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Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood

Reflective Journal

This reflective journal is based on my experience of delivering SKIP Cymru sessions within my school setting. I am the Nursery teacher at St Thomas Community Primary School in Swansea. Our school is located in the East of Swansea and is a modern, purpose built facility with a large sports hall where all of these sessions have taken place. The current Nursery cohort is made up of 42 children in the morning class and 22 in the afternoon class. The school serves a mostly deprived area which, coupled with the continuing effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, creates various challenges to our pupils’ wellbeing and physical development. A long period of time spent in ‘lockdown’ and within only the home environment, at such a crucial age in their development, has quite clearly had an impact on the fundamental motor skills (FMS) of many of our Nursery pupils. As Ayres states “Most of the activity in the first 7 years of life is part of one process: the process of organising the sensations on the nervous system” (Ayres, 2005, p13). From my observations and assessments of the children it has become very clear that for a majority of them their FMS and sensory integration, or lack of them, is having a detrimental effect on their overall Nursery experience and general development. Goodway and Branta theorise that “certain populations of children will be influenced by constraints that retard the developments of FMS in early childhoods. Pre school children who identify as disadvantaged may be one such group.” (Goodway and Branta, 2003, p36) I was keen to see what impact these sessions would have not only on their physical development but also in other areas such as concentration, behaviour and fine manipulation skills. 
The initial challenge within my setting was having the time to provide meaningful and quality sessions for such a large number of Nursery children. There were many timetable changes required to fit the sessions into an already very busy week. However, we were keen as a whole Foundation Phase staff to make sure these sessions took place and ensured we gave priority to them. The children certainly enjoyed the extra trips to the hall and having these extended periods of movement. My sessions were designed for groups of children aged 3-4 and with the support of one or sometimes two teaching assistants. I planned for these sessions to cover a broad range of activities aimed at developing the children’s locomotor and object control skills. This approach is based on the work of Gallahue, Ozman and Goodway who state that children should have the opportunity to develop “basic motor competence and efficient body mechanics in a wide variety of movement skills and situations.” (Gallahue, Ozman, Goodway, 2012, p186).
The first few sessions did prove to be very challenging indeed, mainly due to the young age and inexperience of the children. I was keen to observe them fully in order to decide which direction our future sessions would need to go. We began with introducing them gradually to the concept of spots and gardens. During the first session we had just two gardens. One was an obstacle course, the other contained only spots. I spent some time talking to the children before they moved onto the spots, explaining my expectations for the sessions. It was immediately clear that it was going to take some practise for these gardens to run efficiently, as the children ran straight over to the obstacle course when I asked them to move to a spot. I had taken the children as a whole class to begin with and I quickly realised that this was not going to be the most effective way to run the sessions. The warm up activity did not work well with so many children and I found it very difficult to make quality observations or give constructive feedback. In later sessions, I split the class and took only half of the children at a time, which was far more effective. During a warm up game of Traffic Lights, I was able to observe the children’s initial level of movement. As expected, when directed to move, they immediately chose to run in one direction, close to their friends and in a circle. I realised I would need to give very clear instructions using a rich range of vocabulary in order to encourage a variety of movement. Looking at theories on movement concepts and the categories of human movement (Davies, M., 2003) was particularly helpful here. I was able to break down this simple warm up game and use it to address several very specific movement concepts such as speed, pathways, directions and ways of travelling. It also became clear that it was essential for me to model these movement concepts myself, something which I must admit I have not done particularly well in the past. If I instructed the children to walk backwards, I knew I had to demonstrate this in order for them to attempt the movement effectively. The importance of this is noted in the research of Goodway, Crowe and Ward where they conclude, “the quality of the demonstration was very important and influenced the pattern of the motor skill performance.” (Goodway, Crowe and Ward, 2003, p10). This had a huge impact on the quality of the children’s movement, as they watched me and copied looking behind and changing direction to avoid others. My teaching cues and demonstrations were essential to their understanding of the movement concepts, as was the feedback and praise I gave them. Based on guidance we were given during our SKIP training days, I made sure that my feedback was specific and clear rather than just generic praise as I may have done previously.  For example, when focusing on ways of travelling, I praised children on their skipping. “Excellent skipping Paisley, I love how you are controlling your arms when moving. Let’s all copy Paisley.” This gave the children something to aim for and an understanding of how to improve their own movement. 
During this first cycle of sessions, I had also introduced an obstacle course. It was very interesting to observe how the children reacted to this and how they approached the various challenges set out for them. Something that I have noticed about Nursery children in the past, is that they are always willing to take more risks and ‘have a go’ at activities that I have not necessarily expected them to be ready for. Some of the sections of the obstacle course had been set up for an older class, but the Nursery children approached them with a level of confidence I had not expected. Upon reading the work on motor skill competence by Stodden et al,  I now understand this to be a common phenomenon based on perceived motor skill competence. “A child might have low levels of actual motor competence but perceive her/himself to be highly skilled.” (Stodden et al. 2008, p296) I found this so important and useful as I approached later sessions and it is yet another reason why I now realise it is essential to fully embed these SKIP sessions from Nursery onwards. The obstacle course was a very important element of all later sessions, as it gave the children an opportunity to be completely independent in controlling their own movements. This, I now understand, is a natural instinct to develop sensory integration. (Ayres, 2005) I see the children in my class looking for opportunities every single day to move in different ways such as rolling, wrestling and running. I now realise that this is all part of them testing their sensorimotor ability (Ayres, 2005) and that I need to provide them with plenty of opportunities to do so.
As I progressed into the second cycle of sessions, both the children and myself were growing in confidence and becoming familiar with the activities so I found myself able to focus more on constraints.  Newell’s model was very helpful here, and I realised that prior to the SKIP training I had only focused on individual constraints which are very much out of my control. Using this model allowed me to change and adapt the sessions based on environmental and task constraints. “If the environment or the task, or both, also changes, the interaction is changed to an even greater extent.” (Haywood and Getchell, 2019, p6).                                                                                                          
 
