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Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood
Reflective Journal

I have undertaken SKIP Cymru sessions in my school, Stacey Primary. Stacey is located close to the city centre and is often described as being sat in an ‘urban jungle’. We are a one-form entry school but also have a nursery in which lots of children begin their journey with us. I work as a Phase 2 teacher where I have recently taught Year 2 and in the last year I have taken over as Health & Well-Being lead as it is an area I am passionate about. This position opened me up to more opportunities; for example, this SKIP Cymru course. I want to use these opportunities to improve the physical development of our younger generation and ensure they are being given opportunities to improve and even thrive. 
Going back to our school being an ‘urban jungle’, it is noticeable that our pupils are lacking experiences in the outdoors, playing games or having natural opportunities to build their physical skills. Every Monday morning, we undertake a ‘check-in circle’ where pupils will discuss what they did on the weekend. Many of the responses will be that they didn’t go out at all or that they played on their Ipads or other technological devices all weekend. Whitehead (2010) suggests movement and play in early childhood is an important factor in developing physical competence, an attribute of physical literacy. This means our pupils could fall behind in their developmental stages as Ayres suggests,
“seven or 8 years of moving and play are required to give the child a sensorimotor intelligence that can serve as the foundation for intellectual, social and personal development” (p25). 
As a school we have recognised that both physical literacy and food literacy are areas that need great focus. We have begun a food literacy journey as a school whereby we are all becoming gardeners and growing our own fruits and vegetables in individual classes to create different healthy meals. Last year my class grew potatoes and we were able to make leek and potato soup and gnocchi. Providing these extra opportunities for motor development by using gardening tools aligns with Ayres’ idea that children will use sensory information they have previously stored in order to transfer their skills to use less familiar tools (2005). 
Furthermore, as a school we are lucky enough to have been granted a ‘Bic Bocs Bwyd’. On their website it refers to the importance of understanding food nutrition and food groups which in turn when combined with regular physical activity, will help them maintain a healthy bodyweight (BigBocsBwyd.co.uk). This incentive, as well as regular SKIP Cymru sessions will ensure our pupils are given the chance to become healthy, confident individuals – in line with the new Welsh Curriculum. 
During the beginning stages of delivering sessions, I utilised lots of the warm-up games to engage the pupils and entice them ready for the forthcoming drills. I noticed that the pupils would be very excited for these warm-up games which made me reflect on my previous warm-up drills and realise how much I overused the same ones or didn’t vary them enough. An example of a new game I introduced was ‘Splat the planet’ in which a simple concept can be stretched as much as you wish. I was able to build movement vocabulary and focus on shape, ways of travelling and balance in a way that was fun for all pupils. I asked them to balance on a spot, skip around the area when moving and make their body as big as they could. Something I noticed when delivering warm-up games is that all pupils were willing to take part and had good perceived motor competence. Perceived motor competence is “how children feel about how good they are at motor skills” (Goodway, Ozmun a Gallahue, 2019, p180). At a young age, children are less likely to be aware of their perceived motor competence and make an accurate judgement (Goodway, Ozmun a Gallahue. 2019); however, as I am teaching pupils aged 6-7 years old, I have observed some of the more able students recognising skills they are perhaps not as advanced at. Using the developmental and trajectory model of motor competence and physical activity (Stodden et al 2008), my aim is to ensure pupils have a positive spiral of engagement through my sessions.  
I began by choosing a group of 8 pupils to focus on for the SKIP Cymru sessions. The reason for this was due to staffing, time and the additional needs within my class that needed to be adhered to. I undertook the baseline measures and assessed them against the developmental stages of object control skills. I found this so interesting as I now had the knowledge from the practical sessions with SKIP Cymru to observe pupils in a completely new way to I ever had before. I was able to identify whether pupils were at the initial, emerging or proficient stages of catching and throwing. I was quite surprised to find that the majority were hand catchers or proficient, bar one hugger. This information enabled me to plan my sessions accordingly. 
I always began a session with a warm-up game focusing on locomotive movements which according to Goodway, Ozmun a Gallahue (2019) are more naturally occurring and don’t require as much instruction or feedback as manipulative skills. When playing splat the planet, I found that pupils would simply choose to run around the space and not use a variety of locomotive skills. I then introduced new rules, for example, each round you have to choose a different way of moving such as hopping or galloping. I had to model how to gallop as none of the pupils were familiar with this word or movement; their reaction to me demonstrating a movement was unbelievable – I had applause and praise for something that in my eyes, is such a simple movement. This reminded me the importance of movements being modelled to the pupils. I observed that all pupils bar two, were still in the emerging stages of a gallop as they tended to have a choppy rhythm and their hips were orientated sideways. Moving forward, I ensured galloping was part of every warm up game or activity in order to provide time for practise and improvement. 
