A Step by Step Guide to the Teaching of Gymnastics

Gymnastics is probably the one area of physical education that classroom teachers are most unwilling to teach. The main reason for this reluctance is the area of safety and the lack of training and support during initial teacher training. Most regions and schools will have safety guidelines in place. Here are some points to help you – more help is available through the County PE Adviser – Martin Radmore [Contact 01603 727882 to discuss your needs]

To ensure safe practice, pupils should be taught from Reception to:

( Be concerned with their own safety and the safety of others in all activities undertaken.

( Understand the importance of warming up.

( Lift, carry and place equipment safely.

( Understand the importance of wearing appropriate clothing, footwear and not wearing jewellery.

( Respond readily to instructions and signals within established routines and follow relevant rules and codes.

Accommodation

Hall/gym – make sure area has no protruding objects, sharp corners/edges [piano, dining tables etc.] Make the area as safe as possible. Check the written Risk Assessment for the space with the PE Co-ordinator / Subject Leader.
Apparatus

(Make sure it is a good state of repair. It must have a yearly safety check.

(The Apparatus should be of a suitable size for the children using it.

(If there is no storage cupboard, apparatus should be stored neatly around hall.

(Teach children to carry safely and the correct number of children needed for each piece of apparatus.

(Always look in the direction you are going and never walk backwards.

(Apparatus, including mats should always be lifted not dragged.

(Do not lift above head height

(The teacher should always check apparatus before pupils use it.

(Mats should be considered as pieces of apparatus and not only as landing areas.

(When mats are being used for landing from apparatus, they should be away from walls or other apparatus.

In the lesson itself the teacher should, at all times, be in a position to view all children working.

 Tasks set on apparatus should be suitable for the age and ability of the children.

Tasks set and apparatus layout should allow for differentiation, enabling all children to succeed. 

Teachers must:

( Conform to safety standards in their own clothing, footwear and jewellery.

(Plan lessons with safety in mind.

( Be aware of pupils with medical conditions, which may affect them during the lesson [asthma, epilepsy, etc.]

( Never give physical support unless confident and experienced.

( Give clear and concise instructions.

( Teach pupils to recognise and accept own limitations.

( Establish basic safety rules and ensure these are obeyed.

( Have an awareness of gymnastics movements/skills.

( Have an awareness of logical progression and development of content.

The teacher should select relevant teaching points to improve body control, body management and quality of movement.

Good demonstrations are valuable to highlight quality of movement and creative ideas. e.g. pupil demonstration, use of video or photographs.

Reinforcement to consolidate major points in the lesson is important.

Varying levels of ability and previous experience must be taken into account.

Tasks should be structured to cater for the varying levels of ability – narrow or wide.

Apparatus should be initially low and simple.

Apparatus should be arranged to incorporate different levels, heights, shapes etc.

In apparatus situations, the teacher must set clearly structured tasks to ensure that the pupils have a clear picture of what is expected and can produce movements/skills at their own level of ability.

Definitions in a gymnastics context

WHAT                                      Rolling, Balancing, Jumping, Weight on Hands,                   Hanging, Climbing, Swinging.

WHERE                                 Personal/general space – levels, pathways, direction, Pattern and shape.

HOW                                      Effort, dynamics, speed, strength, control, fluency, quality, Continuity and linking.

WITH WHOM                       Individual, partner and group    

Some suggested practices for Primary pupils.

The warm up is usually on the floor with or without mats. The practices will have mats to ensure safety. The main activity is usually tasks on apparatus work, although initially pupils can be given tasks that only require mats.

