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Series introduction


About the Quick Guides for Early Years series


This series of quick study guides is intended to support you in studying particular aspects of young children’s development. While other books designed to support your study may focus on individual theories or theorists, this series aims to show how both theories and theorists come together in developing ideas and practices. While this process occurs in all fields of human endeavour, in no area is it more important that practitioners understand the relationship between theory and practice. We are working with young children – the future of society – and must therefore be prepared to reflect and adapt, while at the same time holding on to vital principles. We must, in short, come to understand why we believe and act in particular ways.


Each book in the series will include a focus on key debates within the area or aspect being considered. This will enable you to see the extent to which theory influences policy and practice. Sometimes there is a close match, but in other cases strong research evidence may be ignored or overlooked. Similarly it is hoped that the key debates will encourage you to think about the philosophy or theory that underpins day-to-day decisions about how young children should be cared for and educated.


In each chapter, key figures whose work is particularly relevant to the topic under discussion will be profiled. These profiles may include elements of the personal life of the theorist or thinker relevant to their work. They may refer to elements of their theory and may also identify other theorists by whom they were influenced or who they in their turn have influenced. Some of the figures, such as Piaget or Froebel, will be very familiar to students of early childhood care and education. Others, however, although less familiar may provide some valuable insights into the context within which more well-known theorists operate.


Throughout each book there will be reference to the research methods employed and to the practical applications of the theories and ideas under debate. A summary which might also serve as a guide or aide-memoire when undertaking assignments is also provided.


No one book will provide all the ideas and information that you need, so there are a number of suggestions throughout of additional sources – books, journals and websites – that you can research to extend your knowledge further.
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Introduction to Physical Development


Introduction


By identifying physical development as a prime area of learning and development, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE 2012) has highlighted the importance of physical action and enhanced the status of physical development in England. This chapter will consider some of the ways in which the importance of young children’s physical action has been consistently undervalued, and explore the views of writers, thinkers and theorists who claim that physical development underpins children’s development and human thought.


In this introductory chapter, aspects of the work of the following key figure will be examined:





•  Friedrich Froebel





Key debates will be highlighted around:





•  Health and self-care as part of physical development



•  Appropriate levels and amounts of physical activity.





What is involved in physical development?


Physical development is often defined in terms of the way in which it underpins more academic subjects of areas of learning. In the introduction to their book on physical development, Cooper and Doherty (2010), for example, highlight the development of fine motor skills needed for literacy and numeracy, and for aspects of knowledge and understanding of the world. Gross motor movement is only identified as contributing to creative development – for example in the movements needed for dance and role play and in personal, social and emotional development. For the latter they cite the link between mental health and physical development as being ‘known for many years’ which although making common sense to many of us, has been challenged (Press Association 2012; Robbins 2012). They also suggest that rough and tumble play is associated with social development (Broadhead 2004).


While underlining the importance of physical education, many writers underplay the importance of the more general aspects of physical development. It is characteristic of what Tobin (2004) has called ‘disembodied’ education – an attempt, all too common in the English-speaking world, to focus on brain rather than body. This attempt has been challenged by a number of writers from many fields of education, psychology and related field of study. Gottlieb (2004: 4), for example, comments on the way in which:




the body both encodes cultural values and creates personal meanings… Across the world, people learn critical life lessons – sometimes destructive, sometimes productive, but always palpable – through aesthetic engagements with the body.





Maude (2001:2) describes her approach to physical development as holistic and inclusive, describing it (in Arnold’s words 1970: 1) as “the part of the educational process which ‘enhances and harmonises the physical, intellectual, social and emotional aspects of an individual’s personality’”. Bruner (1983) has argued that movement and play are ‘the culture of childhood’ – a sentiment echoed by Egan (1991).


The revised EYFS (DfE 2012) highlights two strands which are entitled moving and handling; and health and self-care. The first undoubtedly includes fundamentally important learning which will support all other learning. It emphasises physical control and coordination, in large and small spaces using large and small movements. However, many argue that the second strand is less fundamental to the objectives for physical development (Greenland 2012).
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Key Debates


Should health and self-care be considered as part of physical development?


Viewpoint: The EYFS framework dedicates one of its two strands for physical development to health and self-care. Exercise, diet and hygiene are seen as vital to physical development. There is an implicit assumption that the two strands go hand in hand and are of equal importance in children’s physical development.


