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Change the story: Evaluate how children’s physical literacy and skills can be developed through outdoor/adventure learning.
Physical literacy has emerged as a central concept in contemporary physical education, emphasising the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding required to value and engage in physical activity throughout life (Whitehead, 2010). Outdoor and adventurous learning (OAL) provides a powerful context for developing these attributes, offering rich affordances for exploration, challenge, risk‑taking and embodied learning. This essay critically evaluates how children’s physical literacy and wider developmental skills can be enhanced through outdoor and adventure‑based experiences, drawing on personal school memories, relevant theory and current educational frameworks.
This written assignment begins with a reflective narrative of my own childhood experiences in school and organised outdoor activities, identifying the teaching styles and environmental factors that shaped my early physical literacy. This reflection transitions into a critical analysis of the strengths and gaps within those experiences, contextualised through models such as Whitehead’s physical literacy framework (Whitehead, 2010), Self‑Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), ecological dynamics (Gibson, 1979), and the Curriculum for Wales’ Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Experience.
Building on this analysis, the essay proposes a “change in the story”: a re‑imagined approach to planning, facilitating and delivering physical education and outdoor learning that intentionally leverages outdoor affordances to support holistic development. This includes recommendations for learner‑centred pedagogy, inclusive design and structured yet flexible adventure‑based tasks.
The written piece concludes by highlighting the expected benefits of this proposed approach for physical literacy, wellbeing and lifelong engagement. It also reflects on how revisiting my own experiences has strengthened my understanding of outdoor learning and will inform my future practice as an educator committed to inclusive, meaningful and developmentally rich physical activity experiences.
My earliest memories of physical activity in school revolve around the large, open playground of my primary school. The space itself was a significant affordance: uneven ground, grassy banks and a small, wooded area that encouraged imaginative play, climbing, chasing and informal games. These unstructured opportunities align with ecological dynamics, which emphasises how environments invite certain actions and shape movement possibilities (Gibson, 1979).
Weekly PE lessons were delivered by my teacher, whose approach combined direct instruction with moments of guided discovery. He often demonstrated skills explicitly before allowing us time to explore variations in small groups. Outside school, I participated in a local outdoor activity club that offered hillwalking, abseiling and orienteering. The group leader used facilitative teaching styles like Mosston and Ashworth’s guided discovery and divergent styles, encouraging us to problem‑solve and collaborate.
These experiences supported several components of physical literacy. The varied terrain nurtured fundamental movement skills, while the outdoor club fostered motivation and confidence through achievable challenge—key pillars of Whitehead’s theory of physical literacy (Whitehead, 2010; UWTSD, 2024). However, school experiences were inconsistent. PE lessons were often limited by time, weather or curriculum pressures, and outdoor learning was treated as an occasional enrichment rather than an embedded pedagogical approach.
Reflecting as a student, I recognise several strengths in my early experiences. Firstly, the presence of rich physical affordances supported my physical competence and creativity, consistent with ecological dynamics (Gibson, 1979). Next, the autonomy‑supportive teaching styles used in the outdoor club align with Self‑Determination Theory, which identifies autonomy, competence and relatedness as key drivers of intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). I felt trusted, capable and connected to peers, which enhanced my engagement.
However, there were notable gaps. In school, PE was often dominated by teacher‑led instruction and performance‑based tasks, limiting opportunities for exploration and self‑paced challenge. These elements are now recognised as essential for developing motivation and confidence, core components of physical literacy (Whitehead, 2010). Outdoor learning was not integrated into the curriculum; it was treated as an add‑on rather than a meaningful context for learning.
From a contemporary perspective, these gaps contrast with the aspirations of the Curriculum for Wales, which positions outdoor learning as a vehicle for developing physical literacy, resilience, problem‑solving and social development (Welsh Government, 2020). Research also highlights that adventure‑based learning enhances teamwork, emotional regulation and risk competence (Beames, Higgins & Nicol, 2012). Inclusivity was another challenge: activities tended to favour confident, physically able pupils, contradicting the inclusive ethos of physical literacy, which emphasises that every child has the right to develop movement confidence (Whitehead, 2010).
