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MOTOR EDUCATION IN PRESCHOOL INSTITUTIONS —
THE CASE OF GREECE

Vassiliki RIGA
Hellenic Open University, National and Kapodistrian University of Athens,
Technological Educational Institution of Athens, Greece

ABSTRACT

s paper atfempls 1o investigate the conditions prevailing in Greece as regards the molor
edication of preschoolers. Alough te inlernational liferature on the subject Lghlights e
great imporiance gf motor education for the dall-round development of the child e
prevailing atlitude lowards preschool edication mcreasingly enconrages e inmroducltion of
School subjects in the Kindergarten, while molor activities lend 1o decrease and 1o be
regarded as a second-rare eaucational objective.

We conducted a field stuay using the method of on-site observation, in order fo record the
motor aclivivies orgavised By preschool educators. The data were collected by a combination
of three lechniques. coding lables, journals, and imdiviaual inferviews.

The survey was conducted in two major Greek cities, one sitwated in the North and the otker
7 the South. For a period of three months we observed 86 classrooms and recorded all motor
and psychomolor aclivities implemented By the educators in thelr classrooms. 1he sample
consisted of Findergartens run by the Ministry of Fducation, daycare centres run by local
auihoriiies and privale dayeare cenies.

T%e resulls of this survey Hghlight the stridingly restricled use of molor educarion as opposed
lo other subjects suckh as Language, Mathemarics and Art. 7his phenomenon may be due o
lack of space, but also lo the educaror 's lack of kriowledlge and training in molor eaucalion.

GIBALNA VZGOJA V PREDSOLSKIH USTANOVAH. PRIMER GRCUE
ABSTRACT

Prispevek prifazuje previadyoce razmere v Gregyr na podroju gibatne vagoje predsolskih
otrok: Kjjub temu, da meadnaroana strofovna literatura poudara velik pomen gribalie vzgoe
za celosii razvoy olroka, se v predSolsko vigojo uvaigyo prefeino Solski preamels, mediem ko
se gibalne dejavnosli obravaavajo kol arugorazreahir’ vegoyn cljji in se postopoma umikayo
ostalim vsebirnan:.

Lzvedli smo aplikalivio raziskave, v Aaters smo na osnovi merilev pridobili podatke o gribaln
dejavriostih, A7 ik organizirgjo predSolski vogopiteli. Podatke smo zbirali s pomocjo lref
refrik: opazovalnih obrazcey, aneviifov in InaivIaUNNIA Fazgovorov.

Raziskava je bila opravijena v dves vecsih grskif mestify, eno se nafaja na Severu, arugo 1a

Jugu drzave. V obdolyu trek mesecey smo gpazovali 86 razredov in zabeleZili vse gibalne in
psrhomororiéne dejavaost;, A1 5o jif vagoyiteli izvgjali v svojik razredif. ¥ vzorec so i) zayels
vrici, K delujejo pod okrifjem Ministrsiva za Solstvo, centre anevie oskrbe, #i jif financirgyo
lokalne skuprosty in privame centre anevie osroe.

Rezulrali raziskave poudarjajo igjemno omejen pojav groaine vagaoje v primerjavi z arugnms
predmeti kol so jezif, matemalifa in umemost. Razloge za la pojav lafko isemo v
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pomanykanyu  prosfora in wdl pomarykjivem znanju ler usposobljenost vigojilegev za
zZvajarye grbalne vigoye.

Kljuéne besede: otrok, pred¥olska vzgoja, vrtec, u¢ni program, gibalna vzgoja

1. INTRODUCTION

Motor activities are part of the curriculum of kindergartens in all countries. However, their
role in child development is often forgotten or ignored in everyday educational practice, in
favour of other subjects. In spite of this, the intemational literature on the subject (Schmidt,
1993; Talbot, 1999; Doherty & Bailey, 2003) claims that motor skills form a major part of a
preschooler’s life, because they help him/her become acquainted with his/her environment
and become integrated in it. All fundamental learning situations are mediated by the body of
the child (Riga, 1995), which learns a large number of concepts through the experience of
motion (Weikart, 1987). Thus, the objective of motor activities in preschool education is not
the development of certain groups of muscles, but the overall motion and full activation of the
body, leading to the all-round development of the child.

The present study forms part of a larger research project whose aim is to record the situation
prevailing in Greek preschool education as regards the teaching of motor activities to
children. This research project was prompted by our frequent visits to preschool institutions
(kindergartens and daycare centres) in the past six years, within the frame of university level
teaching and supervision of our students’ practical training.

