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Developing and Supporting Physical development in early childhood. 
Reflective Journal

As part of my ongoing professional development, I was fortunate to be asked by my head teacher to go on to the SKIP training course.  I studied Early Childhood Development in UWTSD and graduated with a First Class Honours degree in 2018.  I continued to be supported by my head teacher, followed the Graduate Teacher Programme, and qualified in 2019.  Since that time, I have taught all year groups from Nursery to Yr 6 and am currently the Nursery and Reception teacher with 45 3-5 year olds.  

In my practice I am passionate about making links with families, Bronfenbrenner suggested that strong relationships with all caregivers can foster the child’s ability to develop healthy cognitive, emotional and social development (El Zaatari, W., & Maalouf,I. (2022)).  I therefore began my study of physical literacy with an introduction of the course to the caregivers of my children.  El Zaatari et al 2022 suggests that children having a sense of belonging to the school has several advantages and to make a positive impact on the learners I felt it important to include the bio-ecological system that Bronfenbrenner suggests.  Judith Harris (1998) opposes this view and argued that parents matter much less, than what is assumed and Harris went on to debate with professionals that it is indeed teachers that can be more important than parents can.  In my view, it is pivotal for the benefit of the child to have a healthy relationship with all stakeholders of our learners.  

“The early years are exciting times for children's development as they grow, changing in shape and size, and for children's movement development as they gain in body awareness and as they explore the vast range of available movement experiences within their environment.” (Maude 1996: 187)  This quote found in Davies 2003 denotes the importance for movement to aid children in their development.  As a small school based in an area where sport is at the heart of the community I was fortunate to be greeted by families eager to replicate activities and movement at home.  I was able to share warm up games via our school app, seesaw.  Whitehead et al, 2018, also suggests that physical literacy has a place within school on its own merit.  These views coupled with the dedication from my head teacher and team of 4 TA’s was how we began our SKIP focus.

I began introducing the warm up games to the children and found quickly that the learners had found their inner drive quite quickly (Ayres, 2005:3).  Furthermore, Ayres suggested that children use this drive to move themselves on and they are successful in this through repetition.  During my studies in UWTSD for my degree, Piaget was highlighted to be the theorist that suggested in order for children to build mental schema’s to understand they need to seek resolve by repeating activities, “accommodation” is a way that the children repeat activities to embed the new schema (Piaget, 1971).  As an early years team we repeated the warm up games to embed the physical literacy motions to our learners.

Haywood and Getchell, 2019, suggest that development is deemed in several different ways.  They go on to discuss that the second way of development is down to age.  I found this focus interesting as I was working with newly turned 3 year olds to nearly 6 year olds.  During the warm up games, I needed to adapt the language, movement focus and incorporated pictorial ques to include all levels of learners.  

Stodden et al., (2008) discussed the locomotive stages, the initial, emerging and proficient stage.  During the warm ups I could see that the stages covering the different elements were observed.  These skills are the basic building blocks of movement and physical activity, which aid cognitive development, socio-emotional development and can be deemed to improve academic performance.  Estyn (2023) suggested that our school provides a wealth of opportunity for physical development and I know that by adding in the SKIP lessons our base to ensure we are teaching these fundamental skills are being covered and especially through the use of the warm-up games.

This was also a focus when we moved onto the catching activity.  The development of the child’s hand eye co-ordination along with their language understanding had a huge impact on the ability to catch.  Wellcomm (2023) is a programme that we use to screen language understanding.  During the screening, we follow a process and it incorporates activities and games to aid the child’s language understanding.  Although Whitehead et al, 2018, states that physical literacy can be a standalone focus, for me the programme had even more benefit when we linked it to other areas of learning.  

In addition to linking the catching activity to our language understanding for our youngest of learners -  for our older learners who were proficient at the moving catching stage we linked this stage of catching to phonic and spelling development.  Piaget (1971) stated the significance of active learning and believed that children need to be actively engaged to construct meaningful knowledge.  Although I did a SKIP focused lesson twice a week for the summer term, I also included the catching focus for our Reception learners twice weekly in an active phonic lesson. Thus amounting to the children benefiting from the catching activity four times a week.  In addition to this, the phonic assessment showed that learners progressed more in this academic year than in the previous academic year.  

John Dewey (no date) an American theorist shared similar beliefs when it came to learning; along with Piaget (1971), Dewey (no date) emphasised the importance of active learning and both theorists believed that knowledge was constructed through experiences and learning in a hands on way.  However, Dewey (no date) placed more of an emphasis on the role of the teacher in facilitating learning and creating environments to foster curiosity and exploration, whereas Piaget’s (1791) theory focused more on the child’s self-discovery and independence of the learning. During our SKIP session, it was clear to see that our youngest learners were at the initial stages of catching and we often observed delayed reaction and hugging.  Our older learners were proficient and were able to catch with hands only and move their bodies into space to catch.  A variety of equipment was used - scarves, ribbons and balloons to engage all our learners to develop their stages of catching.
Using those theorists, once our catching activity had been delivered as a lesson, we then gave the children independent challenges to improve their catching skills. To facilitate this we used our most abled mature catcher, along with a TA, to help those children at the hugging and scooping stage to improve their skills.   To help the learners on this mission they were provided with an i-pad in which they could watch an activity of the proficient hand catcher catching the ball into their x zone.  In the video we ensured that specific language such as ‘hands ready’, ‘eyes on the ball’, ‘reach for the ball’ and ‘throw to x zone’ were all specified (SKIP Cymru, 2016).  Although this was an independent activity, the TA was there to ensure the skills were being delivered to aid and not hinder the catching.  

