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The Reflective Journal.                                         Lucy Combes.
This journal will look at how the children in Pillgwenlly Nursery are introduced to SKIP CYMRU and the impact it has on the children taking part in this learning. It will show how I progress in my learning and how the children’s physical ability changes or hopefully improves.
 I work as a HLTA in Pillgwenlly Primary School, a school based in a disadvantaged area of Newport. According to the Census data, this area of Newport has a higher proportion of non-whites to white people in the whole Newport and is significantly higher than the national average. Pillgwenlly has the highest unemployment rate in Newport and the rate is well above the unemployment average of Wales. The school is set in an area of poverty and deprivation.
 
The school is made up of 90%[footnoteRef:1] non-British or ethnic minority backgrounds. Many of the children has English as an additional language. Around 36% of the children are identified as ALN. This percentage is higher than the Welsh average. 40% of the children are classed as free school meals, again this figure is also above the national average. I am based in the Nursery class of the school. The class consists of Preschoolers and early rising children. 8 of these children are classed as 1:1 ALN with other children receiving some support through box time and speech therapy. The children receive two days of structured physical activity and are encouraged to take part in physical activity in their free play. Skip Cymru will become another element of their physical learning. [1:  information from the latest Estyn report for the school https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-08/Pillgwenlly%2520C.P.%2520School.pdf
] 

 As part of my SKIP CYMRU training, I am working with a small group of preschool children. Four of the children started last Easter 2021 and the other two attended from September 2021. The group consisted of three girls and three boys, all from ethnic minority backgrounds. They are 3-4 years. All of them have been affected by the Covid epidemic and spent most of their lives within the lockdown environment.
“It is very clear that the pandemic has reduced children’s physical activity levels, and that reduction is concentrated among groups who already face health inequalities and lower levels of physical activity participation.” Senedd Wales[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ttps://business.senedd.wales/documents/s500006424/CYPE%20COV%20196%20-%20Sport%20Wales%2029%20October%202020%20Published%20on%2022%20January%202021.pdf
] 

For the four children who started earlier, they have had an intermittent education, being affected be Nursery closures due to COVID isolation and lack of staffing. Due to the closures of parks, leisure centres and other free facilities in lockdown, all have had less opportunity to be active. With many families too scared to go out during lockdown, these children have been less active than normal. Many have lacked social interaction because of this epidemic. The introduction of Skip Cymru will hopefully help to improve both the children’s physical activity and communication, and help them to form friendships. They will hopefully become more confident in their abilities and more motivated, therefore encouraging their further progression.
To decide how best to support the children, I needed to assess what stage each child was at in their development. There was no point in assuming that because each of them was the same age, that they would all be able to do the same things. According to Jean Ayres, all children will go through schemas in the same sequence, they may not all do them at the same time.
 “Sensory integrative functions develop in a natural order, and every child follows the same basic sequence. Some develop faster and some more slowly, but all travel pretty much the same path” (Jean Ayres, 2005 Sensory Integration and the Child page 13)
This is true of my children. On the first session I baselined the children to see where they each were. I assessed what stage of development each child was at. Most of my children were at stage one in jumping with only one child at stage two. One child struggled to land his jumps with both of his feet and his level would beat the start of level one. When assessing their balancing skills, all were stronger on their right foot. One child could confidently balance for more than 20 seconds at a time on her right and over 10 seconds on her left. One could not balance at all, and the rest could balance for 5-15 seconds on their stronger foot. 
 After assessment, I discovered that four of them were based at the hugging stage and the other two were at the delayed reaction stage. All struggled to track the ball and needed to work on their hand eye coordination skills. One of the children “flaps” his arms particularly in situations where he is excited or engaged in an activity which affects his response when a ball comes towards him. I realised that any activities we did would be back to basics so that the children could have a good foundation in their skills before moving onto more technical skills. According to the model by Seefeldt, children need to be competent at their fundamental motor skills before they can move onto to more specialised sports and activities.[footnoteRef:3] This is important as without these, the children would not be able to reach a proficient level and are less likely to be able to enjoy or take part in physical activities in their later lives. [3:  ] 

 “If children cannot proficiently run, jump, catch, throw, etc., then they will have limited opportunities for engagement in physical activities later in their lives because they will not have the prerequisite skills to be active.” Stodden et al (A Developmental Perspective on the Role of Motor Skill Competence in Physical Activity: An Emergent Relationship,2008 page 291.)
After assessing the children, I decided to introduce each element slowly. I started the first sessions working on the warmups. In the first warm up session I introduced the idea of a bubble for them to gain some awareness of space. I modelled stretching the body out and asked them to pretend that they were in a bubble. They stretched out in all directions and then we discussed what would happen if they bumped into each other's bubbles. We talked about ensuring they did not go close to each other otherwise their bubbles would burst.  I got them to move about at a fast speed like a Ferrari and at a slow speed like a tractor. Each movement was modelled first. When the light was red, they had to stop and when green, they moved. At the first red light, I asked each child if they thought that they had gone too close to another child and asked them if their bubble had burst. Two children said yes, and then chose to “blow up” their bubbles again ready for the game.  The children learnt to move at different speeds in their first warm-up and added in suggestions of their own. The children enjoyed this session and moved at different speeds. One child at first refused to join in the game and preferred to stand there calling out Ferrari or tractor. As he started to see the children having fun, he joined in. The follow-up session was a continuation of the game, but we looked at changing directions going forwards and backwards. They choose a digger to reverse. They were able to move in both directions, though they needed reminding to look behind when reversing so that they did not burst their “bubbles”.  