Sources: Department for Education (DfE) (2012) Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage: Setting the standards for learning, development and care for children from birth to five (page 8) www.foundationyears.org.uk or www.education.gov.uk


Early Education (2012) Development Matters in the Early Years Foundation Stage (pages 22–27) www.early-education.org.uk


Maude, P. (2001) Physical Children, Active Teaching, Buckingham: Open University Press http://www.jabadao.org


Counter viewpoint: Of course, it cannot be denied that exercise, diet and hygiene are of vital importance to a child’s well-being. Greenland (2012) and others who criticise the decision to give the two strands equal weight reject the idea that the second is a fundamental part of the objectives for physical development. The strand’s components of diet and sleep patterns inevitably affect learning but they are generally in the control of the adults supporting a child. Similarly, toilet-training and other self-help skills shape a child’s independence but do not of themselves affect their physical competence and are also largely dependent on the support of adults.


It is a fundamental tenet of early childhood care and education that children are born active learners (see for example QCA 2007). There is a widespread belief that there is no need to convince young children of the importance of exercise. However concerns about obesity and an increasingly early onset of type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular problems suggest that all is not well. This may be due to too much time spent viewing screens (Palmer 2006; Okely and Jones 2011); or too little time engaged in physical play (Jones and Okely 2011). It may be because their opportunities are restricted. Outdoors is often regarded as unsafe (www.playingout.net) and indoors parents may worry about possible damage to carpets and furnishings.


Bailey (1999) identifies the fact that access to exercise opportunities for young children is in the hands of their parents. He cites figures indicating that where mothers are physically active, children are twice as likely as their peers to be active. Moreover where both parents are physically active, children are six times more active than their peers. It is clear that exercise, like diet and sleep is very much in the hands of the adults surrounding the child.


The fundamental importance of movement play


Movement (or physical) play is believed by some to be important because of what are termed sensitive or critical periods. Although these are widely regarded as being of less fundamental importance than was previously thought to be the case (Siegel 1999), there is still a belief that absence of opportunities for physical play may, in extreme circumstances, impair physical development. Talay-Ongan (1998) for example suggests that restricted movement in infancy may limit connections made in the brain and permanently impair movement. Moylett and Stewart (2012) go further. They suggest that the reason for labelling physical development as a prime area of learning is that the absence of physical competence by the age of five may limit other areas of learning.


Perhaps the key to this counter viewpoint is that we should regard the physical play of young children as an investment in their future. It is well documented that part of that investment is their health but as Bailey (1999) asserts fitness is no substitute for the broader physical competence and confidence. This is achieved through physical play or movement play, both of which offer the benefits of all other play – possibility thinking, brain plasticity, problem-solving capacity, creativity and so on.


Movement as an investment in children’s future


By placing such a strong emphasis on the health aspects of physical development, too little emphasis may be placed on the role of physical development in supporting all other learning. Susan Greenfield (1996: 34) has suggested that if we didn’t move we wouldn’t need a brain. Physical action is much more than health; much more than independence, much more than well-being. It is the means by which we survive:




For stationary life forms, a brain is no longer necessary. The whole point is that for an animal moving around, there is an interaction with an environment that is incessantly changing. You need a device to tell you very quickly what is happening and, most importantly, to enable you to respond to what is happening, to get out of the way of predators or to chase after prey. So the brain, in whatever shape, size and degree of sophistication, is somehow connected to a very basic way of ensuring survival as both a consequence and a cause of movement.





Young children are the most physically active age group and most of their physical action appears in play. This is linked to the way in which young children appear to have an instinct for play (Bailey 1999: 47). Bailey adds that play “evolved as a process by which the body was prepared for the challenges likely to befall it, occurring at a stage of life when there was time and support structures necessary for such an investment”.
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Key Debates


Optimum levels and duration of physical activity required in early childhood


Viewpoint: There is widespread debate about the type and intensity of exercise which young children should take. Like adults, it has been suggested that children should aim to undertake three (or perhaps five) sessions each of around 20 minutes per week of vigorous and structured activity. Boreham and Riddoch (2001: 915) indicate that more generous amounts of time should be devoted to physical activity and suggest that “children should accumulate 60 mins of moderate-intensity physical activity every day – supplemented by regular activities that promote strength, flexibility and bone strength”.