Doolittle (1996) states that Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development can be reached by using a more abled other.  During observations of the independent mission, it was evident that the proficient catcher was indeed being a model that other learners aspired to be like.  The use of an ‘expert’ along with the i-pad to ensure correct skills and language were being executed resulted in layering up the learning.  In November our school was inspected and Estyn, 2023 stated that our learners and teachers ‘use the outdoors regularly to enhance the pupils’ learning experiences such as in the woodland and forest school areas. However, there are limited opportunities for the youngest pupils to develop their independent skills in the outdoor provision areas.’  I am hoping that from the SKIP training I have made an impact to the independent skills that the children can develop in the early years.  

Davies (2003) states that movement is unique not only to the species but to each individual.  I was mindful of this throughout the sessions, again relating to the age range and physical development of the children.  Furthermore, Davies (2003) goes on to suggest that dynamics, space and relationships have an impact on physical movement.  I kept this in mind during our activities and especially during the throwing activities.  I ensured that I used cones to help the children stand at a space suitable for their stage in throwing.  I ensured that they had a relationship with their partner and were of ability that suited each other, referring back to Vygotsky (Doolittle, 1996) and the zone of proximal development, during the throwing I used a more abled other, a proficient thrower, with a less able to aid the learners.  
As Davies (2003) conveys that body articulation is paramount during the developmental stages of throwing.  I noticed that the children needed to balance to maintain the equilibrium of the body and that their position would affect their ability.  Interestingly, I noticed that my proficient thrower was secure in their body articulation; they understood what part of their body was needed to affect position, balance and strength.  The proficient thrower was also proficient at moving and Stodden et al., (2008) echoed the importance of the use of the fundamental stages of movement – which was observed with our most abled learner.

Our youngest learners found throwing difficult and we adapted the equipment to allow them to be successful.  Our difficultly was the lack of equipment we had in school, however I was able to be creative and used water balloons, scarves, socks and paper aeroplanes.  Husbands and Pearce 2012 noted that the ability for teachers to vary their pedagogy and be creative in doing so enables both the learner and the teacher to develop in a variety of ways.  I also found that SKIP Cymru, 2016, echoes this ethos by including a variety of activities in both the warm up games and the variety of equipment that they include in the list of what could be used.  This helped me ensure I was able to continue with the lessons even though I was without some pieces of suggested items – I was able to improvise which still ensured the correct skills were taught.

During the activities, we were able to vary the distance from the targets, we used targets that were already painted on the wall and we used a large floor target.  I believe the floor target helped our proficient thrower, however, I have thought long and hard if it was the right piece of equipment to use for our chop and emerging throwers.  It did encourage a downward throw, however, that said it did also encourage stepping, balancing and core strength.  I would continue to use the floor target as the learners were fully engaged and enjoying their learning.  Montessori has an approach where learners are encouraged to foster a love of learning and find joy and satisfaction in their activities (Isaacs, 2015).  In my practice, I like to also foster a love of learning, joy and challenge and I believe the floor target provided that for all learners.
As previously stated I did need to be creative with my equipment, one session I used water balloons.  Again as stated by Isaacs, 2015 who stated that the Montessori approach is one in which the learners yearn for more, therefore I was successful in this use of equipment.  It also encouraged the children to ensure they had a high wind up, a little spin and rotation from their hip.  Due to the weight of the balloon, it also encouraged the proficient stage where children were using the arm-leg follow through.  Whilst observing and reflecting on my learning with SKIP I noted that for our emergent throwers it did encourage a sling shot throw, however, using Vygotsky’s model of ZPD I used our most proficient thrower to demonstrate the downward arc throw.  

To conclude it must be said that the professional development of the SKIP training has drastically developed physical movement in the early years setting of my school.  It has evoked learning that I completed during my degree and I have been fortunate enough to have the support of my head teacher and fellow practitioners.  This therefore has resulted in regular SKIP sessions for our learners from Nursery – Year 2.  In addition to this, I have fed onto our Health and Well-Being lead that SKIP could be delivered and adapted for all learners in our primary school.  As stated in the Curriculum for Wales (2022) Health and Well-Being is the catalyst for our learners to become lifelong learners and a generation in which we can be sure we did all we could at an early age.  Research shows that children who are exposed to physical literacy in early childhood development go on to become healthy adults leading a healthy lifestyle (Harvard University, 2023).  I personally believe that I have a duty to carry this out and the SKIP training has indeed given me the knowledge, commitment and drive to do so.
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