The next warm-up games were based on animals. This meant that we could move in different directions, at different speeds and at various levels. Dynamics were introduced into the game. The children suggested which animals they wanted. A tortoise was low down to the floor and a giraffe was stretched up high. An elephant was noisy and stomping and a crab walked sideways. All movements were modelled by me first so they could understand what each movement meant. When I evaluated this game, I realised that the children were able to copy the movements but may not have had a good understanding of what each animal was. The next time I play this game it would be important to use photographic visuals to help the children’s understanding. Children moved well with these actions however they struggled with moving sideways and changed instead. When discussing this with colleagues, it was suggested that the children would benefit from playing games such as ring a ring o roses where children held hands and moved around in a circle sideways. This would help the children to improve their understanding and movement.    
After the introduction of the warmups, we moved onto catching. As each child needed to work on their eye to hand coordination and the tracking skills, we started with rolling. We had two gardens set up. One with scarves and one with paired up rolling. In the first garden the children were to move scarves around the middle of their bodies. They passed the scarf from one hand to the other, moving the scarf from back to front. This was designed to build up their tracking skills and eye to hand coordination. Child H and Child D struggled with this movement, wanting to use one hand to move the scarf around and quite often finding it difficult to reach behind their backs. Having modelled the movement, I found that I had to talk them through the process as they were doing it and support them in their movements one to one. I encouraged them to keep their eyes on their scarves and hands. They moved their scarves slowly so they could concentrate on their movements. The scarves were brightly coloured which helped them to track. I would need to revisit this activity to improve tracking and eye to hand coordination. Two of the children, both girls, were able to follow their scarves and move them quite quickly around their bodies. They were able to change the direction of their scarves. As a challenge they moved the scarves around and in between their legs. This was harder as they had to move their scarves in a lower position whilst keeping their eyes on the scarves. The other children were able to move their scarves around the middle of their body in one direction but needed more practice to be confident in this movement.
The rolling activity was then introduced to the children. Each child had a partner, to someone who had a similar level of development. Initially all sat on the floor facing their partner. Each sat on a spot so they knew what distance to sit away from their partner. I showed them to sit with their feet touching their partners. This meant that they were to roll at a short distance and that the ball would not escape out of the legs. I modelled how to roll. I reminded them to keep their eyes on the ball and to face their partners. The children were given large spiky bright balls to use. The size of the ball made it easier to roll; it was slower, and easier to receive. The bright colour and size of the ball meant it was better to track. Pair 1 showed that they were able to do this easily and I got them to move their spots further away from their partner. This meant that they had to roll a longer distance whilst still watching the ball. Pair 2 needed a lot of guidance. I placed some cones on the floor between their legs. I told them that these were like goal posts. This helped to show them where to roll and helped them to focus on the direction of rolling. The pair 3 were able to roll however needed to be reminded to use their eyes and reach for the ball. The next lessons continued in the same way. Gradually pair 1 started to track the ball with ease and moved further apart. They then went to a kneeling position, starting close to each other and then at a bigger distance. Eventually they were able to roll and receive in a standing position. Both children would reach and extend their bodies to send and receive. Pair 2 were able to roll whilst sitting and gradually moved further apart. They started to track the ball and moved the bodies to get it. Pair 3 continued to need support in rolling and continued with the sitting position close to each other, using cones as an aid.
As we continued in these lessons, I learnt that sometimes lessons do not go to plan. If we consider Karl Newell’s Constraints Model 1986 which says “The constraints we face directly affect how we move through the stages of development, these constraints can result in either a faster or slower progression through the stages.” (2011 Cognitive and Motor Development for the Physical Education Classroom.)
 This means that all elements need to be correct for the motor development to work. If any element such as the task being too difficult or easy, or a change in the child, for example height, then the entire process needs to be made more suitable. I had a lesson where the environmental element changed and as a result the lesson did not work. I had planned another rolling lesson outside. The children were ready to do SKIP when it rained. Instead we set up in one of the nursery classrooms. The children positioned themselves on their spots. Unfortunately, the room was not as big as their outside space. They were not used to using this room for PE. They did not really have their own private gardens as they were too close to each other, which meant they could see what each group was doing.  The other children from nursery could see in through the doors and started to wave at them. This became distracting for the children who wanted to get up and talk to their friends.  They struggled to focus. Balls went everywhere. I had given Pair 1 a smaller ball as they had been doing so well with the larger ball. I expected them to suddenly be able to roll the ball in a standing position as they could do this with the larger ball. This they could not. I reassessed the situation. I eventually decided to close the session as it clearly was not working. All were affected by a change in the environment. Pair 1 had been given a task that was too difficult for them. The next lesson was more successful. The children were back outside away from others. Pair 2 started to roll the smaller ball but this time in a sitting position.
