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Developing and Supporting Early Childhood Physical Development Reflective Journal

This Reflective Journal is based upon a series of Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction for Pre-schoolers (SKIP) sessions delivered in the Nursery and Reception class as St Francis Catholic Primary School in Milford Haven of which I have been a practitioner for the past five years. The Nursery and Reception class is currently made up of 42 pupils, some of whom are part time.

As the world continues to readjust from the turmoil of the COVID-19 pandemic and environmental changes, active play is even more important in providing young children with the opportunities to make sense of and understand the world to develop and integrate their physical reflexes. Owing to these factors, during recent years, well-being has been a priority for our pupils in the Nursery and Reception classroom. Owing to less pupils participating in physical activities outside of school and with many of our young pupils living in upstairs flats without outdoor spaces, baseline observations have revealed the impact of limited active play opportunities with gross and fine motor skills underdeveloped, supporting the view that whilst ‘movement is an essential ingredient for a child’s development and capacity to learn, children of today have less movement opportunities in their daily lives than any other generation’ (Goddard Blythe, 2005, p.130). It is recognised that the first seven years are a critical period for a child’s sensory integration and that intellectual functions will be more mature after the age of 7 if children are active during their early years (Ayres, 2005). With this awareness and the opportunity to engage in the SKIP Cymru training programme, I intended to develop physical literacy in the Early Years classroom, timetabling short daily SKIP sessions to support the development of pupils’ movement skills. I also considered enhancing our continuous provision accordingly to allow pupils constant access to play which would benefit their stabilisation, locomotive and manipulative skills in addition to supporting learners in managing risk and developing their resilience and independence using open ended resources such as that of large-scale loose parts as children often spend more time in moderate physical activity during undirected play than in sport and physical education (Mackett and Paskins, 2008). 
Cycle One 
Locomotive skills are comprised of ‘a group of fundamental motor skills that allow individuals to navigate through space or move their body from one point to anther.’ (Goodway et.al, 2019). Prior to implementing SKIP sessions in my setting, my understanding of children’s physical development was limited, and much of the work in my setting primarily focused on fine motor skill development in the form of ‘Hands on Literacy’ to support and encourage early mark-making and pre-writing skills. Second to this came the weekly prescribed physical education (PE) lessons to target gross motor development which followed a set scheme of work for each half term. Whilst I recognised the importance of physical activity for young children, in line with the views of Stodden et al., (2008), I did not understand how to promote and encourage sustained physical activity levels. However, following the training, I realised that without a strong foundation of gross motor skills, children’s fine motor and manipulative skills will remain underdeveloped and their enthusiasm and engagement in physical activity throughout their lives can be threatened. When reflecting upon my own teaching of gross motor skill development, I realised that whist I may be providing children with the opportunities to catch, throw and kick, I did not understand how to adapt my practice to support them in developing these skills further and to enable improvement. This was apparent in one group of learners who consistently struggled to catch a ball despite opportunities to play catching and throwing games. However, following the training, I was able to recognise that these learners needed to master the proficient coordination and control of FMS during their early years to move beyond the proficiency barrier (Figure 1) and that exposure to games before they have developed the relevant skills could expose them to failure and humiliation and I want my pupils to enjoy an active lifestyle and engage in physical activity throughout their whole lives.
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Figure 1. Progression of Motor Proficiency Skill Levels (Seefeldt, 1980)
When considering how to support children in developing their physical skills, I recognised that they would need regular opportunities to engage in physical activity as “increased physical activity provides more opportunities to promote neuromotor development, which in turn promotes Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS) development” (Stodden et al., 2008, p. 294). My first action was to ensure that the children participated in physical activity at the beginning of the school day so on arrival, they entered the outdoor area immediately and enjoyed an active start to the school day, with access to bikes, scooters, obstacle courses and simple target throwing activities. I also implemented a short SKIP session daily into the timetable in place of a usual wake and shake to provide a more targeted physical skill intervention. Furthermore, I reviewed the learning environment itself, removing some furniture and clearing a larger carpet space for children to engage in large construction and loose parts play during child-initiated play.
Catching has five stages of development (Gallahue et al., 2012). When reflecting upon the early sessions, it became apparent that most learners were exhibiting Stage 1 of this skill; a delayed response to catching an object and therefore struggled with tracking the object. Therefore, I recognised that they needed to engage in tasks that would support them in tracking objects. I decided to spend time developing this skill using scarves as these float and move slowly to allow time for pupils to react.  I also encouraged the children to roll the balls over spots to a partner to develop their aim and ability to track an object. As the pupils became more confident and the skill of tracking progressed, I encouraged them to increase the distance between their partner and to stand on their feet. Following this and having more awareness assessing the group’s catching skills, and I realised that in order to progress to sending and receiving an object, I would need to apply Constraint’s Theory when planning the sessions, (Figure 2) in accordance with the age related changes each unique child experiences in their development. ‘This constantly changes the interaction with the environment and task and subsequently changes the way individuals move’ (Gethell and Hayward, 2014, p.6).
