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This reflective journal is based on sessions that I have taught at Glais Primary School in Swansea Valley in spring and summer 2022.  Glais Primary School is a small school comprising of 4 mixed-age classes.  I teach the nursery and reception class with 14 reception children who attend full time and two groups of nursery children who attend either mornings or afternoons.  I have been in this role for just over a year.  Prior to that, I have had various roles in the school over the last 17 years.  I taught Year 5 and 6 for 4 years and spent 8 years working part time covering PPA across the school.  The teaching assistants working in the class are also new to the role this year.  I am also acting ALNCO and acting Deputy Headteacher at the moment covering long term absence.  

With the arrival of the new curriculum, a new legal framework for additional learning needs and new leadership within the school, there is significant interest in children’s early physical development.  If children are confident and capable physically, they are more likely to be successful in accessing the new curriculum.  The curriculum is based on four purposes and early successful physical competence will enable children to be ambitious and capable, creative and healthy and confident.  Early success and self-belief, supported by a good skill level will mean that children develop a positive spiral of engagement (Stodden et al, 2008).  As a school, one of our next development priorities will be attitudes towards learning, particularly resilience and perseverance.  The children are already showing this during SKIP sessions.  

The SKIP sessions also fit well into the new ALN framework.  The approach is based on early intervention and universal provision.  By developing these physical skills early on, the children will be better able to access provision.  If children have the opportunity to develop their sensory integration, body awareness and develop a movement vocabulary, they will be physically better prepared for the later skills of handwriting, reading and sport (Ayres, 2005).  The sessions will also identify children that might require more targeted support in their physical development.

I initially decided to teach the SKIP sessions to my class in two groups.  I teach a mixed nursery and reception class.  I felt that the space available in the hall would allow two gardens with up to eight children in each.  I also felt that for my professional development having children grouped chronologically would probably slightly narrow the ability range and stages that the children were at developmentally (Gallahue et al, 2012). The smaller group size would allow me to observe children more closely to see what stage they were working at and to adapt the constraints and tasks to promote development following Newell’s constraint model (Haywood and Getchell, 2019).  I felt that trying to manage the whole class, even with support from a teaching assistant would lead to a focus on organization and behaviour management rather than a focus on skill development.  Moving forward, I will keep the group size to half a class, but maybe mix older and younger pupils, enabling the older pupils to model and support the younger children.  There were two children in the reception cohort, who were beginning to perceive their skills as poorer than their peers.  Working with younger children would give them the opportunity to lead the learning.
In the first two sessions I taught, I focused on body awareness and building a movement vocabulary.  I wanted the opportunity to observe the skills that the children possessed already and also to teach them the routines and vocabulary necessary access the gardens in later sessions.

Prior to embarking on the SKIP training, I had carried out the sort of activities that I was teaching, but I had been under the false impression that children would gain the skills through opportunity to carry out the activity, that the acquisition of physical competence would naturally occur. With an awareness of the stages of movement development (Gallahue et al, 2012) it was apparent that there was a wide range of stages within the class in basic movements like running and jumping.  Interestingly, the teaching assistant that had taught PE to this cohort in nursery had used the Play to Learn pack.  She had taught movements like galloping which the children seemed to remember.  There were children who galloped well but struggled to crawl.  Running in particular was an activity with a whole range of stages.  To give children opportunity, we changed the location of one of our two weekly outdoor sessions from the woodland area to the far end of the playing field.  Every session started and ended with a ‘run’. This gave both the opportunity to observe how the children were running and how to develop their running.  It was quickly apparent that the children were not lifting their legs at the hip or using their arms.  We put hurdles in the children’s continuous provision and we ‘march’ around the school, developing the balance and stability in the hips.  
In the early sessions, balance was also something the children found challenging.  Again, we looked at continuous provision, adding planks, crates and ‘hedgehogs’ to the outdoor provision.  I also often set up a simple obstacle course in the outdoor area which the children soon adapt and improve on.

There is one child in my class whose global development, particularly language, was delayed.  He is physically, relatively capable.  He plays very actively, can ride a two-wheel bike, is a ‘scoop’ catcher (Gallahue et al, 2012). However, his receptive language and working memory are still developing.  In the initial sessions he sometimes became overwhelmed by the verbal instructions around body awareness.  He would struggle with language like ‘low’ and ‘zig zag’.  When I described the splat game – he was very upset.  Once we started and he could see what he had to do, he was able to join in.  I developed some visuals to support the activities and found that he was better able to access activities if there was an analogy.  For example, ‘slither like a snake’, or the Mr Man game.  I also found the session supported the children’s development of language concepts like over, under, behind, first, last etc. 

