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Analyse how a range of child development theories and international educational approaches influenced the Foundation Phase.  In particular examine these influences in relation to outdoor learning and the development of physical literacy.


The Foundation Phase is a modern curriculum framework for children aged 3 – 7 which has a clear focus on the developmental needs of children. The framework is designed to meet the needs for children across a diverse ability scale – from the children who are at an earlier stage of their development to those who are progressing at a more rapid rate. The children will engage in learning through a first-hand experience, one major aspect of this framework is a learn through play approach where the children will develop their understanding of themselves and the environment they live in. This framework is also allowing schools to move away from the tradition school approach – where children are grouped together simply based on their ages. 
‘A curriculum for young children should be appropriate to their stage of learning rather than focusing solely on age-related outcomes to be achieved. Children should move on to the next stages of their learning when they are developmentally ready and at their own pace.’ (Foundation Phase, 2008). 
As mentioned, a large aspect of this framework if the learn through play approach. McInnes et al. (2009) discussed the concept of “learn through play”. The idea that adults and children view play very differently and for this reason the views children have of play should be utilised for this framework. This study concludes that ‘Children who have practised tasks under playful rather than formal conditions have demonstrated significantly greater improvement in performance across a range of activities’. Because of this, there is great merit for using the “learn through play” approach within the foundation phase.

The opinion that play is an appropriate vehicle for learning is also shared by the research of Walsh et al. (2006). These findings show that a learning environment which encompasses play provides the children with a higher quality learning experience. This study also highlighted the need for specific teacher training to ensure this high quality experience – which is achieved through specific requirements. 
‘An appropriate learning environment for young children is one in which useful age-appropriate activities are available, interesting practical projects are carried out, teachers have high expectations of children, and children and adults work together as a team.’ 
(Walsh et al,. 2006)

A big influence on the foundation phase is the Reggio Emilia Approach. The ideas and influences are taken into great consideration, however unlike some models, the education styles are the exact actions are not used and replicated – more so the philosophies and theories of this approach are understood and taken into consideration to help mould the foundation phase.
 ‘The Reggio Emilia Approach to educating young children is strongly influenced by a unique image of the child and deeply embedded within the surrounding culture. It is not a model nor recipe with a set of guidelines and procedures to be followed, therefore, one cannot and should not attempt to simply import it to another location. Rather, it must be carefully uncovered and redefined according to one’s own culture in order to successfully affect practice elsewhere.’ (Hewett, 2001).
Hewett (2001) examines and breaks down the Reggio Emilia Approach, looking at not what rules or non-negotiables are set out but rather the ‘Image and Role of the learner’. Firstly, the child are seen to have rights, not just needs. ‘The child is beheld as beautiful, powerful, competent, creative, curious, and full of potential and ambitious desires’.  If children are deemed to have rights then it is understood that they should be granted the opportunities to develop their inelegance and prepare them for the forthcoming success. The children should also be researchers, simply questioning things and thinking is research and so the children should question what they see, and predict outcomes and at the end of everything, reflect.  Children should have an active role in their education, it is understood that ‘learning is not something that is done to the child, but rather something she does’. Finally, the approach pushed for the children to have opportunities to be social – ‘it places a strong emphasis on children’s social construction of knowledge through their relationships’. This will be achieved ‘within the context of collaboration, dialogue, conflict, negotiation, and cooperation with peers and adults’

Another influence to the foundation phase is the Te Whariki approach in New Zealand. ‘Te Whāriki translates to ‘a woven mat’ that allows for diverse patterning depending on knowledge bases, beliefs and values.’ (Rameka, 2011). Within this is the goal that children should ‘grow up as competent and confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society’.  The main tools here can be split into categories – ways of being, ways of knowing and ways of doing, i.e. children knowing how they are connected to their homeland, their spiritual connectedness and balance and assessment. This approach places great value on the children’s spiritual connection to their roots and homeland. The children should have a secure identity on their ancestors, their home and the world around them. They should feel a strong connectedness to everyone around them as well as the nature and environment they are within.  Also, the emphasis on balance is very clear – in this instance, balance does not refer to the children’s motor and other physical skills, instead a spiritual balance. This encompasses their spiritual balance, their knowledge of right and wrong and bad and good. 

This approach is very different to Reggio Emilia. What they teach is different as well as the greater lessons and goals they each present. This is to be assumed however because of the locations – New Zealand is a very spiritual place with a much greater emphasis on people’s roots and connectedness to their world, nature and history/legacy. However, while they are very different – the main attributes and successes of each can be further reflected on and these are taken forward into the foundation phase. 

