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Megan Parker
Module Code: BMSA4001
Developing and Supporting Physical Development in Early Childhood
Reflective Journal
[bookmark: _Hlk142476357]This reflective journal is based on my experience of the SKIP Cymru course, which has enhanced my understanding of and capacity to support young children's physical development and how this may have implications for later life. I have been a sports development officer for Torfaen Sports Development for 3 years and I run a physical activity programme that targets inactive women and adolescent girls. The #ifyougoigo initiative aims to get more women and girls, more active, more often. Research shows that there is an inequality in the amount females participating in physical activity and sport in comparison to males (Moreno-Llamas et al., 2022). Because of this, inactivity is having a detrimental effect on women and girls physical and mental health, with rising rates of obesity and mental health issues (World Health Organisation, 2021). I am passionate about changing this by removing the barriers and cementing new habits and attitudes towards exercise and sport. For this, I need to better understand the reasons why women and girls are not participating in physical activity and sport, and I believe that this SKIP training has supported me in this.
Prior to my current position, I studied an early childhood degree & special education degree in Liverpool Hope University, and I worked in a Learning Resource Base with children with complex needs and behaviour as well as in the play service. I have gained knowledge over the years with academic studies and practical experience of the factors that can impact on child development. I have developed a holistic perspective that considers how social, environmental, and cultural aspects interact with one another, which is highlighted in Bronfenbrenner (1979) ecological systems theory. However, my understanding of the issues related to young children’s physical development was limited. When I learned about motor development during the course, this became obvious. I was mistaken in believing that a child will naturally acquire fundamental motor skills (FMS), which is a common misconception. Research, however, demonstrates that “many children do not achieve sufficient competence in FMS to be motorically competent adults” (Stodden et al., 2008, p.293). This can then negatively impact their sport’s specific skills later in life and whether they remain active, as future movement and physical activity are built on FMS skills (Clark & Metcalfe, 2002). Shedding light on a potential explanation for why more women and girls are becoming inactive, as it is evident from working with them on my programmes that they lack the prerequisite skills to be active which has caused a decline in perceptions of competence and an increase in their risks of obesity (Pitchford et al, 2021).
To learn more about this, I attended a local primary school in Torfaen to work with a targeted group of 8 children who were identified as being delayed in FMS. Situated in a deprived area, George Street primary school has 430 pupils on roll between the ages of 3 to 11, of which 48% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is double the national average of 21% (Estyn, 2021). According to research, pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds are at risk of significant development delays (Goodway & Branta, 2003). Sadly, the Covid 19 pandemic has made this situation worst because prolonged lockdowns and indoor confinement at a crucial developmental stage in early childhood has hampered the development of FMS. This was particularly evident in the 6-year-old children who were chosen for the SKIP motor skill intervention since they had lost numerous opportunities to develop their motor and sensory integration skills. For children to develop their sensorimotor intelligence, which Ayres (2005, p.25) claims “can serve as the foundation for later intellectual, social, and personal development”, they must move around and play for 7 to 8 years. Thankfully, this is the ‘window of opportunity’ when children are motivated to move and play. Unlike the women and girls with whom I work, these children have inflated perceptions of their competence and as a result they will “persist with and attempt to master activities they believe they are good at” (LeGear et al., 2012, p.2). I was therefore, very interested to see how the children would respond to the motor skills interventions throughout the course of the 8-week period.
On the first day of meeting the children, pre intervention measures were taken in standing long jump (locomotor), one-leg balance (body management) and catching stage (manipulative). Following the implementation of these measures, it quickly became clear that all the children displayed poor behaviour and concentration. It was interesting to observe how this then affected their balance, with all children having difficulty balancing on one leg for longer than 10 seconds (Goddard & Blythe, 2005). This was demonstrated further in the ‘movie game’ when the children were instructed to pause, which required all children to freeze in place and maintain a balance. Additionally, this activity demonstrated poor spatial awareness and coordination when moving forward or backward while employing various locomotor skills. Highlighting the importance of sensorimotor integration as Ayres (2005, p.5) argues “that everything rests upon a sensorimotor foundation, including academic performance, behaviour, and emotional growth”. Therefore, it was important that I chose an activity that included the movement concepts of balance as well as spatial awareness in the next session. 