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Figure 2. Newell’s Model of Constraints
By recognising that the individual constraints of the child cannot be changed but the environment and task can be adapted, I modified the activities accordingly by varying the equipment to suit the level of the child’s developmental stage, using bright, large and light balls, balloons and scarves to allow the children time to track, react and catch the object. By modelling the skill myself, I also explicitly taught the children to throw within their x zone and to use a rainbow arc when sending the object as this reduces speed allowing more reaction time for the receiver. These sessions were extremely successful as all children were motivated and expressed high levels of enjoyment and involvement where previously they expressed low levels of engagement, frustration and even fear of an object coming towards them during the previous PE lessons. I now realise that whilst the scheme sessions may have been considered age appropriate, they were not always developmentally appropriate for all children in the group. 
As time progressed during the first weeks of implementing the programme, I allowed the children to select their own equipment and was pleasantly surprised to observe that as even as young as they were (aged 4-5 years), they could use their own self-awareness of their ability to choose appropriate equipment for the task. Furthermore, the training prior to cycle one addressed a misconception that I feel many early years practitioners may have, that children will learn and develop motor skills just by playing. I now realise that they need to have the right instruction and equipment to do this. My own use of verbal cues during catching explicitly provided the children with steps to success such as ‘have your hands ready’, ‘eyes looking at the ball’ and ‘throw to their x zone using a rainbow arc.’ Over the course of the programme, I began to hear the children take charge of their own success criteria and calling to their partners to have their hands ready and remember to use the rainbow throw. As the weeks progressed, I could ask them what they needed to demonstrate that they were a successful catcher, and to give simple positive praise and feedback on their peers and they were able to reference these cues. 
Cycle Two
Following the second half of the training, my understanding of the Developmental Sequences of the Five Manipulative Skills (Gallahue et al., 2012) continued to improve and I was able to progress the sessions from catching to throwing. Following initial observations, I noticed that the girls struggled more with throwing as noted by Gallahue, (2012). Again, I employed constraints theory, adapting the environment and task to meet the needs of the pupils. As most of the girls were at Stage 1 of throwing, exhibiting a chop throw, I planned activities to support the development of the over arm throw which incorporated the use of larger, high targets such as into hoops or to a mark chalked on the wall to limit the chopping action, the first stage of development when throwing an object. Later, when planning to support the development of the underarm throw which requires more accuracy, lower targets were used such as a hoop on the floor and the children used beanbags which were heavier and wouldn’t roll away. Most of the group struggled with contralateral step required when performing a successful underarm throw, therefore I used coloured stickers on myself when modelling and then on their throwing hand and opposite foot to support this. These modifications to the task resulted in improved well-being and learner self-worth, with many of them eager to show me their underarm throws and how their beanbag was successfully landing in the hoop. The sense of achievement in the pupils was also apparent when applying the skill to simple games such as ‘Battleships.’ Initially, as they needed to be so close to each other, I had to limit the number of target cones to 3 however, as their ability to perform the underarm throw improved, I was able to increase the distance between partners and incorporate more targets for them to aim at which caused great excitement, motivation and resilience.
Kicking, an important skill which incorporates balance, stepping with opposition, core strength and foot-eye coordination provides opportunities for brain growth and development owing to the engagement of the midline (SKIP Cymru, 2016), however this was a skill which most of the pupils in my class could not perform effectively. I recognised that most pupils found balancing difficult with many of them stepping backwards after attempting to kick an object which hindered their success. Therefore, I ensured that we spent time developing balance, incorporating marching into warm up games, and using hurdles, ladders and tyres in simple obstacle courses for them to step in and out of and over to encourage dynamic balance, which is seen to support proficiency when performing FMS (Gallahue et al., 2012). However, this is a skill which will require further practice as again the pupils have struggled with stepping in opposition so we will need to ensure as they progress into Reception and Year 1, they continue to engage in activities which will support their balance and ability to kick and receive plenty of praise and encouragement for their efforts using the specific cues such as ‘step next to the object and kick.’ That said, they did really enjoy the kicking activities, particularly when we used large dice and deflated balls which would not roll from them and gave them time to balance and initiate contact with the object.
In conclusion, this module has supported me to develop my own classroom practice and understand the numerous benefits physical activity can have on pupil well-being and academic attainment. The training has provided me with a much deeper understanding of the stages of physical development and this has supported me in adapting activities to ensure that the pupils are improving their fundamental movement skills which in turn has led to them having a greater sense of achievement and pride in their ability. Without the training, I would not know how to effectively support pupils in their physical development which could risk exposing them to failure and disengagement from physical activity. My next step is now to share my understanding with other practitioners. Whilst my colleague in the Year 1 class has also received the training and SKIP is a key component in the Year 1 timetable, other colleagues lack understanding, with one practitioner stopping the children from kicking the flat balls during their child-initiated play, therefore we are planning on sharing the theory behind what is taking place in our settings during an INSET training session. Furthermore, I am also hoping to run a parental engagement session at the start of the new academic year, to inform the parents of how their children will be developing physical skills through SKIP and to encourage engagement in physical activity outside of school so that they understand that “If children cannot proficiently run, jump, catch, throw etc. then they will have limited opportunities for engagement in physical activity later in their lives because they will not have the prerequisite skills to be active” Stodden et al., (2008, p. 291). In addition to providing staff training, wish to model activities for parents to replicate at home using equipment that is readily available such as balls of socks and soft toys so that they can understand that activities can still be fun and engaging and support their children in becoming competent movers without the need for expensive, specialist resources.
Word Count: 2,132 words.
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