Sources: Boreham, C. and Riddoch, C. (2001) The physical activity, fitness and health of children, in Journal of Sport Sciences 19: 915-929


Doherty, J. and Bailey, R. (2003) Supporting Physical Development Physical Education in the Early Years, Buckingham: Open University Press


Jones, R. and Okely, A. (2011) Physical activity recommendations for early childhood, in Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/en-ca/physical-activity-children/key-messages.html


Counter viewpoint: The viewpoints identified above are not the only guidance that has been given to schools but they are probably the most widely highlighted. The timetabling of structured PE sessions in school is generally based around that assumption.


In addition to the hour a week indicated above, there is widespread support for the view that what is actually needed for health and fitness is an hour each day of accumulated moderate activity. This might include walking and certainly involves the kind of physical activity or movement play in which children engage throughout their waking moments – given half a chance! In addition it is suggested that there should be regular activities to promote bone strength and flexibility. Running, hopping, skipping, jumping and stretching are examples of activities which provide these benefits. Fortunately they are again things which young children do quite naturally (see for example http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/everyone/guidelines/what_counts.html). Doherty and Bailey (2003) argue for physical activity every day but suggest that an accumulation of up to an hour of moderate activity each day will suffice.


Physical activity in the school curriculum


Anyone who has ever spent time with young children will be acutely aware that running, jumping, hopping, climbing, stretching is exactly what they do best. As soon as they are able to get around unaided they do just that – trying to get higher, further, setting themselves physical challenges at every turn. Contrast this everyday activity with a PE lesson in which much of the time is spent sitting, awaiting instruction, learning to comply with instructions. Bailey et al. (2003) contrast what they term child and school culture. The first relies on movement, connected to learning and challenge. It involves play and senses and building on the unexpected. School culture on the other hand is characterised as involving sitting still; focusing on brain to the exclusion of the body, routine and long periods of physical inactivity.


Bailey et al. (2003) conclude that physical education should be the true core of the curriculum. But perhaps it is physical development, driven by children’s own imperatives and interests, which should be seen as core, a view that is to some extent supported by the introduction of the revised EYFS (DfE 2012). It is no coincidence that all young children like to skip and hop and hang upside down – it is driven by their active and inherent nature. As will be seen in Chapter 3 these and other similar movements make an important contribution to the development of the brain and to children’s all-round development. The counter viewpoint which is being expressed here is essentially that young children need and seek out active engagement. It is clear that 20 minutes on three, or even five, days a week will not meet their needs. It is also clear that the things they choose to do often create the correct physical regime for their needs.


Citing recommendations from Australia (Department of Health and Ageing 2010) and Great Britain (Physical Activity and Health Alliance 2009), Jones and Okley (2011) suggest that in the first year of life, babies should have daily opportunities for floor-based play (often referred to as tummy time). From one to five years of age the recommendations state that children “should be physically active every day for at least three hours, spread throughout the day” (Jones and Okley 2011: 3). They add:




It should also be noted that the recommendations do not specify any intensity of physical activity (i.e. whether the activity is light, moderate or vigorous), which aligns with young children’s natural intermittent and sporadic physical activity patterns.





Adult- versus child-led physical education


There is a further argument against formal physical education sessions for very young children and in favour of free-flow movement play. This is essentially a physiological argument (Bailey 1999). Bailey’s argument (1999:55) is that “children are wasteful of energy, tire more easily and need greater amounts of oxygen relative to their body size”. The limitations of children’s cardiovascular system are such that the lungs have to work harder than those of adults to take up sufficient oxygen. They have a reduced ability to store carbohydrates which means that they are reliant on oxygen for energy. All of this means that prolonged imposed periods of intense activity are unsuitable for young children. They do best with self-chosen bursts of activity.


