


leaping, hopping, and jumping; (2) nonlocomotor skills,
such as turning, twisting, swinging, and balancing; and (3)
moverment awareness, or the abilities needed to conceptual-
ize and form an effective response to sensory information to
perform a specific motor task.

If individuals have a rich repertoire of motor fitness skills
to draw from, it is easier to acquire sport skills, avoid injuries,
and maintain an active lifestyle. Children who are physically
active from an early age and have positive, enjoyable, and
successful movement experiences in the early stages of life
will likely continue to engage in and pursue activity on a
regular basis. Children with inadequate motor fitness skills
often exclude themselves or are excluded by others from
organized and free play experiences, and subsequently they
are relegated to a lifetime of inactivity (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention [CDCJ, 1996). Physical activity also
helps to combat obesity and other health problems, such as
diabetes and high blood pressure. _

There may be several causes for the decline in motor

fitness among children. The appeal of watching television,

playing video games, and surfing the Internet has caused
many children to become more sedentary (CDC, 2000).
Most children are not getting enough physical activity and
movement experiences. Even children who participate in
some physical activity may not develop fundamental skills
in all movement areas. Many children tend to specialize in
one favorite activity or spott. This often results in neglect-
ing development in other activities and sports. Yet, active
participation in a broad range of movement activities is
essential to children’s’ overall development. Children can
learn basic motor fitness skills if provided the appropriate
physical education and sport experiences. :

Though most children receive physical education at some
point, few have it on a daily basis. Elementary and middle
school children are much more likely to participate in regular
physical education than high school students; however, daily
physical education is rare even in the lower grades. Children
who receive physical education
typically have one to three days
per week of involvement (Mor-
" row, Jackson, & Payne, 1999). It
has been suggested that two prin-
éipal factors have brought about
the recent decreases in physical
education requirements. First,
the demand for additional time
for “academic” classes is a com-
mon reason for reducing time
in physical education. Second,
when financial crises exist, physi-
cal education is often one of the
first subjects to be reduced or
eliminated (CDC, 1996).

Furthermore, the decline in
motor fitness has been intensi-
fied by the discontinuation of
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Students can learn and practice basic body pasitions like the tuck (left) and pike (right)
while seated on the floor.

basic gymnastics instruction in many physical education
programs. The move away from gymnastics can be traced to
the early 1920s, when physical education leaders promoted
an emphasis on sports and games at the expense of gym-
nastics (Thomas, 2003). Sports and games are an integral
component of school physical education, but the absence
of basic tumbling, gymnastics, and movement skills leaves
children unprepared for more complex movement patterns
and bereft of functionai fitness benefits. A solid foundation
of motor fitness can be acquired by participating in basic
gymnastics activities,

Including Gymnastics in the Physical

Education Program

Students and teachers are often intimidated by gymnastics
because of a number of obstacles that must be overcome
in order to offer a quality school gymnastics program. The
primary obstacles are alack of teacher education, inadequate
risk management, and students’ lack of overall physi-
cal fitness, primarily muscular fitness (muscular strength
and endurance).

Teacher Education. Many teachers lack the appropriate
background and expertise to conduct a quality program
because they received limited exposure to these activities
during their training. This lack of training may make teach-
ers reluctant to offer gymnastics (Werner, 1994). Teachers
can improve their skills by participating in workshops and
conferences, referring to the many books available, and by
copying successful programs. Observing and analyzing gym-
nastics skills, developing an awareness of proper progressions
and safety, and improving spotting skills can increase teacher
confidence in teaching gymnastics. '

Risk Management. Liability concerns also preclude teach-
ers from offering gymnastics programs; therefore, risk man-
agement must be addressed. Teachers must have sufficient
knowledge about and abilities in spotting, lead-up activities,
skill progressions, and class management techniques to con-
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duct a safe program. By using appropriate progressions and

providing proper equipment and teaching aids, the risks of -

injury can be greatly reduced. To enhance safety, teachers
can implement the following strategies:

* Become knowiedgeable and properly trained.

= Provide plenty of room for students to perform.

+ Allow students to perform only the skills that they have
been taught.

= Insist that students behave appropriately and conduct
themselves according to class rules.

¢ Provide adequate mats and padding for equipment.

* Ensure that the equipment is stable and properly set up,
spaced, and maintained.

* Make sure students know and understand proper spot-
ting and self-spotting techniques, including ways to “bail
out” of skills safely by rolling and landing to avoid injury.

¢ Teach proper progressions and skills that meet each
student’s abilities.

