop specific movement skills much more effectively. This session was much more successful, it was more focused and there were less distractions. By making such a small change to the session, there was greater success and children’s learning was more focused. Even in these early sessions, the theoretic learning of SKIP was already informing my practice. From further SKIP training, and from the children’s own development I adapted the moving beans game to include a balance – sitting, one hand one foot. The SKIP training allowed me to constantly keep reflecting and refining my practice to ensure best outcomes for the pupils. 

After further SKIP training I then moved to develop throwing and catching skills. For the first few sessions I focused on throwing skills. The importance of confident object control skills is proved through the evidence that “children proficient in object control skills are more likely to be physically active adolescents” (Wainright et al, 2018, p.439). Due to the limits imposed on my class’s early pre school movement development, it was vital that developing object control with a view to develop the whole child’s physical development was very important. In early baseline assessments, it was apparent that the majority of our pupils were on stage 2 of throwing, the chop throw. I found it very difficult in these sessions to try and develop and move the pupils on from this. This was made equally harder with the fact that the majority of these sessions took place in December, where outdoor sessions were unavailable due to adverse weather and the when the hall was set up with a stage and Christmas concert resources. Space was very limited, and it was difficult to allow children to rotate their throw and move on from this chop throw. With Newell’s constraint theory in my mind, I began to think about how I could alter the task or environment in order to gain better results. I decided to focus on how children could prepare and start their throw in order to develop and perform the best action. Many of these sessions focused on how to stand before performing a throw and how to move their legs and feet while initiating the throw. I placed three spots in front of the children – they placed their left foot on the middle spot and their right foot on the spot behind, with the small object to throw in their right hand. They stood facing east and were directed to move their back, right foot to the front spot, push the object from the shoulder and finish facing the opposite direction (west). We practiced this very simple movement many times until children were confident in using the correct technique to start their throw. I was then able to remove the spots and children were able to perform this independently. Adapting the task to add the constraint of spots and modelling from an adult, children were less inclined to chop throw. Children began rotating their throw allowing for a more prolific movement. 
 Stodden et all states that

By middle childhood, children have shifted to higher levels of cognitive development and have a more sophisticated cognitive capacity to begin to more accurately compare themselves to their peers. (Stodden et al, 2008, p296)

As my own confidence with SKIP grew and the children were more confident in their skills, I decided that I would begin to set up gardens to provide suitable challenge and support. As we began to focus on catching, children were starting to move through the stages of development at different times. There was a clear need to begin to group the children according to the stages of development abilities and this became apparent during one session where I had set up a variety of gardens focusing on catching. In this session, I had planned four separate gardens focusing on different aspects of catching and grouped the children in mixed ability pairings or small groups. I noticed in a partnership of two boys that partner 1 was struggling with tracking the ball and missed a few times. This caused the ball to roll away and the two boys were struggling to string together a good number of throws and catches. Within the partnership, partner 1 was at stage 1 of catching, while partner 2 was at almost stage 4 of throwing. I decided during this time, I would move partner 1 from this group in to a different garden to practice tracking the ball. Partner 2 was struggling to exert his skills due to his partner finding catching his throws so difficult.  By not grouping these boys according to their ability, neither were not engaging with the sessions as both needed to develop a different set of skills. By altering the task for both boys, they were both able to develop skills appropriate to their stage of development.
The garden set up was an excellent way of structuring the SKIP sessions and I have continued with this set up in every lesson since. In some of the sessions, I have planned four separate activities according to the stages of development e.g. tracking the ball, rolling and placed children in the separate gardens according to their abilities. In some of the sessions I have rotated the children and each group then moved to a new garden and completed all four gardens by the end of the session. Even though this concept took some initial explaining to the children, they responded well and had no problem completing the activities. 
SKIP Cymru has had an overall positive impact on the development of the children within my class. I found my practice of physical education classes had relied heavily upon schemes and published works which did not take in to account the bespoke, individual needs of those in my class. SKIP Cymru has allowed me to take control of physical education and really think about the stages and development of my children. The repeated baseline assessments have shown a rapid improvement in the children’s cognitive and physical skills which have had a positive impact on the children’s overall development. 
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