Bailey (1999) further indicates that “training programmes” are inappropriate for young children and suggests that the emphasis should be on fun and participation. This view is supported by Trost (2011: 2) who in a review of literature related to physical development and levels of activity concludes that “curriculum-based approaches were not successful in promoting physical activity in young children”. He does however suggest that training adults to incorporate movement into the standard curriculum supports increased physical activity.
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Research Methods


As will be seen in the next chapter, much of very early development is characterised by reflex actions some of which diminish as development occurs and these have been of interest to developmental psychologists. More recently neuroscientific research has brought a new dimension to development, but one which has to be viewed with caution since it is such a relatively new and changing area of research (see for example Claxton 2008 or MacNaughton 2004).


Traditionally, much of the research in this area of development has been carried out by medical experts. This medical model of development has brought a particular slant which may sometimes differ from the views of educational practitioners. Sport scientists have also taken something of a lead (see for example Boreham and Riddoch 2001) but their common complaint is that there are too few studies of children’s fitness, health or physical activity. Boreham and Riddoch (2001) conclude that more accurate evidence is needed in order to really establish a clear understanding of optimum levels of activity for young children.


A number of issues arise from the research that does exist. Interventions are often too short for long-term effects to be noted (see for example Okley and Jones 2011). Research often fails to make distinctions between children at different ages and stages of development. There are few reliable studies, for example, which closely examine the extent to which:





•  children’s activity is closely monitored thus giving an accurate picture of what they actually do, or



•  adults adhere to the recommendations of training programmes.





Source: Trost 2011
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In Practice


This book is oriented to the nature of physical development and the implications for practice. In this chapter the key debate around sustained or vigorous or accumulated moderate activity highlights such implications. However, as the section on research methods indicates, there is considerable difficulty knowing which elements of practice actually work and work in the long term. Debate continues – this however is what makes it so important to have a clear set of principles which underpin practice. Physical activity – dance, play, climbing, running and so on are clear aspects of the writings of all the pioneers of early childhood care and education. They recognised the importance of being physically active to young children and made it a tenet of their practice.


If, as current research and thinking appear to indicate, children’s physical development is best supported through their spontaneous movement and play, the role of the practitioner in monitoring levels of activity will be a vital tool. It is clear that not all young children are as physically active as is good for both their health and development. Interventions – including encouraging parents to engage in physical activity – should become part of everyday practice.


One additional set of recommendations which should perhaps go hand in hand with findings about levels of activity are those relating to sedentary behaviour (Okely and Jones 2011: 2). Based on a review of the relevant research, they make three striking and potentially controversial recommendations for early years practice in supporting physical development:





1. Children younger than two years of age should not spend any time watching television or using electronic media.



2. For children two to five years of age, sitting and watching television and the use of other electronic media should be limited to less than one hour per day.



3. Infants, toddlers and pre-schoolers should not be sedentary, restrained or kept inactive for more than one hour at a time, with the exception of sleeping.





The third recommendation has important implications for reception classes. The authors also include car journeys – suggesting regular 10 minute breaks for physical activity.
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Structure of the book and chapters


The important consideration of underlying philosophy and beliefs will be highlighted throughout the book. The pioneers of early childhood education and care framed their practice within such a framework – which was based upon their observations of children. This will be seen in the profile of Froebel below. As Bruce (2012) indicates, today’s practitioners have often been told what to do without always having a firm set of unshakeable beliefs against which to evaluate what they are doing and why.


It should be noted that play, child-led, spontaneous and joyful, will be assumed to be an integral part of their physical activity, since it involves movement. There will also be frequent reference to movement play. It is for this reason that there will be little reference to the kinds of physical activity found in PE lessons.


The chapters that follow set out to give a context within which to consider or reflect upon practice in an area of the curriculum which has not always been afforded the importance it deserves. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 will look at aspects of moving and learning. Chapter 2 will focus largely on reflexes and norms of development. Chapters 3 and 4 highlight the role of the senses in movement – first through balance (a sense suggested by Goddard-Blyth, 2005, to be greatly undervalued) and in the fourth chapter through touch. Chapter 5 focuses on the vital role that music and dance are now seen to play within development as a whole, including physical development. Chapters 6 and 7 consider the relationship between physical development and other areas of learning. Chapter 6 focuses on prime areas while Chapter 7 explores specific areas. Chapter 8 will consider some current thinking about gender differences in physical development. In Chapter 9 aspects of health identified within the physical area of learning and development within the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE 2012). will be explored and some consideration will be given to the widely debated topic of risk. In the final chapter, learning outdoors will be the topic under consideration.