Muscular Fitness. To address students” muscular strength
deficiencies, teachers can have students work on basic muscu-
lar fitness exercises, such as pull-ups, dips, and ankles to the
bar. If these exercises are begun early in the school year and
performed regularly, they will allow students to develop the
upper-body and core muscular fitness necessary to achieve
a greater level of success in gymnastics-related activities,
especially if the gymnastics unit is taught late in the school
year. Pull-ups and dips are commeon exercises that all teachers
should be able to teach. The ankles to the bar exercise is not
as common. It is used to develop shoulder, abdominal, core,
and hip flexor strength. From a hanging position on a pull-up
bar (horizontal bar), students assume a tuck position and pull
their ankles toward the bar to an inverted tuck position. The
ankles touch the bar as the hips are pulled above the level
of the shoulders. The exercise is completed by returning to
the starting hanging position.

Approaches to Gymnastics Instruction

There are many approaches to basic movement and gym-
nastics instruction that can be combined, modified, and
developed to meet the needs of students at any age and
ability level and to suit any school setting. Appropriate basic
movement curriculum choices for elementary and middle

school-age children include educational gymnastics (move-
ment education), stations and circuits (obstacle courses), and
other noncompetitive activities that are developmentally
appropriate. Programs can be developed around broad skill-
themes such as rolling, balancing, vaulting, traveling, hang-
ing, climbing, landing, crawling, and supporting. Students
can explore a variety of basic movement skills from each of
the skill themes. In addition, the environment in which a
skill is done can be manipulated to chailenge students and
broaden their movement experience. For example, students
learning a simple forward roll on the floor may learn to roil
up and down hills using a wedge mat, or learn to roll over
objects, under ropes, through hula-hoops, quickly or slowly,
and so on. Changing and manipulating the environment
exposes students to a broader range of rolling skills.

Gymmnastics programs should promote learning in the
psychomotor, affective, and cognitive domains and should
focus on developing sound basic motor skills (Werner, 1994).
Many resources and books are available to help teachers in
developing a developmentally appropriate gymnastics and
movement program for students of all ages. Table 1 provides
examples of helpful resources.

Important basic instruction in movement skills for el-
ementary and middle school students can be organized
around seven general areas or themes: {1) body positions; (2}
balancing; (3) rolling; {4) hanging, swinging, and supporting;
(5) rope climbing; (6) vaulting and landing; and (7) obstacle
courses and movement sequences. These activities are based
on many of the skills required in the United States Military
Academy’s Movement-Gymnastics Course (Coelho, 2008). It
is beyond the scope of this article to present the detailed cur-
riculum and teaching techniques, but the following sections
will discuss general considerations for each theme.

Body Positions. Understanding and performing basic body
positions and learning how to manage the body are funda-
mental to the teaching of gymnastics. Body positions should
form the core of the initial introduction to gymnastics and
movement instruction. Basic body positions include tuck,
pike, straddle, extended, arch, and hollow, among others.
Children can learn and practice these positions on the floor
in seated, prone, and supine positions. Later these positions
can be done with jumps and used on apparatus,

Table 1. Resources for Developing a Gymnastics Program

*» Fodero, J. M., & Furblur, E. E. (1989). Creating gymnastic pyramids and balances. Champaign, IL: Leisure Press.

s Malmberg, E
- State University College at Cortland.

(1995) Kidnastics: A school appropriate model for the teaching of gymnastics (2nd ed.). Cortland, NY:

* Nilges, L. M. (1997). Educational gymnastics: Stages of content development. Journal of Physical Education, Recre-

ation & Dance, 68(3), 50-55.

¢ Ward, P. (1997). Teaching tumbling, Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.

. Wernei:,_ P. H. (1994). Teaching children gymmnastics: Becbmiﬁg a master teacher. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.

* USA Gymnastic web site: http://www.usa-gymnastics.org .
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Handstands {left) and rope climbing (rlght) help to train students in basic motor skills. A wall can aid in learning the handstand,
while rope climbing should be limited to six feet high.

Balancing. Balance is an important component of motor
fitness. It has a direct relationship to improved health and
fitness, especially as people age. Good balance can help
reduce falls, a leading cause of injury in older people. Effec-
tive balance can enhance children’s ability to participate in
sports and contribute to increased body awareness (Claxton,
Troy, & Dupree, 2006). Students can explore their balance
capabilities by attempting to balance in a variety of body
positions: on one leg, on their hands, hands and feet, or
on top of a mat, beam, or other apparatus. Skills should be

. modified and adapted to meet the needs of the students. A

common gymnastics skill, the handstand, may be too dif-
ficult for many students. Prerequisite skills such as the tripod
and headstand should be presented first. Next, students can
try a modified handstand, in which they place their legs up
on a folded mat with hands supporting their weight (in a
wheel barrow position). A three-quarter handstand (kicking
up towards a handstand) is also an effective progression to
acquire the balance and support needed for a full handstand.
As the students progress, they can also kick a handstand
against a wall for support.

