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Developing and supporting physical development in early childhood 
Reflective Journal

This Reflective journal outlines a series of reflections based on my knowledge of, and ability to support the physical development of young children, with a focus on providing well- structured and engaging sessions as part of my training with (Successful Kinaesthetic instruction for Pre-Schoolers) SKIP Cymru. I have been working as a Foundation Phase teacher for almost 7 years. Our school is a semi-rural primary school, with approximately 280 pupils on role. The school is situated in a largely deprived area with the percentage of children on Free School Meals (FSM) standing at 24%, sitting above the national average for Wales and with 32% of pupils identified as having additional learning needs (Estyn, 2012). Knowing this, I hoped that the implementation of the SKIP Cymru sessions would make a big impact particularly on those children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Research suggests that certain populations of children may be influenced by constraints at home that inhibit the development of Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS), presenting both “biological and environmental risk factors” (Goodway and Branta, 2003: 37)

Following on from the initial training days with Skip Cymru and working in a Year 2 class, I sought this as ideal opportunity to assess children’s FMS based on their resulting physical competency and experiences from the early years.  My set intention was to scaffold children’s movement skills through both engaging and worthwhile garden activities in the hope of developing children’s proficiency as competent movers as they enter Key Stage 2. This ideal window of opportunity is recognised by Ayres (2003:24) describing children leaving the early years as “mature sensorimotor beings” who will have a greater chance of thriving intellectually if “sensorimotor functions” are embedded effectively. This identifies the need for physical activity to be seen as a fundamental part of Foundation Phase practise. 

The SKIP Cymru sessions sought to develop children’s locomotor skills through engaging and meaningful play-based activities. As a result, following the initial training days, I have seen the biggest impact on both children’s enthusiasm and motivation to participate in the sessions. Children are eager to find out when their next session in the garden’s will be. As research suggests, children perceive the sessions as fun and facilitate their natural abilities and instinct to practise their FMS and further develop sensory integration. As Stodden et al (2008:14) states “children are designed to enjoy activities that challenge them to experience new sensations and develop new motor functions”.

Children’s willingness and keen interest to part take in the sessions and access the activity zones known to them as ‘gardens’ has further supported our learning environment in class. Areas of enhanced provision within our classroom are now home to a consistent ‘garden’. Within this area, children have opportunities to develop their object control skills, so far focussing on their under-arm throw with the activity named ‘Battleships’. This new addition to the classroom has allowed for frequent repetition and practise of skills with many opportunities for success. This is supportive of (Ayres, 2005) suggesting that children thrive within an environment that allows for frequent repetition of skills and in turn, opportunities to succeed.

As a practitioner, one area that has immediately impacted my practise following the initial two days training is my confidence and knowledge to deliver high quality physical development sessions that I feel has been absent from my continued professional development. Within the first few sessions, I felt competent in my ability to identify the varying levels of children’s motor development within my class, assessing children’s object control skills through close observation, as identified by (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway, 2012). I have a better appreciation of grouping children according to their varied movement competence and have grouped the children in my class according to their ability as referenced by the Council for Physical education (2012, cited in Goodway and Branta 2003)

On return to school, I felt very enthusiastic about the prospect of delivering SKIP Cymru sessions and leased with teaching staff to ensure two sessions of physical literacy per week based initially in the school hall. However, in reflection of my first session it was apparent that the current space available in the school hall due to covid regulations was not the ideal learning environment to accommodate three gardens working with 20 children.
For the following session, I set out two gardens, working with 10 children in the school hall at a time. Although, children were still becoming distracted by their peers working in the garden next to them with the limited space available and equipment set out in each garden. As a result, pupil engagement was lowered. This supports Newell (1986) and his theory of constraints that environmental factors may impede the success of the task, and therefore the appropriate delivery of activities set to support FMS.  I therefore identified the need to set out my physical literacy sessions in a space that was appropriate to the task set and for children to have plenty of successful practise while rehearsing their object control skills of throwing and catching.
The following sessions were planned to take place in the outdoor learning environment where space was unlimited, and children showed a readiness to learn. Nevertheless, as a sequence of sessions developed in the outdoors, changes in weather brought again an environmental constraint. During our obstacle course garden, children were afraid to place their hands on the floor, experimenting with different ways to travel commenting “the floor is too wet and slippery”. This also occurred within our object control garden ‘battleships’ with the weight of the cotton beanbags negatively impacting the task due to them holding rainwater and preventing children from successfully aiming towards the target. With one pupil commenting “The beanbag is too heavy and wet to reach the cone”. Additionally, changing the equipment I had readily available I felt would have brought about a task constraint, resulting in the task not being at the correct level for the children practising their aim (Newell, 1986).

Fortunately, in search of a solution and space to deliver our SKIP Cymru sessions in a continuous learning environment whilst weather conditions proved challenging, an opportunity to use a local facility West Street Gymnastics Centre became available. With this being a short walk from school and a range of appropriate equipment being readily available at the centre, this proved a fruitful opportunity. In addition to this, partners at West Street gymnastics centre were keen to observe our Physical Literacy sessions, with coaches seeing many links with their own practise and ultimately building community links with our school.