In line with other books in this series, each chapter will include key debates within the area or aspect being considered as well as profile features of related key figures. This chapter will end with a profile of Froebel – since his contribution to and understanding of physical development was key to his philosophy. Additional sections in each chapter will include some discussion of the research methods employed and the practical applications of the theory. Since this study guide is in no way intended to be exhaustive, additional suggestions for further reading will be included. A summary which might also serve as a guide when undertaking assignment guidance will also be outlined.
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Profile


Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852)


Nowhere is the importance of physical action made clearer amongst the pioneers of early childhood education than in the practice and writings of Friedrich Froebel. Froebel has the distinction of having trained as a forester and of having worked directly with Pestalozzi – who held a strong belief in the importance of nature and gardening. Pestalozzi in turn held the views of Jean Jacques Rousseau in such high regard that he named his first child after him. The legacy of Rousseau and Pestalozzi was the notion that “education should take account of the child’s natural interests and stage of development” (Millar 1968: 13-14). It is this that the pioneers of early childhood care and education saw and understood so well – high on the list of young children’s natural interests is their physical competence.


Despite his admiration for Pestalozzi’s work, and despite his emphasis on the outdoors, Froebel believed that Pestalozzi had placed insufficient emphasis on physical development. Froebel favoured an holistic approach to the education of young children. His focus on the importance of music and dance, as well as his renowned focus on the kindergarten owed much to the perceived gap in provision. In his first school Froebel ensured that every child had a personal plot of land in addition to the community garden, available to all. He developed dances and games designed to symbolise nature and the world around the children with whom he worked – including machinery, the technology of his day (Bruce 2012). However, he also focused on fine motor development with the introduction of his gifts and activities – blocks; shapes of different textures and a variety of intricate activities such as weaving and sewing.


Froebel’s influence has been immense. Rudolf Steiner, the McMillan sisters and Susan Isaacs all owe something to his work. In a recent book on Froebel’s legacy, a number of practitioners and academics have brought together examples of the way in which his work continues to influence practice (Bruce 2012). Bruce (2012: 155) articulates the importance to practice of clear principles. Highlighting the way in which reasons for particular approaches may get lost; or alternatively new practices may be introduced without a clear philosophical rationale, she argues that:




A framework for early childhood practice needs to have inner logic, and coherence. Otherwise one aspect might contradict another. But it also needs to be capable of change so that practice is updated, taking in the diversity that is a rich part of the cultural contexts in which it takes place.





Froebel’s approach gives both. The principles give important navigational tools in the complex worlds of early childhood practices today. Tools of this kind help to change, repair, mend, replace, modify, adapt and renew the practice that exists.
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Next Steps


Tobin, J. (2004) The disappearance of the body in early childhood education, in L. Bresler (ed) Knowing Bodies, Moving Minds: Towards Embodied Teaching and Learning, London: Kluwer Academic Publishers


Walsh, D. (2004) Frog boy and the American monkey: the body in Japanese early schooling, in L. Bresler (ed) Knowing Bodies, Moving Minds: Towards Embodied Teaching and Learning, London: Kluwer Academic Publishers


Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/en-ca/physical-activity-children/key-messages.html
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Glossary






Cardiovascular: relating to, or involving the heart and the blood vessels.


Critical period: A critical period is a phase or stage during which there is heightened sensitivity to stimuli that are necessary to the development of a particular skill. Absence of the appropriate stimulus during this “critical period”, may make it difficult to develop some functions later in life.


Sensitive period: see Critical period.
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Summary






In undertaking an assignment on the role of physical development in young children’s overall development you might consider making reference to some of the following issues raised in this chapter:





•  physical development as a prime or core element of an early years curriculum in its own right or as a support for other areas of learning



•  the dangers of too few opportunities for physical activity to young children’s learning and development



•  development as an holistic process, with physical development as a core (or prime) element of the culture of childhood



•  the role of issues of fitness and health as separate from that of physical development



•  the importance of educational principles to ensure that this essential area of development does not become distorted by other agendas.
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Learning to Move


Introduction


This chapter focuses on the process of learning to move. The role of reflex actions and the interplay with senses and with learnt behaviour are considered. Consideration is given to the way in which developmental milestones have been derived and the widespread influence which they have.
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