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Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood. 
The following journal is a series of reflections as a result of my SKIP Cymru training and lessons I have conducted with my class. These sessions have been highly structured and targeted. I have been teaching in the Foundation Phase for nearly nine years. Our school is a semi-rural Primary school with approximately 280 pupils on roll. Our school also has a large percentage (32%) of pupils with additional learning needs (Estyn, 2012). Additionally, a large percentage of pupils are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) (24%) (Estyn, 2012): this is more than the current national average. Research has confirmed that pupils from low socioeconomic backgrounds can have developmental delays in Fundamental Motor Skills (FMS) (Connor-Kuntz & Dummer, 1996; Gooway &Rudisill, 1997; Hamilton, Goodway &Haubenstricker, 1999, cited in Goodway and Branta, 2003).This is supported by by  Furthermore, Goodway and Rudisill (1997) and Hamilton et al. (1999, both cited in Goodway and Branta, 2003, p. 37) acknowledge the delays evident in such pupils stem from a lack of “environmental support”.

The Successful Kinaesthetic (SKIP) Cymru sessions sought to provide a safe environment for pupils to progress their physical skills, from their individual stages, while increasing enthusiasm and participation. Since delivering lessons I have seen a noticeable increase in pupils’ eagerness to join SKIP Cymru sessions. Multiple pupils have asked throughout the weeks, “When are we doing gardens again?” Seeing their skills development and zeal for these varied opportunities has motivated me as a practitioner and altered my practise. Our Year One classroom now features a gross motor skills development area (also known as a single ‘garden’) in addition to a fine motor challenge zone. My hope is that as a result of continued engagement in these activities, pupils will become “mature sensory motor beings” (Stodden et al, 2008, p.14).
As a practitioner with limited knowledge, training and confidence regarding physical development, I greatly appreciated the SKIP Cymru opportunity. This type of training was void from my teacher training and continual professional development. I have long since recognised the need for appropriate playful physical opportunities, for my pupils aged 5-6, for their holistic progress. Piaget (cited in Ayres and Robbins, 2005) substantiates the need for playful movement for up to seven to eight years, concluding from observations that this is vital to ensure “sensory motor intelligence” in order to inform “intellectual, social and personal development” thereafter.
As a school, we have been in a fortunate situation whereby pupils have accessed numerous lessons over the autumn term derived from the Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA) ‘School Holiday Enrichment Programme’ (SHEP). Pupils in Year One have consider what it means to be healthy in a wider context, in addition to their SKIP Cymru sessions. Marrying these two initiatives has been fruitful, as pupils have been increasingly active whilst amassing motor competence and considering alternative healthy food choices on a consistent basis (WLGA, 2021). 

Since returning from the initial 2-day Skip Cymru training, assessments have been undertaken.  As a result of these assessments I have been able to level pupils throwing and catching skills, as depicted by Gallahoue, Ozmun and Goodway (2012). From these assessments I have grouped pupils by ability to best meet their developmental needs, as deemed necessary by the Council on Education for Children (1992, cited in Goodway and Branta, 2003).

Upon returning to school, I eagerly approached the other teaching staff to ensure Year One had two sessions a week in what I deemed a suitable environment: the school hall. After reflecting upon my first session I realised the space was not fit for purpose for three diverse gardens with half my cohort (approximately, ten to twelve pupils). For the following session that week I reduced my gardens to two. Space was still an issue as pupils were unable to distinguish each garden from the next and there were multiple obstacles that could not be utilised or removed, hindering the environment. As a result, pupil engagement was not as strong as I anticipated and distractions were evident. This is supported by Newell (1986) who acknowledges that both the environment and the task can be constraints to individual success. I therefore realised that the environment had to be changed as the individuals cannot be changed (Newell, 1986). 

Subsequent SKIP Cymru lessons I delivered were outdoors. Some lessons were more successful than others in this ‘new’ environment. The activities planned were focused on object control skills, in addition to an obstacle course. The key success of each of these sessions was dependant on weather conditions, as pupils with limited tracking skills were compromised by their ‘appropriate stage resource’, a scarf, drifting out of grasp. Pupils with higher stages of throwing and catching were more successful as their heavier equipment was less affected by the blustery conditions (Gallahoue, Ozmun and Goodway, 2012).