Through this informal observation of the institutions’ daily schedule we noted the scarcity of
motor education activities in most of them. The children usually spent their day playing on
their own in “corners” or drawing, seated for a long time in their chairs. Whenever they were
out in the open (in those of the schools that had a playground and if the weather was good),
the children had an opportunity to run around (but not too much, for fear of accidents) and to
play with their friends.

In its most recent resolution for the improvement of the services provided by kindergartens,

the Greek Ministry of Education stresses that “/7 Zs necessary for chilaren in Aindergarien /o
move freely and a lof [t is therefore necessary jor us lo provide tie children with
opportunities al pRysical activity, laking inlo account the needs and the abilities of teir age ”
(Official Gazette 18/10/01). Without giving specific examples for the educators, it mentions

that they should organise “zAusical activities aiming at the child’s all-round mobility and
promoling... the child's physical, social emotional and cognitive developmeni” (Official

Gazette 18/10/01).
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2. METHOD

Thus we began a long-term research project in the field of preschool education, which
consists of three major sections/surveys, focused on three main objectives:
1) to prove, through research and experimentation, the contribution of motor activity to
the development of children;
2) to record the situation prevailing now in preschool institutions as regards the types of
motor activities implemented, as well as their frequency;
3) to develop a complete educational programme of motor activities for preschoolers and
to find ways of effectively training preschool educators in its implementation.

The jirst survey (Riga, 2004) was based on a comparative study of the results of two
experiments conducted in two European countries (France and Greece) and was completed in
2001. Based on the theory of the transfer of learning we investigated the hypothesis that
teaching body expression to preschoolers actively contributes to the learning process and the
child’s cognitive development.

Body expression is a method of motor education that approaches the child as a whole. It is
focused, that is to say, on the child as a person and not on knowledge; on the child’s entire
“peing” and not on its body or its mind; on the moving child, and not on the evaluation of its
motion (Riga, 2001). It does not take into account only the characteristics of the child’s motor
activities, but also the level of the child’s cognitive maturity and as well as the changes taking
place in the emotional and social aspects of its personality.

Over a year, in both countries, we taught body expression to the five-year-olds in the
experimental groups. In the beginning and the end of the school year, the experimental
groups, as well as the corresponding control groups were tested in the acquisition of specific
cognitive and psychomotor skills (see Table 1). We also observed and studied the
development of these children over the next years, when they were in primary school.

B0~
704,
601
501
407
304
20}
101
ol

B Experimental FR
@ Control FR
[ Experimental GR
M Control GR

before after before after
Table 1. Comparative results of the two studies, in France and in Greece
The results of these two surveys enhanced our belief that motor activity plays a very

important part in the cognitive and general development of the child and that it is necessary to
integrate it in the everyday schedule of preschool institutions.
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These conclusions led us to the decision to conduct our second survey and to record the
organised motor activities implemented by preschool educators at present. We selected
organised activities as opposed to free activities (i.e. those activities initiated by the children
themselves), because the former have specific objectives as regards both physical and social-
emotional and cognitive development (Van-der-Mars & Butterfield, 1980).

The Ministry of Education (Greek Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, 1994) defines
organised activities as activities organised and directed by the educator in order to achieve
specific curriculum aims. The educator encourages the children’s active participation and
often involves them in the selection of the activities’ themes.

The survey began in 2003 and is still under way. It is a field survey, i.e. uses the technique of
studying human behaviour as it appears in its natural context; that is to say, the subjects are
observed in the place where they live and work. In our case the survey is conducted in
kindergartens and daycare centres.

The method that we used was on-site non-participant observation. The presence of the
researcher was as discreet as possible; he/she sat in a comner of the classroom and was never
involved in the institutions’ everyday schedule, so as not to influence the flow of the
scheduled activities, or the behaviour of the children.

We used three techniques of data collection: coding tables, a journal of personal observations,
and interviews with individual educators.

The results presented in this paper concern only two regions of Greece where the survey has
been completed. These are the greater area of Athens, in the South of Greece, and the city of
Veria, in the North.

Our sample consisted of kindergartens run by the Ministry of Education, daycare centres run
by local authorities and private daycare centres. All three types of institution provide
preschool education.

In the city of Veria, a student researching her degree assignment included in her sample all the
kindergartens of the city (a total of 17 institutions), providing education to children between 4
and 6 years of age, and observed 17 preschool classrooms. The average number of children
per kindergarten was 17.4. A striking fact about the educators in this sample is that most of
them were approaching retirement age.