With the following series of sessions taking place at West Street Gymnastics Centre and pupil participation and engagement working positively in a consistent environment; I began to develop and enhance my sessions week by week. During our initial warm-up activities, with the familiar game ‘Traffic Lights’ I observed most children moving repetitively in the same direction, levels and movements. This allowed for an opportunity to change my delivery of the game, modelling a variety of travelling movements to enhance creativity and allow for exploration while moving. This initially required some explicit instruction, modelling a variety of pathways children could travel in on ‘green’ and rewarding children’s creativity. On ‘amber’ children were asked to mimic different animal movements, travelling low, and on ‘red’ children were encouraged to practise a variety of balances. As children’s familiarity with the game developed, children were thinking of more creative ways to balance on ‘red’ and often asking to add their own elements to the task, exploring their body awareness and changes in dynamics.  The need for scaffolding in movement is acknowledged by Davies (2003) suggesting that appropriate enhancements are necessary to support and develop children’s movements appropriately, focussing on variation in movement of children at different ages and stages of development. 

Opportunities to undertake our object control gardens at West Street Gymnastics Centre, have supported children’s familiarity with the space and equipment required for the task. Repetition of activities over several weeks has further supported differentiation of the task and allowed opportunities to scaffold children’s needs. For instance, one individual within my class (Child A) demonstrated adept development of skills in one element of throwing and catching, having had lots of experience outside of school being a competent young rugby player. However, his ability to apply these individual skills to an appropriate activity and context was limited. During our garden activity ‘Me to You’ with the aim to demonstrate a successful underarm throw or ‘rainbow throw’, Child A was using his proficient and dominant ball skills learnt through his extra-curricular activities to pass the ball to Child B opposite. This resulted in Child B being unable to receive the ball effectively due to the pass being outside of her X-Zone with a Stage 4 catch as noted by (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway, 2012). Although Child A’s perceived competence in his ability was high, his demonstration of physical capability and competence for the task was low. This is further supported by research carried out by Stodden et al. (2008) concluding that young children naturally present a higher perceived competence in their ability than their physical competence allows. Clarke and Metcalfe (2002) resonate this, as Child A displays a narrow base camp, demonstrating proficient skills in one area alone and not a broad competency of skills across a variety of areas.

One factor that has affected the participation and frequency of the pupils taking part in our Skip Cymru sessions is the current void of attendance in Year 2. With attendance figures currently standing at 72% as an average each week, the ongoing Coronavirus Pandemic has proven a barrier to engaging children consistently in three sessions of the programme per week. Thus, progression in developing object control skills following a series of lessons has, as predicted, become in a challenge for many pupils. However, for those pupils with sustained attendance, it is evident that the introduction of Skip Cymru has proved invaluable for such children in class with the comparison between both groups of children being wide-ranging from their baseline.

Coronavirus has further played part in limiting opportunities for children to take part in physical and imaginative play. With the majority of children’s time being spent learning interactively via a screen at home over the past year, we have seen a direct impact on children’s ability to perform locomotor and object control skills, resulting in a low baseline. However, recent funding from our county has seen the introduction of a variety of Trim Trails to our outdoor learning environment, supporting children’s limited movement skills. The introduction of such equipment is supported by Play Wales (2020) who suggest both children’s active and physical activity can be increased by permanent environmental modifications. Although, this benefit is said to be restricted to 6 months from the time of introduction. With this in mind, and following the training received, the adaptability of the trim trails is evident, and within my garden sessions, they have been used to support my obstacle course activities, adding varying levels. Moving forward, this is something our school has invested in throughout the early years.

In conclusion, the training I have received with SKIP Cymru has been greatly beneficial and seen a positive impact on my practise. The knowledge and understanding I have obtained has not only supported my ability to deliver effective and engaging physical activity sessions; it has further supported my ability to assess the stages in children’s physical development. This awareness has increased the time allocated to physical activity or ‘gardens’ as known to the children in my practise weekly; in addition to the activities children practise in class within the ‘garden zone’.  

In discussion with other practitioners, the importance of engaging children in physical activity has been widely known. However, the knowledge to deliver high-quality and developmentally appropriate activities that promote motor development is required (Gagen and Getchell, 2006). This knowledge has undoubtably improved my confidence to deliver activities focussing on movement skills and build upon these skills throughout the sessions each week. Children are no longer awaiting instruction or ‘turn taking’ in sessions. They are continuously engaged in fun and interactive activities that are promoting lots of success in simplified steps and high-quality movement. Furthermore, I feel this training is aiding children’s holistic development. Not only by scaffolding children’s movement skills that are fundamental to later learning but influencing all aspects of their physical health and well-being for them to thrive and maintain these positive attitudes later in life.
As a result of this training, I aim to share my knowledge and experience gained with other Foundation Phase practitioners within my school. With the hope that all children within the early years will be taking part in physical literacy sessions at least twice weekly. In addition to this, I hope to support parents and guardians with the offer of after school SKIP Cymru sessions; informing others of how we nurture and develop a lifelong enjoyment for physical activity, health and wellbeing with enjoyable and worthwhile activities.  
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