‘Splat the planet’ was my activity of choice for week 2 as it was simple for me to modify it to include new ways of moving and balancing while ensuring the children had fun and had lots of opportunities to practice and succeed. As children are creative in their thinking, I wanted them to consider the various ways that they imagined that they could balance and travel in addition to the one I had modelled. This is supported by Pramling Samuelsson and Asplund Carlsson (2008) concept ‘the playing learning child’ because when children’s perspectives are considered, learning always involves play and space for creativity is increased. Unsurprisingly, the children thought of many ways of balancing by using different body parts to splat the planets such as their bums, bellies, and backs as well as different ways of travelling such as crawling, sliding and spinning. Furthermore, the SKIP training provided me with useful knowledge that I had applied in this session, regarding how to provide feedback to children while they are engaged in activities. Instead of just saying “well done” I gave the children specific feedback such as “I like the way that you’re using your belly to balance”. This identifies for the child the behaviour for which they are being praised, whereas general praise does not (Polick, 2012). From my observations, I noticed that giving specific feedback also inspired other children to think of alternative ways to balance. It inspired the children to use various body parts and levels to balance, which supported them to improve their FMS. In addition to this, I learnt how to eliminate the comparison element of an activity during the SKIP training. For example, on the second try at splatting the planets, children were instructed to beat their own score rather than beating their peers’ score. As we know, this prevents children from comparing their efforts and ability which is an important factor in whether they will participate in activities and remain active (Stodden et al., 2012).
The following sessions throughout the course of the 8 weeks focused on the children’s catching and throwing, with many of the sessions focusing on catching. Prior to the course, I had no knowledge of the stages to catching or throwing, therefore, this information become crucial in supporting me to identify which aspects of the children’s catching and throwing that needed improvement and what was missing. Pre-intervention measures revealed that the children either showed signs of a delayed reaction or hugging upon catching which meant that the children were not tracking the ball or positioning their hands ready to catch the ball (Goodway et al., 2019). As a result, ques such as ‘hands ready’ and ‘eyes on the ball’ was implemented throughout the following sessions as well as specific feedback and questioning to consolidate the children’s understanding. Additionally, my choice of activities throughout the sessions ensured that children had lots of touches and practice with the equipment. I introduced the idea of ‘gardens’ which prevented the children waiting around or queuing during the different catching activities. Gardens along with small group sizes of 2 to 3 children, ensured that the children were not missing out on opportunities to practice catching and had lots of success. The use of gardens also made it possible to differentiate the activities for each group of children, allowing them to be paired/ grouped according to their ability levels, providing for appropriate level of challenge and use of the appropriate equipment. For example, instead of using a small ball that the children will miss in the beginning, the children used a big ball that they could roll/catch. By using the big ball, it gave the children plenty of practice at tracking the ball which helped to develop their hand-eye coordination when catching. Therefore, by modifying equipment and creating activities that are in line with the children's present stage of motor development (Wainwright et al., 2019), all children were included and developed the actions needed to become more proficient in their catching skills, progressing from hugging larger balls to catching smaller balls with their fingertips.
As a result of the SKIP sessions, the children’s catching skills and self-confidence were clearly improving, and since the first session their behaviour and concentration had also improved, further demonstrating that they were engaged and having fun. This was also true when focusing on throwing, the following object control skill. Pre-intervention measures also showed that the children’s throwing was delayed, with the children either chopping or slinging their beanbags. The following sessions were adapted to discourage the chopping or slinging motion when throwing by placing targets up high. To make it easier for the children to hit the target up high, they first started with a close target and a small ball/beanbag. As they got better, they graduated to a target that was further away. Something that I quickly noticed was one child was stepping with the same foot and it was looking like a darts throw which meant the child was standing to close. I then moved the child further away and put a spot in place. Newell’s Model of Constrains, emphasizes the impact that an individual's activity and environment can have on their quality of movement (Haywood & Getchell, 2019). The spot acted like a task constraint because the child knew that they had to throw the object whilst standing on the spot, but it did not hinder their progress because I could move the spot so that they could throw from a further distance and be further challenged. This was subsequently introduced into other activities, including ‘tidy your bedroom’ by using either a bench or cones to give the children the opportunity to throw further.
