Physical Literacy
My Reflective Journal

I am an Early Years teacher based in Penygaer Primary School, Llanelli, where I have been completing a series of SKIP sessions weekly for the last two months. My reflective journal is based on my experiences throughout the sessions, assessments I completed and results and progress I noticed. My class consists of forty-three children, some of which are Nursery age and some Reception. I also have a few part-time pupils which attend morning sessions or afternoon sessions. 
Together my head teacher and I decided this course would be beneficial to myself as a teacher to develop the children’s physical skills, as we have noticed a significant decrease in their ability on arriving at school the last few years; But we are high on free school meals, higher than we have ever been before, which Goodway states could be a factor which hinders children’s physical development. ‘Preschool children who are identified as disadvantaged may be one such group, as they present both environmental and biological (organismic) risk factors in the identification of their disadvantaged status.’ (Goodway & Branta, 2003, pg37), also, as stated by M Whitehead — physical development under pins everything. Whitehead argued that Physical Literacy was essential to a complex experience of adult life. ‘Physical Literacy can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout their life course.’ (Margaret Whitehead, 2010, p11-12), which means higher levels of physical activity in childhood can lead to continued participation in later life. So, it was important for me to establish high levels of physical activity as early as possible to encourage my children to stay active enough to benefit their health throughout their lives.
Most children within my class were delayed in all areas of learning and we wanted to change this. If a child cannot control their whole body, how can they pick up a pen? “Our body needs a solid base of levers before being able to move fine motor skills” (SKIP, Cymru 2023) Children are designed to enjoy activities that challenge them to experience new sensations and develop new motor skills, but I am not always witnessing this as an early year’s teacher. Some children are now preferring to stay indoors and do not want to go out and explore the bigger, natural world. “Child has a great inner drive to develop sensory integration. We do not tell him to crawl or stand up or climb; nature directs the child from within.” (Ayres, J. 2005, pg15) I wanted to ignite this inner drive within all my pupil’s and help them reach their potential in all aspects of school life. ‘The foundations for virtually every aspect of human development – physical, intellectual, and emotional – are laid in childhood. What happens during these early years has lifelong effects on many aspects of health and wellbeing.’ (Marmot, M. 2010).
Below is a diagram which shows the relationship between physical activity and other aspects of learning and development:
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(Introduction To Physical Activity in he Early Years book, British Heart Foundation, pg 4)
Unfortunately, when embarking on this project I questioned the children on what they like to do in their spare time and was disappointed with the results I got. Majority of pupil’s answered the question with time spent on my I-pad or watching TV, only a few children said they like to go to the park or beach and not one child spoke about going out in their garden to play, which was normal growing up in my generation. I would often entertain myself by hitting a tennis ball against a wall or kick a ball about with my brother, but that doesn’t seem to be the case anymore. This will result in delayed fundamental motor skills due to lack of environment support or experiences in which the children were raised, as stated by Goodway and Banta (2003). 
After attending the first SKIP training session my aim was to come back to school, assess the children and to work out how we, as a large Early Year’s class could implement the programme. My first step was to devise a timetable of when I could run the sessions. I decided to do, x3 20-minute sessions 4 times a week, splitting the class up into groups of 10/11. During the first week I assessed the children within the sessions. We played splat the frog to workout spatial awareness, changing the game so the children had opportunities to balance and jump and then set up throwing and catching gardens. A lot of the children were good at jumping, running, and moving in their own bubble, but I think my outside area is designed to support these and the children have lots of opportunities for climbing, jumping, running etc, which is known as their locomotion skills, so these are being embedded every day, all day. I did however notice that they were not so equipped at changing shapes, levels, skipping and galloping so I would have to bring these skills into my sessions. When it came to assessing balance and catching, I was surprised at how many struggled to balance on one foot (either foot), not many had a strong balancing leg and majority of children were delayed in their catching skills. I thought I was already doing a good job at helping my children develop their fundamental movement skills (FMS) within my outside area, but these assessments told me otherwise. I, like many, thought that any outdoor experience would develop all FMS, as stated by Goodway, Ozmun & Gallahue, 2019, this is a misconception and many children do not reach proficient levels in these skills unless instructed and practised. After assessment week I continued to develop the skills, I thought the children were lacking in and continued to design gardens to support this. Warm-ups included, balancing, dynamics, levels, skipping etc and my gardens were set up to improve tracking as majority of children couldn’t track. I changed the equipment to scarves as these are slower for the children to catch, we then went on to rolling big balls, adding spots if needed and by week 4 I was able to pair up certain children as they had progressed on to scooping and we had some hand catchers.
During these weeks, I became more efficient at spotting what stage the children were at and how to adapt environment and task constraints. I now have Newell’s model on display to remind me of the constraints one can face. “The individual is always undergoing age related change. This constantly changes the interaction with the environment and task and subsequently changes the way individuals move.” (Haywood and Gethell, 2014 :6) (See figure 3)