Most schools follow the ‘5 Body Actions’ approach to teaching gymnastics. The five body action categories are recognised as central to gymnastics. They are:

1. Jumping
2. Balancing

3. Rolling

4. Hanging/swinging/climbing [activities where the body weight is suspended by the upper body].

5. Taking weight on hands [those inversions activities in which the body weight is supported by the upper body].

A suggested block of 8 lessons could be:

Week 1 Explore jumping using floor work only [benches could also be used]

Week 2 Explore rolling using floor work [Again benches could be used]

Week 3 Explore balancing

Week 4 Combine the previous 3 weeks work with taking weight on hands

Week 5 –8 Apparatus work using floor work activities and adding hanging, swinging and climbing.

Through-out all the lessons tasks can be set ensuring pupils experience the use of different levels, directions, pathways, changes of speed, changes of body shape in making up gymnastic sequences.

Levels – High/medium/low/split

Shape – Extended, flat, wide, long, twisted, curled and narrow.

Speed – Fast, slow, strong, stillness and powerful.

Direction – Forwards, backwards, sideways, diagonally and up and down.

Sequences should always have a good start and clear end and contain some of the following: a change of action, change of speed, linking movements, good body tension, changes of levels, changes of direction, and fluency.

Warm ups suitable for Gymnastics:

1. Scorpions: Pupils move around hall on hands and feet, tummy facing up. Catchers are the scorpions and they also move on hands and feet but with tummy facing down. They reach out with their hand [the sting!] to catch the players. When caught, players make a bridge and are free when another player crawls through the bridge. This is a good activity for upper body strength and taking weight on hands.
2. Bunny jump tag: All pupils have to move in ‘bunny jump’ movements, catchers wear bibs or bands. When caught, players form a bridge and are free when another player crawls through bridge.
3. Stick in the mud: As previous games but you decide on movement, could be hopping or skipping. Players form a bridge and are free the same way as before.
4. A’s and B’s: Partners, sitting back to back with A facing teacher and B facing opposite wall. Teacher shouts out who is to do task either A or B. Tasks are: go over, go through, run round, go backwards, jump round, hop round etc.

Go over – player has to jump over partner who has crouched down then quickly back to place.

Go through – player has to go through partner’s open legs, then go quickly back to place.

Go round – player has to quickly run around partner and sit back down.

Once pupils have got the idea then the teacher shouts out 2,3 or 4 instructions in a row and players have to do them in the correct order. i.e. through, over, through and go round. Although players have to do tasks quickly and you can say who is fastest, nobody should lose or sit out.
5.Relays: Relays can work well in gymnastics. Pupils can: run to a mat and do a roll [can change the type of roll each time] run forwards and do a bunny jump or cartwheel over a bench, or walk along an upturned bench or race on hands and feet etc. Skills could be appropriate to activity taught that day or reinforcing points from a previous lesson.
6. Feet clapping: In two’s, players sit on ground with legs stretched out in front facing each other. They have to work out a clapping sequence with their feet.
7. Tension Games: ‘ lift the log’ Pupils are asked to find a partner about their own size. One lies flat on the floor with hands on thighs and tries to maintain a straight, tight shape as the other lifts his feet from the floor. [Whole body should lift together, with only shoulders left on floor]. ‘Sticky legs’ One pupil lies on floor with legs straight and tight together. Partner tries to pull legs apart.

Tension games are good for teaching good body tension to pupils to make them understand what a ‘tense’ body feels like.
8. Numbers game: Pupils jogging around hall listening for teacher to shout out a number. Every number the teacher shouts out represents an activity. 1- do a roll, 2 – do a balance, 3 – do a jump etc. Pupils should be encouraged to do a different one each time.
9. Follow my leader: In pairs pupils take turns to be the leader and take partner around hall varying the movements, jumping, rolling and balancing etc.
10. Pairs races: Pupils sit back to back in pairs. On command one assumes a front position. The other then jumps over his outstretched legs, say 10 times before changing places.