Figure 1: Newell’s Model of Constraints
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For example, I introduced the Treasure Chest game to the children in an early session. They found it very difficult to play and I initially put this down to their young age and lack of understanding. However, when I came back to it in the second cycle and approached it by making changes to the task constraints; they were immediately able to have some clear success. I removed hoops so there were less chests and put them closer together so that the children could see where they were heading. I also reduced the amount of ‘treasure’ in each hoop as too much may have felt overwhelming to them. I then removed the smaller balls as the children were finding it hard to collect them from the hoops and struggled to hold on to them whilst moving. The success they had just from me understanding how to change and manipulate these constraints was so encouraging and something I will always ensure I focus on in the future. 
Object control also became a big focus for me during the second cycle of our sessions. I was very interested to see how the children’s catching skills in particular would develop as the sessions progressed. During my initial assessments, most children were demonstrating either a Stage 1 or Stage 2 catch. (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway, 2012) Only a very small number showed a Stage 3 catch before our SKIP sessions. I began by providing the children with scarves to help them with their tracking skills. Because the scarves fall slowly, they were able to anticipate where they would end up and intercept them. The children absolutely loved this and had a high level of success so we have used the scarves at some point in most of our sessions. I then moved on to a garden with paired rolling activity. This was also very positive as I was able to move around freely, identify their levels of motor competence and deliver important teaching cues such as “hands ready”. During this focused garden, I assessed each pair as I observed them and manipulated the constraints to meet individual needs. For example I gave some children a spiky ball which didn’t roll as far away from them when they missed it and was easier for them to grip. I also moved some children further apart as they improved their rolling and catching. Some children were even ready to stand up and attempt a throwing and catching game which was very encouraging. In sessions prior to my SKIP training, I could always identify children who were struggling with a motor skill, but I did not have the knowledge of the various stages and how to modify the activity to help them progress to the next one. 
I am now very aware of the importance of my role as a teacher and facilitator of these sessions in the development of these children’s fundamental motor skills. “Fundamental motor skills do not simply develop as a result of age; they must be instructed and practiced.” (Goodway, Crowe and Ward’ 2003, p299) I feel very grateful to have been given the opportunity to access this training and further my understanding of early childhood physical development through both reading and practical demonstrations. As with anything in education, things have not always gone smoothly, and I have had to amend and change sessions to suit the class I currently have. However, I now feel far more confident in my ability to identify the stages of locomotor or manipulative skills in order to provide fun and engaging sessions for the children to enjoy. Moving forward, I have no doubt that SKIP will become rooted in our school’s Foundation Phase curriculum. As a team, we have all found it very rewarding to see the impact it has already had and we will strive to continue to provide these experiences to our children during these critical early years in their development. 
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