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A plan for playground 

cycle skills sessions


Aims

This Bike It cycle skills session is structured around the Bikeability Cycle Training Course Level One, aimed at children who can cycle unaided.  The Level One outcomes you want to see are:
· Able to start and stop safely.

· Able to steer bike effectively. 
· Able to use gears (if appropriate).

· Able to do emergency stop.

· Able to look behind while cycling in straight line.

· Able to take one hand at a time off handlebar for three seconds.

Set-up

The best way of working is one instructor with six children – any more than that and it gets hard to manage.  If you have two adults available, then you could go up to eight in a group comfortably.  One hour is usually enough time, but you could easily stretch to ninety minutes.
You will want to check if the school has a policy on the wearing of helmets for cycling on site.  

Also handy are a pump, an adjustable spanner, a screwdriver, and allen keys (or a multi-tool).
Before you begin

Set some ground rules about behaviour.  Ask the children what they think they’re here to learn (“how to ride safely and learn cycle skills”) and what they’re not here to do (“stunts, tricks, skids, muck about”).  They will be very excited, but remind them that only one person should speak at a time, they should listen carefully, and they should only ride their bikes when they’re told to.  The nuclear option is always sending them back to class or to the Head, so give them fair warning if you’re going to do this.

Check that the bikes are safe to ride, building this into the first ten minutes of the session.  With the children lined up, standing next to their bikes, go through the ABC check.
· Air: squeeze the tyres, front and back.  Pump up flat ones.

· Brakes: hold front brake and push bike forward, back wheel should lift off ground; hold back brake and pull bike backwards, front wheel should lift off ground.  Tighten brakes if necessary.

· Chain: check for signs of rust (not much you can do about this on the day).

A common problem with children’s bikes is that the handlebar stem is loose.  Stand in front of the bike, facing “backwards” and grip the front wheel between your legs.  Now take the handlebars and turn them left and right – they should not move.  If they do turn independently of the wheel, the stem bolt needs to be tightened – this is usually found right at the top of the stem, the tube linking the handlebars down to the wheel.  There should be a bolt visible here – tighten this gradually with an allen key until the handlebars no longer move when you wrestle them.

Also ask the children to quickly check that their saddles and pedals are tight, and not likely to drop off during the session.  If you are not sure about the roadworthiness of any bikes, it’s best to be safe and not allow that bike to be used.

Drills and exercises

There are lots of different ways to teach and observe the outcomes listed at the top.  Throughout, the emphasis should be on fun and encouragement, trying not to single out individuals who are perhaps struggling with some of the techniques.  You probably won’t get through all the sections in one hour, and try to leave ten minutes at the end for “games” (see below).
Starting and stopping
Here, the emphasis is on “setting the pedal”, making sure the pedal can be moved backwards with one foot to the 2 o’clock position, ready to be pushed down firmly to start.  Explain what you mean, demonstrate on one of their bikes, and get them to show you if they can do it.  

First exercise can be simply all setting off together and riding (next to each other) towards an agreed line, where the aim is to stop with the front wheel dead on the line.  Once stopped, the pedal should be “set” to 2 o’clock (get them to shout "Set!").  After a few goes you should be happy with how they’re doing this.  Watch for feet coming off the pedals and skidding on the floor instead of using the brakes, and remind them to “cover the brakes” with their first two or three fingers.

Steering and gears

Get them riding round the playground in a big circle (no overtaking), and play the traffic lights game.  Shout out “Amber … Red!” at different points (once they're clear what all the lights mean, of course) and you can check that they're slowing down and stopping, and changing down the gears (if they have them).  Then you can check if they've set the pedal to 2 o'clock once they've stopped.  Then “Green” to start them off again.
You can adapt this into a Simon Says game, where only the colour of the lights should be obeyed (ie, if you shout "STOP" or "START" then they should ignore you).
If you think the group is sufficiently under control, you can try a figure of eight instead of a circle.  This allows them to steer both ways at each end of the eight, rather than always turning the same way.  It also means they will have to negotiate the centre point of the eight, and slow down and/or steer around a fellow cyclist.  Do not attempt with larger or less trustworthy groups.

Emergency stops

Explain that the braking they have been doing so far is controlled braking and ask when you might need to perform an emergency stop (when pedestrians step out without looking, animals or small children jump out from between parked cars, etc).  Emergency stops involve pulling hard on the brakes, but keeping control of the bike.

Ask the children to describe what happens when you only pull one brake at a time.  (Front brake only: the back wheel pops up; back brake only, you skid).  Demonstrate this with a riderless bike, then go on to show that even when you pull both brakes sharply, the back wheel still lifts.  To keep the bike stable during an emergency stop, then, they will need to do three things: straight arms to push the weight back, backside right down on saddle, feet staying on pedals.
Demonstrate an emergency stop by pedalling right at them and stopping smartly a metre or so away (don’t forget risk assessments).  Then send them round in a circuit and get them to ride at you and stop when you say.  Or you can throw a glove down in front of them and pretend it's a squirrel.  Again, things to watch for are covering the brakes and feet staying on the pedals.
Looking behind

This can be done with the children cycling away from you and you holding up fingers – they can then look over their shoulder and shout out how many they can see.  Another (more fun?) way is for them to go round in a circle and you ask each person a question about the person behind (what colour are their shoes, clothes, helmet, etc).  For the person at the back, you can tag along the end and run behind and ask a question about yourself, or the first person may have caught up and you can ask about them.
Cycling one handed

An important skill as it allows them to indicate – worth checking that they know why they’re learning one-handed cycling before you begin.  (And also, why they should never cycle no-handed).  

A good way to start is to get them cycling in a circle, then ask them to point to things with each hand (pick out features of the playground).  Or ask them to point to “the person whose name begins with X” so that they’re still practicing their looking behind skills.  A more advanced version is in a circle with each child high-fiving you as they pass (switch sides to check left and right), but this sometimes puts too much pressure on the unsure ones.  This can be developed into a “Copy what I’m doing” routine, where you rub the top of your head, pat your stomach, thumb your nose, etc.  Make sure you alternate hands.
Games to finish with

It’s good to leave ten minutes at the end to “play some games” (in actual fact, these are still exercise to check their skills, but presenting them as games gives you bargaining power throughout the session as they can be rewards for good behaviour).  

Slow bike race: Children line up next to each other, and “race” to an agreed line.  Last person across wins.  Rules are you must travel straight ahead, you can’t put feet down, you must start on the word “Go”.  Worth trying a few times as they do get better, and begin to use brakes, gears, and control their balance.  

Relay races:  Only do this if you can lay out a course that is twisty enough to keep speeds down (use little cones from the PE cupboard).  Good idea to make everyone do it in lowest gear as well, just in case.

Dodge, or The Circle of Death: Get all bikes going round inside an agreed area (use circle in playground, or mark with cones).  Explain that when you count down from 5 the game will begin.  The rules are that you're out if: you leave the circle, you put a foot down, you ride into someone else.  If someone rides into you and you go out or put a foot down then you can stay in.  As each person goes out, you can use them to help you decrease the size of the circle.  Great for control skills, but ensure this is done at low speeds.
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