Top Tip:
You may wish to control the movement of the pupils to avoid over exciting them as a behavioural approach. Use slow music or a tamba to ask pupils to travel and respond to the pace of the musical accompaniment. Stop and start the pupils regularly to avoid some pupils (who speed round the extremities of the room) from reaching full velocity, change directions, levels, types of movement regularly too. These ideas have been found to be very successful in controlling a lively class or individuals and only serves to reinforce:

· Safety

· Control

· Quality of movement

· Learning focus on body actions
Ideas for teaching the activity Jumping:

The 5 basic jumps are:

· -1 same as in hopping, take of from 1 foot and land on same foot.

· -1 other as in leaping, take of from 1 foot and land on other foot.

· –2 take of from 2 feet and land on 2 feet                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

· 1 –2 take of from 1 foot and land on 2 feet

· – 1 take off from 2 feet and land on 1 foot

Mats on floor, pupils in a space. Music is useful for this activity. Any music with a good steady rhythm and preferably something in the charts as pupils can relate to it.

Take one of the jumps [2feet to 2 feet a good choice for this practice] and ask pupils to change it by:

Varying the direction they are travelling in: can be forwards, backwards, sideways, turning, diagonally etc.
Ask pupils to vary the level of the jumps, i.e. high/medium/low.

Vary the pathways they are travelling in.

Vary the shape of their body.

Once the pupils have explored all the variations of just one jump they can do the same with another. Could also do a follow my leader type game.

Pupils are then asked to design a sequence using either one or more of the jumps. The sequence has to have changes of shape, direction, levels and interesting pathways.

Keep it simple and repeat to make it longer.

With a partner they can:

1. Show each other their sequence

2. Teach each other their sequence.

3. Tell each other something they liked of disliked about their partner’s sequence.

4. Together, make up a new one.

5. Perform sequence side by side, or in cannon, or as a mirror image.

Throughout lessons teacher stops and asks pupils to show rest of class their sequence and discuss ways to make sequences look better (Evaluating to Improve). Reinforce the variations of shape, directions, levels and pathways that should be included.

Progressions can be on apparatus, use benches, hoops, ropes etc. Pupils can find ways to incorporate apparatus into their sequence. This could be an individual activity at first then progress to partner work.

Include safe landings from jumps in lesson if apparatus is used. 

Ideas for teaching the activity Rolling:

Rolling activity in years R-2 should avoid weight on spine at the neck. Therefore Norfolk County Council do not allow teachers to teach Forward and Backward Rolls, Headstands and Roll outs to pupils until the beginning of Year 3. Upper body and arm work needs to help condition the pupil so that they can take their weight successfully using their arms in these movements and significantly reducing the risk of spinal injury. Rolling for younger pupils will include such movements as pencil roll (log roll), Sideways (or egg roll), Teddy Roll.

Emphasis that now pupils are older they should be trying to improve the quality of skills.

Rolls at this later stage can include forward rolls, backward or over shoulder, dish and straddle roll.

Pencil roll: Long, stretched shape like a pencil. Lie flat on mat toes and hands and arms stretched out; roll keeping shape as you move.

Pupils can do this in groups sharing a mat. Watch each other and give each other marks out of 3.

Forward roll: Hips high when rolling, good push from hands on mat. Tuck head in [use soft sponge ball under chin, pupils have to keep it under chin when rolling] Roll onto back and stand to finish.

Straddle roll: Start sitting on mat, legs in straddle position. Keep same position and roll first onto one shoulder, then onto back, other shoulder then sit up. Use arms to propel in right direction.

Dish roll: Like pencil roll except legs and arms are slightly raised of mat to give a curved appearance like a dish. Pupils roll keeping shape.
Use the Gymnastics Resource Cards from Norfolk PE website.
Progressions:

Once pupils have practiced various rolls they can vary the rolls to make them more individual.

Pencil: -Develop into legs alternating wide and narrow.

            - Arms at sides

            - One arm extended.

Roll over one shoulder: - finish kneeling

                                       - Start kneeling

                                       - Finish in straddle position

                                       - Finish with one leg extended

Straddle roll: - change arm or leg position

                     - Start on knees or finish on knees

                     - Alternate bending and stretching legs during roll

Use benches to roll onto, along, off and to roll over.       