The SKIP training not only taught me that constraints can be positive/negative but also the value of demonstrating the proficient skill. When demonstrating a proficient throw during one of my activities, I had gained useful feedback from the tutors regarding my demonstration. By demonstrating a proficient throw in slow motion, it caused the children to step separately rather than encouraging them to step and throw together in one motion. I then implemented this feedback in the following sessions, when it became evident that the children were able to step and throw in one motion. This is crucial because Seedfelt (1980) argued that FMS competence is required to break through the hypothetical proficiency barrier which would allow children to apply these FMS skills to sports and support them to remain active. Hence, when delivering the sessions, I always considered how to provide the children the best chance to establish a strong FMS foundation and gain proficiency.
In conclusion, the SKIP programme has given me the knowledge and experience that have improved my practice in a variety of ways, including raising my awareness of the significance of movement in a child’s development. I can tell from my brief time spent with the children that the interventions have produced meaningful improvements in their motor proficiency, and it has had a positive influence on their perceptions of competence and self-confidence (Stodden et al., 2008). The children’s behaviour and concentration have also improved, and teachers have mentioned that the children’s academic performance has improved as well. Working with the group of children has made it abundantly evident how important early intervention is and how many benefits engaging in physical activity can bring (Whitehead, 2010). I hope that this experience will have a lasting impact on the children’s attitude and relationship with movement, so that they seek out opportunities to further develop their FMS and be able to use these abilities in a range of sports and activities. I will therefore be putting everything I have learned into practise with the young children I work with in Torfaen to make sure they do not become inactive like the adults and adolescence I work with and instead they foster lifelong physical activity.
Word count: 2,181
Reference list:
Ayres, A. J., & Robbins, J. (2005). Sensory integration and the child: Understanding hidden sensory challenges. Western Psychological Services.
Bronfenbrenner U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and design. Harvard University Press.
Clark, J. E., & Metcalfe, J. S. (2002). The mountain of motor development: A metaphor. Motor development: Research and reviews, 2(163-190), 183-202.
www.estyn.gov.wales. (2021). Appendix 3 | Estyn. [online] Available at: https://www.estyn.gov.wales/document-page/20673/appendices/appendix-3.
Goddard Blythe, S. (2005) The Well Balanced Child: Movemement and early learning. Stroud: Hawthorn Press.
Goodway, J. D., Ozmun, J. C., & Gallahue, D. L. (2019). Understanding motor development: Infants, children, adolescents, adults. Jones & Bartlett Learning.
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.  
Haywood, K. M., & Getchell, N. (2019). Life span motor development. Human kinetics.
LeGear, M., Greyling, L., Sloan, E., Bell, R.I., Williams, B.-L., Naylor, P.-J. and Temple, V.A. (2012). A window of opportunity? Motor skills and perceptions of competence of children in Kindergarten. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, [online] 9(1), p.29.
Moreno-Llamas, A., García-Mayor, J. and De la Cruz-Sánchez, E. (2021). Gender inequality is associated with gender differences and women participation in physical activity. Journal of Public Health.
Nikkola, T., Reunamo, J. and Ruokonen, I. (2020). Children’s creative thinking abilities and social orientations in Finnish early childhood education and care. Early Child Development and Care, 1–15. 
Pitchford, E.A., Leung, W., and Webster, E.K. (2021). Fundamental Motor Skill Delays in Preschool Children With Disabilities: 2012 National Youth Fitness Survey. Frontiers in Public Health, 9.
Polick, A.S., Carr, J.E. and Hanney, N.M. (2012). A COMPARISON OF GENERAL AND DESCRIPTIVE PRAISE IN TEACHING INTRAVERBAL BEHAVIOR TO CHILDREN WITH AUTISM. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 45(3).593–599. 
Pramling Samuelsson, I., & Asplund Carlsson, M. (2008). The playing learning child: Towards a pedagogy of early childhood. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 52(6), 623–641. 
Seefeldt, V. (1980). Developmental motor patterns: Implications for elementary school physical education. Psychology of motor behavior and sport, 36(6), 314-323.
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.
Wainwright, N., Goodway, J., John, A., Thomas, K., Piper, K., Williams, K. and Gardener, D. (2019). Developing children’s motor skills in the Foundation Phase in Wales to support physical literacy. Education 3-13.1–15. 
Whitehead, M. (2010). Physical literacy: throughout the lifecourse. London: Routledge.
World Health Organization (2021). Obesity and Overweight. [online] World Health Organization. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/obesity-and-overweight.

2

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

Trinity Saint David