		Throwing was then introduced to the children. Firstly, I assessed the children’s stage of throwing. Using Gallahue and Ozmun’s developmental sequences of object control skills (Gallahue, Ozmun and Goodway-2012. Understanding motor development: Infants, children, adolescents, adults. 7th ed. New York: McGraw Hill Higher Education, Development of Fundamental Movement, chapter 11, page 192), I noticed that two children were at the ipsilateral stage, one child was between slingshot and ipsilateral, another was slingshot and the last two children were at the initial stage of chop. The two children at chop stage and the other child at slingshot needed to focus on using their legs in their throwing. The other three children needed to focus on using their opposite leg to their throwing arm. On my first session I had two gardens, one where the children were to throw at a target on the wall. The other garden was a game of battle ships where the children had to throw at each other’s cones. The children who were throwing, were encouraged to use opposite arm and legs to throw by having scarves on the opposites.  I found that two who were ipsilateral were starting to move into the contralateral skill, and needed more space to open up their arm though. Those in the initial stages were encouraged to throw at the wall rather than chop throw at the floor. Although the children enjoyed their gardens, I found that introducing two new activities at the same time, meant having to constantly move between gardens. Neither group had experience of their activities and were unable to be independent in them.  The throwing at a wall garden did not get the full focus of support from me which was important to guide them.   Next session I used two gardens, one with the throwing and one was rolling. Rolling was something that they were used to. They were able to work independently.
 For my third session I wanted to help the children to open up their throw so I planned for them to use the main nursery field. As this was a larger space, they could throw long distance. Unfortunately, the plan did not happen as the rain came down. We went back to the shelter area to continue throwing against a wall. I split the group into two as there was not enough room for all children to do the activity. Each choose a picture of a superhero, our Nursery topic, and this became their target. They used bean bags to throw with initially, and were given a spot to start from.  The spot helped the spatial awareness. If they found it hard, I moved the spot closer to the target. If they found it easy, they were moved further away.  Those that found it easy to throw the bean bag were given the pom poms to throw. These were lighter and needed more force to throw. I put scarves on Child S to help her with her use of opposite arm and leg, but she found that they did not stay on her arms and interfered with her throwing. For some of the children, just letting the children throw was the most important task as they needed to just gain confidence with the bean bags. 
Overall the children started to grow in confidence in both rolling and throwing. Some developed through the stages of development quite quickly, and some remained at the same stage they were when they started.  This is in accordance with Heywood and Gretchell’s writing which states that each child advances at its own rate, not according to the age of the child. 
“As age advances, development proceeds. However, development can be faster or slower at different times and rates of development can differ among individuals of the same age. Individuals do not necessary advance in age and advance in development at the same rate.” Heywood and Gretchell, page 5, Chapter 1 Life Span Motor Development Human Kinetics 2019
  The children’s progress reflected this fact, each child had different rates of progression. They have only been doing SKIP CYMRU a short time and will need continued support to help them to reach a proficient level.  The warm ups and the practices have helped the children with their balancing skills and spatial awareness, though there is still a need to continue developing their fundamental motor skills.  As Jane Clark explains, these children cannot progress to proficient level without support and opportunities.
[bookmark: _Hlk104808118]“Motor skills do not just come as birthday presents. They must be nurtured, promoted, and practiced. If we recognize the cultural misconception that motor skills just mature, then we must be proactive in dispelling that misconception. Motor skills take years to develop and require specific experiences and instruction. It is, therefore, important that motor skill development remain a central focus of physical education curricula. Teaching motor skills is not mutually exclusive with children being physically active. Indeed, if children do not feel a sense of efficacy regarding their motor skills, they are less likely to participate in physical activities as they grow older.” (pg 43 Jane E Clark- On the problem of Motor Skill Development- Volume 7 Alliance Scholar Lecture https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ795574.pdf)   
My role as HLTA is to make sure that these children get consistent support and opportunities to practice, and this over time will help them to progress to the proficient level.  
	 The children have developed in other areas too. Each have learnt to use their voices to communicate instructions to each other.  Their social skills have improved. Child S has struggled with friendships however working in pairs and in small groups has helped her to find her voice. She has started to communicate more and has started to build friendship bonds. Child D focuses more on the tasks and has improved concentration. All have enjoyed these activities.
 This has helped me to understand how important it is that the children are given opportunities to move; and how the fundamental motor skills impact on other areas of learning. Understanding that a child ‘s vestibular system is vital for the child’s balance and for building the child’s neurological pathways, has helped me to review how I look at activities in the Nursery. For example, I had encouraged children to always sit properly on the slide, however the children like to go down backwards or on their stomachs. I now understand that they are just exploring the world and making sense of their vestibular system. I hope to be able to continue with SKIP Cymru in the Nursery and to be able to show other adults in the Nursery how important it is to allow children opportunities to explore and move. 
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