In the initial sessions, it was useful to reflect with the teaching assistant that delivered the sessions in nursery.  We shared the feeling that we had assumed the children’s skills were better than we observed, particularly with some children who are academically capable.  We also felt that the fun active and short nature of the activities was benefitting children whose focus and attention is fleeting in other areas.  We also were both using ‘camouflage’ activities to increase children’s opportunities to develop particular skills that were needed like marching and balancing.  We also discussed our role in encouraging the children to challenge themselves.  Using phrases like ‘I wonder if anyone can …’ and ‘I noticed … doing ..’  often prompted the children to challenge themselves and to watch each other more.  In a game of statues where the children had to balance as a statue, using “I wonder if any of the statues have their hands on the floor’ or ‘I wonder if any statues are on one leg’ meant that children tried these and also looked to see if anyone else was.

The training also changed my interventions with children.  Prior to the training I did not have the knowledge of the stages of development (Gallahue et al, 2012) so even when it was apparent that the children were finding catching difficult, I wouldn’t have had the knowledge of how to intervene by changing the constraints of the task or environment following Newell’s Constraints Model (Haywood an Getchell, 2019).  When the children were embarking on developing their catching, I concentrated just on catching, rather than catching and throwing.  I was able to provide a range of suitable resources targeted at the children’s stage of catching.  All the children used the scarves to develop tracking.  I started all the children rolling, before moving the children who were able to track onto the next stage.  When the children were able to scoop, I could provide large, tactile balls and beach balls if they were needed.  One pair were successful standing and rolling but found the shift to catching difficult.  I encouraged them to stand very close with a large ball with a very grippy surface to encourage passing hand to hands with lots of contact with the ball.  On reflection, I could have used throwing and catching scarves individually to see if they were anticipating catching by stepping ready to hand catch (Gallahue et al, 2012).

As the children moved onto the next phase of lessons, focusing on throwing, I noticed that their familiarity with the type of lessons, the ideas of gardens, obstacle courses and the use of a range of appealing equipment meant they were very motivated by the opportunities.  As an initial session on throwing, I took bean bags, fluff balls and stretchy balls to the field.  I gave children access to these alongside other balls, hoops and their favourite grassy bank.  I gave no direction other than ‘these are for throwing.’  I was keen to see what stages the children were at and which children would embrace the opportunity and who might avoid or quickly lose interest.  I felt that children who avoided or moved away from opportunities to develop their skills might be at risk of failing to reach the proficiency barrier described by Seefeldt (Seefeldt, 1980).  I was interested to see if Stodden’s model of engagement would be apparent amongst 3-, 4- and 5-year-olds (Stodden et al, 2008). There were children who did not throw a single thing!  Some threw everything, repeatedly for most of the session.  One new nursery child who barely speaks during sessions played throwing and catching with a teaching assistant for 15 minutes.  No child said that they couldn’t throw, but some were very reluctant to engage, although they masked it by being very interested in other activities.  From this, I knew that throwing activities would need to be motivating and set the children up to succeed.  I considered the environmental constraints for this following Newell’s constraints model (Haywood and Getchell, 2019).  I used a wall that divides our playground in two and made the challenge to throw the bean bag, fluff ball etc over the wall.  The wall was high enough to require an over arm action but was achievable by most children.  Once they could throw over the wall, they moved their spot back away from the wall.  I used two children who demonstrated a more proficient throw with a wind up and step to model for the other children.  They all tried stepping, but they often got the wrong foot, or the step and throw were not a smooth action.  Using stickers to mark the correct foot in the next session helped but I noticed two children, one of whom is predominantly left-handed, swapped hands for throwing.  The stepping action is something that will need further work so I will incorporate stepping and landing on one foot to build confidence and strength with transfer of weight.

In conclusion, involvement in the SKIP programme has impacted on both my practice as a teacher and also the experiences of the children in my class.  In terms of the children’s physical development the teachers and assistants have better knowledge of the stages of development but also the fundamental significance and the issues that may arise form not developing the skills in this period.  It has placed a greater value on physical development meaning that teaching assistants are better equipped to observe, intervene and provide the opportunities to teach the necessary skills.  Having all staff in foundation phase train together means that we are able to have professional dialogue around continuous provision that will support development.  In our situation, the teaching assistants are new to the role and learning about the importance of sensory integration and understanding how important the early physical development is for all learning and development has led them to place greater value on physical and outdoor play. Beyond the SKIP session themselves I have found Newell’s constraint model a really useful tool for teaching in many areas.  As a school we have focused on our role in developing the children’s independence in all learning.  Using the model of adjusting the task and the environment has helped me to understand how to put in and reduce the support required.  Moving forward, I would like to develop our ability to identify children who may require targeted support in developing their physical skills.  It would also be interesting to build knowledge among key stage 2 staff to ensure that children have the necessary skills prior to introducing more sport specific and competitive skills.  We are looking at developing the children’s attitudes towards learning and I am planning on using the SKIP sessions as the children will already be familiar with how they can adjust the task to an appropriate level of challenge and to recognize the value of effort and how practice leads to improvement in performance.
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