An obstacle to engagement that the pupils made apparent during some sessions when outdoors were the “wet equipment”: “I can’t do that. It’s dirty!” Again, Newell’s (1986) constraints model was prevalent here due the environment. Pupils were unwilling to conduct balances, for instance, on wobble boards using varied parts of their body including “bottoms and tummies”. Luckily, a local facility became available to the Year Ones class, namely ‘West Street Gymnastics Centre’. This highly stimulating environment initially affected behaviour and engagement in an unproductive manner. However, with the introduction of possible ‘Amser Dewis/ Choice Time’ at the end of sessions, dependant on sessions engagement, pupils were able to regulate their instincts and fully engage in gardens. Going forward I must be mindful of my emphasis of a particular constraint and negation of others (Haywood and Getchell, 2019). The inclusion of a knowledgeable other, such as a teaching assistant, within SKIP Cymru lessons could prove an asset in this regard.

A positive result of the change of environment during dry conditions was the increased engagement and enthusiasm of the children. However, during initial sessions, I observed the majority of pupils using the same movements, directions and levels within a familiar and frequently used warm up game, ‘Traffic Lights’. This required me to change my practise in order to promote variation in their locomotor skills. Pupils required explicit instruction and modelling to move in ways previously unknown to them. The limited movements and directions observed link to a lack of previous training on my part and that of the practitioners who have taught the cohort previously. Davies (2003) acknowledges the requirement for fitting augmentations to scaffold and improve pupil movement. Hence, in practise I would say, “Can you move backwards/ sideways? “Can you show me a different balance that you have not already done?” I would identify pupils thinking creatively about their route and creative balance ideas then praise these individuals specifically, in order to for other pupils to hear, observe and thus adopt their movements. This in turn led to increased variety and creativity evidenced by pupils asking, “Can we use bench with one hand on it?” (Pupil A), “Can I hold a balance with my friend?” (Pupil B).

Upon further reflection, I decided the best way forward to ensure the greatest opportunity for skills development and success was to create a consistent area within my classroom provision for practise and appropriate adult instruction. This is corroborated by Haywood and Getchell (2002) and Payne and Isaacs (2002, both cited in Goodway, Crowe and Ward, 2003) who state that FMS do not develop as a consequence of pupil age. There is a mandate for practise and instruction. 

One of my hopes, because of SKIP Cymru garden engagement, with regard to holistic development in some of my pupils, is the advance in their fine motor skills. Ayres and Robbins (2005) recognise that gross motor skills are a necessity for fine motor skills improvement. Therefore, I hope that scissor skills, pencil control and grip will prosper. 

Those pupils who were assessed as Stage 1 catchers during ‘Me to You’ activities required additional tracking opportunities due to a delayed reaction catching an initial stimulus of a large soft and deflated beach ball (Gallahoue, Ozmun and Goodway, 2012). I provided these pupils with scarves as this equipment took longer to travel, thus increasing the likelihood of success and increasing their positive perception of their own capabilities avoiding a negative spiral of engagement (Stodden et al, 2008).

During a primarily fruitful object control session, at West Street Gymnastics Centre, Pupil C showed proficiency throwing a deflated beach ball and was able to further their distance; however, when given the opportunity to practise and apply those skills using increasingly challenging equipment, a fully inflated soft ball of similar size, Pupil C was less proficient. Therefore needing to revert to her original position on the ‘Me to You’ game as instigated by myself during specific verbal feedback: “Well done/ da iawn for tracking the ball and holding your hands out ready to catch, can you do this with a trickier piece of equipment?” Newell’s (1986) constraint model is evident here as the equipment and environment were altered to ensure future success and engagement. 

A factor affecting the current success of the roll out of Skip Cymru sessions at school has been the ongoing Corona Virus pandemic. The subsequent result of this has been the low attendance figures in class on a weekly basis- the mean attendance in Year One being 61%. Therefore, pupils’ skills and progression have proved to be somewhat inconsistent. Comparing students, in groups based on their attendance figures, demonstrates the vast impact of continued Skip Cymru sessions on pupils locomotor and object control skills progression. 

The additional impact of the Corona Virus has been seen in class via the low baseline scores children attained in locomotor and object control skills. It is a safe assumption that the online learning and the environmental restraint of being at home/ in lockdown have negatively contributed to increased screen time and lack of mobility in pupils.