In the greater area of Athens 36 daycare centres (28 public and 8 private) were selected at
random. These institutions cater to children aged from a few months to 6 years, and 69
classrooms were observed. The average number of children per daycare centre was 20.

All motor and psychomotor activities implemented by the educators in their classrooms were
recorded over a period of three months. At the same time, the educators were interviewed in
order to detect their objectives for these specific activities and to establish how often they
implemented such activities throughout the school year.
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3. RESULTS

The analysis of the results was based on the processing of the data collected through the
observation of organised activities and the interviews with the educators. The data were coded
and presented qualitatively and quantitatively.

In the kindergartens of northern Greece there took place an average of 1.8 organised activities
per day, whereas in southern Greece the average number of activities was 2.3 per classroom.
As regards the content of organised activities, we observed that the majority of the activities
taking place in the kindergartens of northem Greece concerned the cognitive aspect (54.9% of
the sample), and specifically Language and Mathematics. 38.7% of activities revolved around
Art, and especially drawing. Only 6.4% of organised activities concerned the psychomotor
aspect of development (see Table 2).

In the daycare centres of southern Greece the results differ somewhat. While the cognitive
aspect is still the one considered most important by educators, with a percentage of 47.9%,
educators also attach great importance to aesthetic education (43.4%). Finally, we observed a
much larger number of psychomotor activities. Of course, in the three-month period of
observation, these percentages break down into 6-7 motor activities per classroom over three
months (with a slight differentiation of private daycare centres, where we recorded 9-10
activities over this three-month period).

Aspect of|Organised activities in|Organised activities in daycare
development kindergartens centres

Cognitive 54,9 % 47,9 %

Aesthetic 38,7 % 43,4 %

Psychomotor 6,4 % 8,7 %

TOTAL 100,0 100

Table 2. Types of organised activities

Finally, we observed that most organised motor activities in daycare centres were offered to
children aged between 3 and 4 years. In the ages between 0 and 2 years of age the educators’
activities were usually initiated by the children themselves, as they tried to explore their
environment and play. This is also the age for which we recorded the greatest lack of motor
education material.

| Age General
0-1 7,6 %
1-2 5%
2-3 21,8 %
34 372 %
4-5 16,9 %
5-6 11,5 %

Table 3. Motor activities by age
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4. DISCUSSION

In spite of their important role in child development, motor activities are not often used in
everyday educational practice as a factor in the development of the skills of preschool
children.

One of the possible causes investigated through observation and interviews was lack of space,
which restricts the children’s ability to move around, and does not allow educators to organise
games that would contribute to the psychomotor aspect of education. Schoolrooms were
rarely spacious (they were either too small or cluttered with too much material), while some
of the buildings had not been designed for use as kindergartens. Because of this lack of space
the children were obliged to restrict their movements and often exhibited restlessness or over-
excitation in class.

An equally important factor contributing to the minimal use of motor activities was the
restricted knowledge of educators as regards psychomotor activities, visible in the confusion
that we observed when we asked them to define them and specify their content. This may be
due to their initial training, which is based, primarily, on the level of teaching methodology.
However, we should not ignore the professional fatigue that ensues over the years, and that
worries the educators themselves, some of whom try to renew their knowledge through short-
term seminars. We should also note that in northern Greece the majority of educators were
approaching retirement age. Finally, their lack of engagement in motor activities in their
personal lives results in a lack of familiarity with motion and free motor expression.

The percentage and type of motor activities that we have recorded to this day show the
educators’ need for innovation in their pedagogical practices. We encountered habitual
activities that many of them have been implementing over the years without interchanging
them with more up-to-date ones. To our surprise, most of the organised activities that we
observed in the 86 classrooms of the sample were the same. For instance, they either played
“musical chairs” (a game where the children sit on chairs and move around them to the sound
of music), or they would play a cassette with rthythmical music for walking and running, or a
cassette of music for imitating the movements of animals.

From the research conducted so far and our informal visits in preschool institutions we have
found out that the contemporary view of preschool education increasingly encourages the
integration of school subjects at preschool level, while at the same time motor education tends
to be assigned second place, as if it were a less important learning objective.

Our experience from this research leads us to the conclusion that motor education deserves
further investigation. Its contribution to child development should be examined through new
and often long-term research projects, so that we can become fully aware of is importance,
and that both preschool educators and policy-makers can integrate it in a well-rounded
preschool education. The educators should be helped particularly through in-service and long-
term training programmes centered on the physical education of children and especially on
their all-around development and education.
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