 Sequence work on rolling:

Sequences can be developed the same way as for jumping.

Show a sequence:

( Using more than one type of roll

( Choose 1 roll and do in different directions/speeds/pathways.

( Using jumping and rolling.

( Develop with a partner either performing in unison, in cannon or as a mirror image.

( Add 2 pieces of low apparatus.

Discuss with a partner how improvements could be made. 

Ideas on teaching the activity Balancing:

Explore the different body parts you can balance on i.e. foot, feet, knees, hips, tummy, back, side, shoulder, hands and head. [Always emphasis that the body weight should not be supported on the head on its own, always use another body part to help support.

By Years 4-6 pupils should be aware of both static and a dynamic balance.

Static- staying still like a statue

Dynamic- moving in a balanced way, walking along an upturned bench.

(Explore the different combinations of balancing on different body parts.

Emphasis the importance of looking good – good body tension.

(Take one balance i.e. shoulder stand and change the shape to make it your own. Pupils can vary leg and arm positions to give many combinations. 

(Show 2 different balances that show a change of body shape.

Sequences can be built in the same way as jumping and rolling.

They can include all the practiced activities and movement qualities.

Balances with

Direction/ Pathway – Pathways can be considered when moving into and out of balances in different directions.

Shape- Long, tucked, wide, twisted, symmetrical/asymmetrical. Changing shape during the balance.

Level- Most balances can be mastered on the floor then challenged on higher and narrower apparatus. Some balances are easier on the apparatus.

Weight on hands:

This can be a difficult activity for some children, as their upper body strength has not been developed. It can be improved however with lots of warm ups from previous selection.

Skills such as cartwheels and handstands will improve as upper body strength improves. This activity is best taught along side another, as very few children are strong enough to complete a whole lesson on this activity.

Ideas on Apparatus work:

Apparatus work can be very rewarding as long as teachers follow the safety guidelines at the beginning of this section.

Once the apparatus has been set out and all pupils are in groups and understand the safety rules the lesson can start. Pupils should be given a task or tasks to work on either individually or with a partner. Tasks should get progressively more difficult as the pupils performance improves.

Groups should explore apparatus and tasks for about 15min. before moving on to a new piece. One at a time on the smaller pieces of apparatus allows for more freedom to move.

Some suggested tasks:

(Show me 2 different rolls/jumps/balances etc.

(Join together a shoulder balance and a knee balance.

(Can you make a zig-zag pattern when you move along the apparatus?

( Take your weight on your hands when moving along the bench.

(Can you travel in different directions?

(Use balancing and show as many different ones as you can before you come of the apparatus.

( Show different ways of rolling along the apparatus. 

( Make up a sequence using your favorite jump and roll. 

(Show a sequence, which has one balance, one roll and one jump.

( Using jumping, rolling and balancing make up a sequence that uses all the apparatus at your station.

(Link together an explosive jump with a slow forward roll, finishing in a balance of your choice.

(In your rolling sequence introduce a clear change of speed.

(Choose 3 weight on hand actions with 3 different shapes and join them together in a sequence.

( Using weight on hands, rolling and balancing make up a sequence that shows 3 changes of body shape.

( With a partner make up a rolling sequence, which shows matching, and/or mirroring. 

Teachers also need to allow pupils to evaluate and improve their own work and that of others. Give pupils the opportunity to talk about their own work as well as the work of others, suggesting, commenting, contrasting, describing what they see and do.  Always leave time for this both during and at the end of the lesson. This is good practice.
Make task cards and laminate and leave at various apparatus stations to reinforce the task ideas or any points you want to get across.  The Val Sabin Teaching Manuals have examples of this sort of task card in the yellow section of the manual and are worth preparing.

Val Sabin teaching manuals are available to view and purchase through:

www.valsabinpublications.com                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
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