When moving on to the throwing and catching sessions, I had two 20-minute slots each week. I would set up a different Garden for each session, one would be an obstacle course and the other would have a throwing or catching focus. From setting these up, I began to see how Newell’s model of constraints explains movement and that to understand it fully we must “consider the relationships between the characteristics of the individual mover, his surroundings, and his purpose or reason for moving” (Hayward and Getchell, 2019, p6). I was aware that I could not alter individual constraints but I could alter task constraints to adapt my activities to suit all pupils. An example of this was during the egg game where I started by using large, round balls to ensure lots of success. I also made sure pupils received lots of touches so they worked in pairs and had to transfer three balls from one nest to another. To make the task more difficult, each time they transferred one ball to the nest, they had to remove a spot. I observed that the pupils were finding this activity quite easy so I decided to make a task constraint by changing the large round balls for either a small ball or a different shape such as a rugby ball. This provided more challenge and the success rate wasn’t as high; however, I could see the pupils were more motivated to succeed and improve. I would pause the activity and recap on the success criteria as lots of pupils were beginning to rush to finish first instead of focusing on throwing to the X zone or keeping their eyes on the ball. After this, pupils regained focus and outcomes were improved. 
The introduction of the throwing game ‘Battleships’ was my pupils’ favourite of the term. Although Goodway, Ozmun a Gallahue (2019) suggest there is far more research into the overarm throw, I decided to focus on the underarm throw using the ‘arc’ throw. I made this decision as my observations had shown me pupils were finding it difficult to throw and step with the opposite foot at the same time. They tended to do each of those as a singular action. I spent a session practising this movement by introducing a hoop that the pupils had to step out of as they threw their bean bag. This helped as it acted as a clear visual and physical aid, similar to providing scaffolds in the classroom when writing etc. Furthermore, from undertaking PE lessons where my whole Year 2 class were expected to play a game of rounders, I could see that they were nowhere near ready or advanced enough for this and the skills needed to be built first. The importance of throwing is paramount across many sports (Goodway, Ozmun and Gallahue, 2019) and this is noticeable in primary school sports such as tag rugby, netball and rounders. However, we often expect pupils to be ready to play these sports just because their age has increased but if they haven’t been provided with the correct opportunities to develop their throwing and catching skills it will not be possible. This is often where we see an increased understanding of perceived motor competence and from experience of teaching Phase 3 classes, lots more pupils ask not to participate in physical activity at this age.  
During my sessions, feedback has been pivotal to ensuring development and improvement. I continuously observe each individual and provide them with specific praise such as “Well done Pupil X, I like how you are making sure your hands are ready”. This simple interaction makes every other pupil listen and think about whether they’re doing the same or not; I then see them adjust and copy and in turn I will then provide them with praise. Providing this feedback allows pupils to understand how they can improve next time and also creates a positive, supportive environment where pupils feel comfortable trying and participating. I also choose appropriate activities for my pupils due to the fact I now understand that “throwing is not linear of prescriptive, it is dynamic and variable in nature” (Goodway, Ozmun and Gallahue, 2019, p188). By managing task constraints and choosing appropriate activities, I am allowing each pupil opportunity to develop.  
As I was only undertaking SKIP sessions with a group of 8 pupils, I found it interesting when I continued my observations during playtimes. According to Goodway, Ozmun a Gallahue (2019), pupils who are more skilled and have greater motor development are more active on the playground. I can now agree with this due to observations I made where proficient catchers and throwers were playing games such as piggy in the middle, tennis and fireball whereas those still in the initial or emerging stages were opting for activities such as colouring and role play. This is an area I need to reflect upon further and think about how I can encourage those who are less physically active to become more involved in playground games. 
Goodway and Branta (2003) found that disadvantaged children were able to improve their motor skills from a 12-week intervention. This is strong evidence to put forward to my colleagues when promoting this SKIP Cymru course and highlighting the fast impact it can have on the disadvantaged pupils who attend our school. The next steps for me as Health & Well-being lead will be to evaluate and edit our PE curriculum across the school and to ensure SKIP Cymru sessions have sufficient time on my timetable. I will then monitor the impact of these sessions, feedback to colleagues and look for ways we can implement them across the school. 
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