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I n recent years, children’s sporting heroes 
have been limited to football players and 
track runners, the David Beckhams and 

Usain Bolts of this world. Children’s bedroom 
walls have been adorned with posters of 
these sportsmen, the occasional tennis 
player, perhaps even a swimmer. But there 
was never a cyclist in sight.

Thankfully, things have evolved and, through 
the dramatic shift of the past fi ve years, the 
country has witnessed a cycling Zeitgeist 
spearheaded by Sir Chris Hoy, Bradley 
Wiggins, Paralympian Sarah Storey and the 
entire Team GB who have fl own the fl ag from 
the podium for the much-lauded ‘Summer 
of Cycling’. As well as an impressive British 
medal haul, London 2012 generated a 
sporting spark in a generation of children 
who had never crossed the threshold of a 
velodrome. The outcome has been a young 
nation inspired to new sporting heights: 
children who are keen to get out on their 
bikes, children who can cycle. 

A recent study (MORI, 2011) concluded that
43 per cent of children cannot ride a bike by
the age of six. While the government injects 
millions of pounds into the Bikeability 
programme for children aged seven and 
above, there is no equivalent provision for 
Foundation Stage children to learn the basics. 
Yet being able to ride a bike is a life lesson, 
which is being increasingly overlooked in the 
home as many parents rely on pre-schools 
and primary schools to get their children in 
the saddle. With young children lacking the 
exposure, parental support and opportunity 
to cycle, an increasing proportion are unable 
to master the skill of riding a bicycle until 
around the age of ten or above. This is one 
reason why, of the 8.3 million children who 
travel to school every day, only two per cent 
cycle, with one in ten children never learning 
the skill (Tata Steel Study, 2011).

Enter Balanceability! This is the UK’s fi rst 
accredited learn to cycle programme. It helps 
teach children aged two and a half to six how 
to master all aspects of static and dynamic 
balance using ergonomic balance bikes. A
balance bike is a lightweight child’s bike with
no pedals which facilitates balance and 
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propulsion. Children run along whilst seated 
and push off the ground to create forward 
propulsion. The programme eradicates the 
need for stabilisers and promotes balance – 
the fundamental skill for all cyclists. Through 
structured lesson plans that help children to 
develop gross motor skills, spatial awareness 
and bilateral co-ordination, children as 
young as four are able to transition to a 
pedal bike in a safe, rewarding manner and
are set on the way to enhancing their 
physical literacy. 

Physical literacy can be described as the
motivation, confi dence, physical competence, 
knowledge and understanding to value and 
take responsibility for maintaining purposeful 
physical pursuits throughout the life course 
(Whitehead, 2012). According to Almond 
and Whitehead (Physical Education Matters, 
Summer 2012), in order for the foundations 
of physical literacy to be established, 
children’s experiences in physical pursuits 
must be satisfying and enjoyable and enable 
them to appreciate that they are on a
personal lifelong journey. Elements of 
physical literacy underpin the foundations of
the Balanceability programme, with all
activities designed to promote the motivation, 
confi dence and physical competence of a 
child. Balanceability also helps to improve 
co-ordination, visual motor and auditory 
skills, and standards in reading and 
comprehension (Pre-Schooler Focus, July 
2011). 

Some examples of 
Balanceability activities and
their links to physical 
literacy 

Glider Rider illustrates the need for trainers 
to understand the developmental stages of
the child and adapt each activity to the 
physical competence of the child. 

The Obstacle Course encourages children 
to recognise their own bike and become 
aware of the safety of their own equipment 
before creating their own imaginative routes 
through obstacles, thus enhancing their 
knowledge and understanding of what they 
are doing. They also learn to respond to the 
challenges presented by the environment.

The Wiggly Weaver teaches children to have 
an awareness of themselves through turning, 
stopping and working in pairs and teams. 
Children become confi dent and motivated 
and learn to make self-assessments. 

glider rider 

obstacle course 

wiggly weaver 
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Balance is a fundamental movement 
capacity that, once established, 
enables learners to explore a wide 
variety of related motor patterns 
involving balance. The development 
of specifi c cycling skills in a 
range of environments 
includes BMX, road, track, 
racing, recreation and as 
a means of active travel. 

The two-level Balanceability 
programme can be 
delivered in six sessions 
of 45 minutes each. Level 
one is aimed at children 
under four, introducing them to 
a balance bike and teaching them 
fundamental movement patterns, gross 
motor skills and dynamic balance. Level two
focuses on children under six, building 
confi dence and teaching children gliding, 
stopping and braking skills to enable them to
ride solo on a pedal bike safely and 
confi dently.

Olympic gold-medal winning cyclist Chris 
Boardman MBE believes balance training 
should be encouraged in all schools across 
the UK. He said:  

Balanceability is the fundamental 
starting point for children’s cycling 
and an excellent opportunity to 
promote active lifestyles at the 
earliest possible age. I can see it 
also provides a natural lead into 
Bikeability for schools and I would 
encourage all schools to give 
children the opportunity to use 
balance bikes. 

Children’s health has never been under more 
scrutiny with the Chief Medical Offi cers’ 
Report and the NHS Physical Activity 
Guidelines for Children (under fi ve years)  
demanding increased activity and a renewed 
approach to physical education for young 
children. 

The Statutory Framework for the Early Years 
Foundation Stage, which came into effect in 
September 2012, features three prime areas 
for children’s learning.  One of these, physical 
development, can readily be delivered 
through Balanceability. 

Patricia Maude MBE, author of ‘Physical 
Children, Active Teaching’ says that learn to
cycle programmes are essential to help 
increase physical activity levels. She said: 

Balanceability ably contributes to
meeting the physical activity 
guidelines for healthy development 
as well as providing a success-
orientated experience, helping to build 
up children’s physical competence, 
confi dence and sense of achievement. 
It offers children a great opportunity 
to become competent cyclists at an 
early age through the development of 
balance and control. The programme 
is made up of progressive learning 
experiences, with fun ways to learn to
cycle on balance bikes. This programme 
is a foundation for cyclists of the 
future, through which young children 
can practise and achieve the balance 
needed to ride a bicycle, but without 
the encumbrance of pedals.

Schools have a range of objectives in promoting 
cycling, such as: to improve children’s health, 
fi tness and safety knowledge; to reduce the 
number of cars on the school run; to increase 
active travel; and to enable the youngest pupils 
to make progress on their physical literacy 
journey. Facilitating and encouraging cycling 
for all young children will benefi t them, not 
only now but also for years to come. 

Case study
St Leonard’s CofE Primary School in 
Blackburn introduced Balanceability in spring 
2012 for the development of the Foundation 
Stage and SEN pupils. Headteacher Julie 
Bradley has described the programme as an 
“integral part of the academic achievement 
and progress of our children”. St Leonard’s 
is one of 80 sites across the UK that run the 
programme, many of which are introducing 
it into their schedule of physical education 
lessons or as an after-school course. Julie 
Bradley said: 

Short but regular opportunities for 
our children to take part in activities 
that develop their balance, 
co-ordination and control not only 
develop their fi tness, confi dence and
self-esteem but, we have found, 
increase their capacity to access 
learning in the classroom. 
Balanceability has really enhanced 
our delivery and enabled us to 
increase provision for the youngest 
of our pupils. The children, staff and 
parents love Balanceability. It is fun, 
rewarding and outstanding value for 
money.