Figure 3: Newell’s Model of Constraints
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Moving on to the second phase of the course I then introduced obstacle courses, which the children loved. Again, we have an outside area equipped with loose parts for the children to use their imagination to create obstacle courses, but we had not brought those skills in to our SKIP or P.E lessons. At first, I was setting up the obstacle courses, but it soon became apparent that the children wanted to contribute to what we could change or improve the more we participate and brought obstacle courses into our lessons. I had remembered from our SKIP training that no child should be standing waiting to go, all children should participate as much as possible, so I did introduce different starting points. The children found this a little difficult at first as they all wanted to start at the same point, but the more they participated in obstacle course gardens the easier this became. They will now look for a spot and try to split themselves up. I have witnessed an improvement in their imagination within our outside area and they are transferring what they do within the SKIP lessons into their outdoor play, which is amazing to see.

Throwing was the last skill that we introduced to the children, which maybe we should have introduced earlier alongside catching, as the children struggle to catch each other’s throws at times, but when I throw the ball to them their catching skills improve. We haven’t seen a significant improvement in their throwing skills, but it is the skill we have worked on the least and will strive to improve this by having a garden set up for throwing in each physical literacy session.

On conclusion this course has met all my expectations and more, I have enjoyed learning about the theory behind why we teach physical literacy and how important it is. By around the age of seven, perceived motor competence begins to play a key role in how children participate in physical activity, they begin to realise how good or bad they are at skills (SKIP Cymru, 2023), so it is vital to introduce children to as many skills as possible from a young age where they think they are good at everything. As an early year’s teacher, I have a big chance to get children involved in physical activity and increase their desire to take part which will hopefully lead to a physically active lifestyle. I have started doing this since being on the course and have introduced fun, fast pacing, involving activities to the children, where I have seen a change in their attitudes towards physical activity already. The children now ask me when we are doing it and what are we doing today. This course has opened my eyes to the importance of teaching FMS through correct tailored games. Not all children will become elite athletes, but hopefully their experiences in school will help them to remain involved in sport and physical activity for life. “Good coaches coach sport, but great coaches coach people”. (icoachkids), The same theory goes towards teacher’s, every child is important and not everyone will excel at everything, but they should be given the opportunity to experience physical activity which is fun and tailored to their ability, giving them confidence to participate in physical activity. Another important message I have been teaching my children is, physical literacy is about understanding our bodies and our movements and how it makes us feel, not what our body looks like. 
Having been on a journey to discover and understand physical literacy and how it can serve as a foundation for my physical education program, for me essentially it comes down to the following. I want my students to:
- Be Confident in their ability to move & be active.
- Be Competent moving in a variety of ways and with a variety of equipment.
- Have the Knowledge & Understanding to be thinking movers and solve problems.
- To Value & Take Responsibility for taking action to move & be active.
If I can provide my children the opportunities to explore movement and physical activity in ways which will enable them to feel confident and competent in their ability, while critically thinking their way through movement problems then I believe I can go some way to helping them develop the attitudes and values they will need to continue to be active throughout life.
Moving on in the future my aim is to create a physical area outside where equipment will be available for the children to use freely, improving their skills, transferring what they have learnt in their SKIP sessions to creating gardens and games between themselves. I am already in talks with my head about where I can set this up and what I will need to create a positive, enabling environment which will give my children rewarding physical activity experiences that stimulate them to learn key skills and enjoy being active. I would also like my LSA’s to attend the training available for them, as they need to know the importance of the theory behind it and the correct stages and techniques of each skill to deliver the sessions themselves. I now look forward to continuing to watch my children grow in skills and confidence.
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