The outdoors is a key aspect of the Foundation Phase, the push for using the outdoors impacts both the children - in what and how they choose to learn - but also the teachers in the way they teach, be it the content or their approach to the class. Maynard and Walters (2007) discuss how some teachers felt they could give the children more freedom to explore the lesson aims and in some cases allow the children to take the initiative to develop their own learning. They also mention how some head teachers come to realise that in their schools, any lesson can be taken outside with the learning aims still being achieved – providing the teachers can be creative and resourceful with their planning.

As Fjørtoft (2001) says, the outdoors is a great place for children to learn because of the affordance of nature. Nature create a dynamic and rough environment for learning which results in fantastic development of motor skills. Children react to the environment they’re placed in and learn from it. In the traditional classroom, children are presented with chairs to sit on, and desks to sit behind. The space they lean in is flat and they learn by looking forward. In nature they are gifted with a completely different environment. They are placed in the centre of a twisting and dynamic environment where they can learn and develop skills in all directions. Instead of being told to jump, climb or throw, they can explore and approach a situation where they are required to do such things. The children will see this environment and instinctively will use the space to play. Thorough play these children will be constantly be developing motor skills through the challenges they will experience through play. ‘When given the opportunity to play freely, children will test their limits physically – how high can they climb; how much weight can they lift; how far can they throw; how fast can they run.’ (Wilson, 2008) As one of the main goals of the foundation phase is to develop motor skills, the outdoor element has great importance because of these challenges through play the children are presented with.

In recent times, children have become very disconnected with nature and the outdoors (Dowdell et al, 20011). This can be a geographical issue where some children don’t have easy access to safe outdoor environments – it is fantastic for children to grow up close to forest trail areas or flowing fields and hills because they have every opportunity to play outside without too many worries. However there are too many children growing up in areas where they can’t easily go out to play. For just this reason alone, outdoor play has such a big role in the foundation phase as it grants the opportunity to experience true nature and the outdoors to these children who are not fortunate enough to have this chance where they live. 

The foundation phase – like most active aspects of education – will contribute to the children’s development of their physical literacy. The development of physical literacy is one of the major goals of a child’s physical education. Because activeness and movement have such a large presence in the foundation phase, the framework is a great vehicle for the children to develop their personal physical literacy. ‘Physical literacy can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life’ (IPLA, 2018). The foundation phase is a fantastic opportunity for the children to develop their physical literacy in a free and encouraging environment. As the end goal is for children to be in a place where they can actively engage in regular physical activity both confidently and competently well into their adult hood, the foundation phase will be the place where they begin the journey towards their physical literacy. In the foundation phase, children will be developing their fine and gross motor skills – i.e. balance, movement and coordination. This development of their motor skills will be paramount in the children developing further physical skills to in turn develop their physical literacy.

As mentioned the foundation phase will greatly help the children develop their motor skills – which is the definitive first step towards their physical literacy. It is proposed that enriched movement will lead on to an increased movement and therefore an increased proficiency in a repertoire of movement skills. This allows children to improve the way they adapt to new movements and environments and from this they will have an increased self-efficiency. Children will should now be more motivated to try new activities and they should see success in these activities. Because of the success they will be experiencing they may be participating more which will directly result in improved health and a much greater quality of life. (Jurbala, 2015). 

The affordances offered within the foundation phase are great for the development motor skills due to the children’s enthusiasm for the chance to “play”. This is according to a study by Storli and Hagen (2010). It was first understood that children of the foundation phase age were very quick to start gathering tools and toys to begin playing – the children’s enthusiasm for their time to play greatly reinforces the development of their motor skills. Yes they will developing these motor skill, but their enthusiasm for playing means this development will be greater. As mentioned, the affordances allowed children to learn and develop. It was noted that the children would use the natural environment, there was learning trough purpose – the children would climb because they had to in order to move on, they would run and vary their speeds depending on the terrain. Also, in the playground environment, the activities were accommodated appropriate to the locations they had available – flat areas for cycling, areas for digging and opportunities for climbing.

The foundation phase was brought in in 2008 so it is still a relatively new framework in terms of the rest of the curriculum in schools. Up until 2008 when the framework was brought in, children of foundation phase age were in great need of a fresh outlook on their education. Schools have on occasion been described as Victorian, it is not hard to see why because in basic terms schools haven’t changed a huge amount. Classrooms can sometimes be seen as on dimensional and the children are judged and assessed against a set of criteria – criteria determined by the age group of the children. It is not dissimilar to a factory. Children are seen as products going through quality control checks in the form of typical assessment. Children leave school in batches. The foundation phase brings a fresh attitude to school which is specifically designed to nurture the needs of children at this age. Children will have the freedom and the tools to learn the way that’s best for them. They will have the best possible start towards their physical literacy and school development in general.
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