An influx of money provided to our school has allowed us the opportunity to install a Trim Trail in order to combat limited movements evident in pupils since the pandemic. Play Wales (2020) recognises the limited engagement and benefit of “permanent environmental modifications” after a 6-month novelty period for pupils, in favour of loose parts. However, as a result of SKIP Cymru training the versatility of the trim trail can be seen and thus utilised during my garden activities. This can then be varied and adapted using the recommended resource list of equipment we, as a school, have now also invested in. 

Demonstrations have proved very advantageous, as pupils have progressed within the gardens, many have volunteered to demonstrate their growing competency. Selecting only proficient pupils, in addition to myself, as models shall now be a consistent part of my future practise. 

For many years, I have suffered from the misconception that pupils engaging in sporting activities from a young age will have a positive impact on their physical and holistic development. Exposure to the mountain of motor development model (Clarke and Metcalf, 2002) has enlightened me, ensuring that I provide pupils with wide ranging activities during their pre-proficient stages of physical activity. This shall work to ensure a lifelong positivity and engagement in physical activity for my pupils present and future. Thereby providing them with a “wide base camp” (Clarke and Metcalf, 2002).

The SKIP Cymru training has made me rethink how I deliver physical development lessons to guarantee the engagement of all pupils while ensuring them many opportunities to practise their skills, not merely waiting idly by for a turn. The training has also equipped me with the knowledge I necessitate to ensure the provision of developmentally apt activities to aid pupil motor development within gardens (Gagen and Getchell, 2006). My ongoing desire, as a result of the high quality training I have received, is to share my knowledge with other practitioners at our school, particularly those in younger age groups (Nursery and Reception) to ensure a continuity of skills. When socially appropriate, I seek to deliver workshops with pupils that can include parent/ guardian participation.

(Word Count: 2010)

Reference List:

Ayres, A. J., & Robbins, J. (2005). Sensory integration and the child: Understanding hidden sensory challenges. Western Psychological Services.
Clark, J. E., & Metcalfe, J. S. (2002). The mountain of motor development: A metaphor. Motor development: Research and reviews, 2(163-190), 183-202.
Davies, M. (2003) Movement and Dance in Early Childhood. London: Paul Chapman.Publishing. 
Estyn (2012). A Report. Available at: https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-08/Penyrheol%2520Primary%25202012.pdf [Accessed on: 23/11/21].
Gagen, L. M & Getchell, N. (2006) Using ‘Constraints’ to Design Developmentally Appropriate Movement Activities for Early Childhood Education. Early Childhood Journal, 34(3), pp.227-232. 
Gallahue, D., Ozmun, J. and Goodway, J. (2012). Understanding motor development: Infants, children, adolescents, adults. 7th ed. New York: McGraw Hill Higher Education. 
Goodway, J.D. & Branta, C.F. (2003). ‘Influence of a motor skill intervention on fundamental motor skill development of disadvantaged preschool children’, Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 74(1), 36-46.  
Goodway, J.D., Crowe, H. & Ward, P. (2003). ‘Effects of Motor Skill Instruction of Fundamental Motor Skill Development’, Adapted Physical Activity Quarterly, 20(3), pp. 298-314. 
Haywood, K. M., & Getchell, N. (2019). Life span motor development. Human kinetics.
Newell, K (1986). Motor Development in Children: Aspects of Coordination and Control. Available at:  https://grants.hhp.uh.edu/clayne/HistoryofMC/Newell1986.pdf [Accessed on: 26/11/21]
Play Wales (2020) ‘Thinking About Loose Parts in School’. Available at: https://www.playwales.org.uk/eng/publications/loosepartstoolkit [Accessed on: 26/11/21]
Stodden, D. F., Goodway, J. D., Langendorfer, S. J., Roberton, M. A., Rudisill, M. E., Garcia, C., & Garcia, L. E. (2008). A developmental perspective on the role of motor skill competence in physical activity: An emergent relationship. Quest, 60(2), 290-306.
Welsh Local Government Association (2021) 'Food and Fun’ School Holiday Enrichment Programme. Available at: https://www.wlga.wales/food-and-fun-school-holiday-enrichment-programme [Accessed on: 24/11/21]











image1.jpeg
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU
Y Drindod Dewi Sant
UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David