A further dimension that strengthens the case for outdoor and adventurous learning is the growing body of evidence linking nature‑based physical activity with enhanced cognitive functioning and emotional wellbeing. Recent research by Mann et al. (2022) highlights that children who regularly engage in outdoor physical activity demonstrate improved attention, working memory and emotional regulation compared to peers whose activity is predominantly indoors. These findings align with Attention Restoration Theory (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989), which proposes that natural environments reduce cognitive fatigue and support mental clarity through “soft fascination”—a gentle attentional engagement that allows the brain to recover. When applied to physical literacy, this suggests that outdoor contexts not only support physical competence but also enhance the cognitive and affective domains that underpin motivation and confidence. This reinforces Whitehead’s (2010) argument that physical literacy is holistic and cannot be developed through physical skill acquisition alone. Incorporating structured yet flexible outdoor tasks—such as navigation challenges, sensory exploration trails or team‑based problem‑solving—can therefore support children’s executive functioning while simultaneously nurturing their movement competence and self‑belief. This broader developmental impact strengthens the rationale for embedding outdoor learning within the curriculum, positioning it as a pedagogical approach that supports whole‑child development rather than an optional enrichment activity.
If I were to redesign these experiences, I would adopt a more intentional, learner‑centred and outdoor‑integrated approach. I would prioritise autonomy‑supportive teaching styles—guided discovery, reciprocal learning and small‑group challenges. These approaches support intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000) and allow learners to develop confidence through self‑directed success. For example, instead of demonstrating a single “correct” way to traverse an obstacle, I would invite pupils to experiment with different strategies and reflect on what worked. Additionally, planning would focus on progressive challenge, ensuring tasks are accessible yet stimulating. Activities such as low‑rope courses, woodland navigation, improvised shelters or team‑based river‑crossing simulations can be scaled for ability and confidence. Safety would be managed through shared risk assessment, helping children develop risk competence rather than risk avoidance (Beames et al., 2012). Furthermore, I would intentionally use natural features—trees, slopes, water, uneven ground—as learning tools. These affordances support proprioception, balance, coordination and spatial awareness in ways indoor spaces cannot replicate (Gibson, 1979). They also foster curiosity and connection with nature, supporting wellbeing. To ensure all learners benefit, I would incorporate differentiated roles, varied challenge levels and peer‑support structures. This aligns with the social dimension of physical literacy and ensures that every child experience success and belonging (Whitehead, 2010).
These proposed approaches offer several benefits grounded in theory and evidence. Outdoor environments naturally promote fundamental movement skills, adaptability and embodied understanding. Autonomy‑supportive teaching strengthens motivation and confidence, aligning with Whitehead’s holistic definition of physical literacy (Whitehead, 2010). Adventure‑based tasks require planning, communication, negotiation and problem‑solving, aligning with Vygotskian social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978). Outdoor learning exposes children to manageable risk and uncertainty, helping them develop resilience and self‑efficacy (Beames et al., 2012). Regular outdoor engagement supports environmental awareness, stress reduction and positive mental health. Varied roles and collaborative tasks support diverse learners and foster a sense of community, aligning with the inclusive ethos of physical literacy (UWTSD, 2024).
Re‑imagining children’s physical literacy development through outdoor and adventurous learning offers a powerful opportunity to create richer, more inclusive and more motivating physical activity experiences. My own childhood experiences provided a foundation of competence and enjoyment, yet they also revealed gaps—particularly in autonomy, inclusivity and consistent outdoor engagement. By integrating contemporary theories such as physical literacy (Whitehead, 2010), ecological dynamics (Gibson, 1979) and Self‑Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), it becomes clear that outdoor learning provides unique affordances that can address these gaps.
The proposed changes—embedding outdoor learning regularly, adopting autonomy‑supportive teaching styles, leveraging natural affordances and designing inclusive, progressive challenges—are expected to enhance children’s motivation, confidence, competence and understanding. These are not only core components of physical literacy but also essential life skills that support wellbeing, resilience and lifelong engagement in physical activity.
Reflecting on my own experiences has deepened my appreciation of how powerful outdoor learning can be when intentionally designed. It has also highlighted the responsibility educators hold in shaping environments that nurture curiosity, agency and belonging. This reflective process has strengthened my commitment to creating learning experiences that honour the holistic nature of physical literacy and the potential of the outdoors as a dynamic, inclusive and inspiring classroom.
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