Rolling. Rolling skills are appropriate for children of all
ages. Younger children should not do dive rolls and rolls
demonstrating height or distance for safety reasons. Basic
rolling on the floor (forward, backward, and sideward) gives
children the opportunity to explore fundamental body
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positions, such as tuck, pike, straddle, and stretch (layout).
Rolling actions can be performed on the floor, mats, beams,
wedge mats, low horizontal bars, parallel bars, rings, and
other apparatus. Rolling after a landing is also a great way
to teach safe bail-out techniques.

Hanging, Swinging, and Supporting. Hanging, swinging, and
supporting from bars, rings, ladders, and other apparatus can
become integral learning activities. These are natural activi-
ties for children and can be done in a variety of body posi- -
tions. Children can explore hanging from a tuck, pike, and
straddle position, with bent arms, straight arms, and upside
down. Basic muscular fitness exercises can also be performed,
Chin-ups, pull-ups, lifting the legs to the bar, flexed arm hang,
and dips are some exercises that can be done from hanging
and supporting positions. Apparatus designed for hanging,
swinging, and supporting should be low to the ground and
arranged with appropriate matting for safety.

Rope Climbing. Vertical and horizontal rope climbing
can be offered to elementary and middle school students if
proper matting and safety precautions are used. On a verti-
cal rope, students should not climb more than 6 feet high;
ropes can be marked or a safety stop can be attached to keep
students from climbing higher. Appropriate matting should
be placed under the ropes. As a minimum, four-inch mats
should be used, but thicker “crash” mats would be even
better, if available.
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Horizontal ropes can be secured 3 to 5 feet off the ground
with matting underneath to provide a safe and effective
climbing experience for children. Children can explore a
variety of ways to hang and travel along a horizontal rope.
Horizontal rope climbing activities include traveling under
the rope feet first or headfirst using hands and feet, using
hands only forwards and sideways, and even crawling on top
of the rope. For all climbing activities, the focus should be on
developing effective technique, the ability to support body
weight, and confidence while exploring different ways to
climb ropes. Children should also be taught how to descend
and dismount ropes propeily to avoid injury.

Vaulting and Landing. Vaulting is an important basic skill
for students of all ages. Basic vaulting skills can be learned on

. the floor before moving to a spotting block, folded mat, or, if

available, a vaulting horse. A series of vaulting apparatus could
be set up to allow students to do vaults at different heights
and from short or long running approaches. Vaulting can be
done with or without the use of a springboard. For younger
students, a low vauiting platform is recommended.

Landing safely s an important skill for a variety of activi-
ties. Students should learn how to absorb shock, balance,
and maintain control during landings. Jumping forward and
landing on two feet, followed by a forward or shoulder roll,
is an excellent way to develop safe “bail-out” techniques.
Modifying this drill to include twisting jumps, tucked jumps,
and backward and sideward rolling proficiency will increase
students’ range of safe landing skills. _

Obstacle Courses and Movement Sequences. Obstacle courses
can be used to promote motor fitness, health-related fitness,
problem solving, and overall physical activity (Docheff &
Davis, 1999). Obstacle courses can be organized around a
movement education approach by giving students the op-
portunity to solve problems and explore different ways to
negotiate obstacles. The choice of obstacles and challenges is
unlimited; however, safety guidelines are necessary to ensure
that students do not attempt risky ways of negotiating the
obstacles. Students should not compete or race on the ob-
stacle course. Cooperation, teamwork, and the development
of creative ways to solve movement problems and negotiate
obstacles should be emphasized.

Conclusion .
Unfortunately for today’s youths, gymnastics has lost ground
and is widely ignored in physical education (Thomas, 2003).
Offering basic motor skills and gymnastics education to
students will better prepare them for future sports, physical
activities, military service, and life in general. Gillam (1985)
suggested that, “Mankind must possess, maintain, and
develop the ‘basics’ of movement to be, or continue to be
productive members of society” (p. 129).

Just as European-based and early American gymnastics
systems borrowed from the past and each other, today’s
physical education teachers can access a variety of curricular
models, past and present, to develop their own gymnastics
programs (Thomas, 2003). Physical education teachers
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should be willing to explore and use a wide array of resources,
instructional strategies, and assessment techniques to offer
a complete, developmentally appropriate gymnastics and
movement program for students of all ages: Let us keep
gymnastics in our gyms!
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