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Select one of the pupils you have been observing and working with in the Foundation Phase. Carry out an in-depth analysis of their interaction with the outdoor environment in their learning and play. Focus in particular on aspects of physical development and how their interaction with the environment contributes to the development of their physical literacy.

During this module we had the opportunity to attend Ynystawe Primary School in Swansea which based their foundation phase primarily around outdoor learning and child led play. Outdoor learning is an extensive term that involves discovery, experimentation, learning about and connecting to the natural world and participating in outdoor physical play and adventure activities (Institute for outdoor learning, 2017). The Foundation Phase (2015) states that the environment in which children learn in should promote independence and a greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children learning. Child initiated play supports children in being in control of their own learning. It helps them to develop their own ideas and to learn through first hand experiences, allowing them to choose what activities or resources they want to use and how they wish to use them (Kimberley, 2016) although there must be a good balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those instructed by practitioners (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015). While visiting the school we chose a child to observe and record notes on the activities they took part in throughout the day and their physical capabilities whilst partaking.

The benefits of learning in the outdoors are endless. Children learning in the outdoors allows them to express themselves without any restrictions, by being able to run, jump, shout and explore (Early Years Resources, 2016). Outdoor learning lessons are usually led by the class teacher and can help children to develop their academic skills, social skills, mental health, wellbeing, and inter and intra personal development. Children having the opportunity to play outside in a natural environment will also help to promote their cognitive, physical, social and emotional well-being and give them the necessary conditions for children to thrive and learn (Bento and Dias, 2016). Learning outside and through play gives young children the opportunity to use their whole body and to develop their motor skills. Motor skills are actions that include the movement of muscles in the body and are split into two groups which are Gross Motor Skills and Fine Motor Skills. Thomas (2016) states that children moving their large muscles, especially their arms, legs and torso consciously and deliberately, will help them to develop their gross motor skills. Gross motor skills are skills which require a whole-body movement and which core stability is essential to complete everyday activities, even as simple as standing, walking and running. These skills develop onto building hand-eye coordination including throwing, catching, kicking and riding a bike. With regular practice children can learn to control the major muscle groups, which will help them to become a healthy, well-rounded child (Frost, 2017). Children being in open space will allow them to be physically active and challenge themselves, so they sleep and eat well and form healthy habits that will stay with them for life (The Play Strategy for Scotland, 2013). Generally, a child’s fine gross motor skills will follow on from their gross motor development. Fine motor skills refer to the small movements of the hands, wrists, fingers, feet, toes, lips and tongue. With the development of these skills, children will then be able to practice these and lay the foundation to do everyday tasks such as grasping small items, writing and eating. Children need to be given the opportunity to play and practice with small objects to help to develop their dexterity and strength. 

The first activity I observed was the children playing in a foam pit. This activity took place indoors in a large black tray which was filled with shaving foam and was big enough for two children to use. This type of manipulative play gives children a great opportunity to enhance their early motor skills, whether it is developing their muscle strength and control in their fingers, wrists and arms or gaining muscle control by creating marks in the shaving foam (Beeley, 2017). The child I observed held my hand whilst climbing into the pit as she felt she was too unsteady and the sides were too high to get over by herself. After climbing into the pit, the child sat down and made large leg movements to create a snow angel effect in the foam. Making snow angels is a great activity for children to develop their physical fitness as extending their arms and legs out and continuously moving and pushing them against the foam will help to strengthen their arm and leg muscles. The two children in the foam pit then decided they wanted to create footprints in the foam. They took their wellies off and slowly walked in circles watching each footprint. This soon developed into the children jumping in the foam. According to Wang (2014) usually after a child is independently and confidently walking and taking part in typical play activities such as climbing on and off furniture and walking up and down stairs, a child will then have developed the strength and balance needed to jump without falling. This child had a good jumping technique of taking off and landing with two feet. She was able to jump forwards while maintaining her balance and bending her knees to absorb her landing. Once a child has mastered the strength, balance, coordination and the motor planning behind jumping, the next phase of gross motor development is galloping, skipping and hopping on one foot (Drobnjak, 2015). The children were then asked to use their fine motor skills by creating numbers and letters using their fingers. The child I observed had excellent fine motor skills, writing both numbers and letters clearly with her index finger without the use of flash cards or additional help from the teacher. Shaving foam is a wonderful activity for sensory exploration and offers endless opportunities for children to play and discover. Sensory play provides children with the chance to handle and structure materials, enabling them to develop their fine motor skills and coordination (Davis, 2014). Children thrive during sensory play as it is unstructured, open-ended, not product oriented and is the purest sense of exploratory learning. Weakness in gross motor skills can affect the large muscle groups such as the legs. This child clearly showed a lack of sufficient leg muscle, as getting in and out of the foam pit was very challenging for her, causing her to lose balance and using support from an adult. 

This activity was based outside and involved a large roll of wall paper turned upside down left as a blank canvas and put on the ground with creative equipment around it for children to choose what they wanted to use to draw or paint on it with. This activity mainly included the child using fine motor skills by griping pens and paintbrushes and drawing and making marks with them. Messy play and creative activities can be designed to encourage cooperative play to build children’s social skills as well as developing their own confidence in approaching unfamiliar situations (Beeley, 2017). To add gross motor skills into this task I gave a small plastic ball to the child which she rolled in the paint and told her to roll it down the paper to create paint marks. The child was then swinging her arm back further and using more force to roll the ball to make as many paint marks and gaining as much distance with the ball as possible. Children rolling, throwing and catching balls can help them to develop and improve their motor skills, hand eye coordination and their timing (Brown, 2018). This activity then turned into the child dipping the ball in paint and throwing it. Throwing and rolling balls allows children to feel in control of something other than their own movements. The children then made this activity competitive by trying to beat their own and each other’s paint marks on the paper. This involved the child turning to a stage two throwing technique of slinging the ball. As the child was a stage two thrower, the ball was being flung in all directions with little accuracy and often resulting in the child missing the target of the paper. Throwing at a target is an excellent way of developing children’s visual motor integration as target throwing is a skill that allows the child’s eyes and hands to coordinate together in an efficient and effective way. More throwing activities are needed with this child to help encourage her to develop the overarm throw as it is a vital skill needed in Physical Education and in sport. 

The next activity observed was the child playing with the bicycles and scooters. This activity was set outside with a certain area cordoned off for just the use of the bicycles. She chose a tricycle which needed the skills of both pedalling and steering. To master the art of riding a bike, a child needs good core stability, balance, good coordination skills and overall strength (Smith, 2015). The child’s posture whilst riding the bike was excellent and showed good core strength and balance as she was able to hold a strong upright position as she peddled. Her bilateral coordination was good as she managed well using both sides of her body to peddle and steer which also shows a well established vestibular system that coordinated information from around her body including the inner ear, eyes, muscles and joints to the brain. This activity gave the pupils the opportunity to be able to develop their skills to move safely with increasing their control and coordination skills (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015). 

The final activity I observed involved the children completing an obstacle course. The obstacle course was outdoors and manmade with tyres, stepping stones, logs and bricks. The obstacle course was left out for the children to use as much as they wanted and when they wanted and had constant supervision from teachers for safety. The aim was for the children to make their way around the uneven, challenging course without falling off. Obstacle courses are great for children to improve their overall fitness as the course promotes cardiovascular endurance, flexibility, muscular strength and endurance. This activity gave the pupils the opportunity to develop their gross and fine motor skills, their physical control, mobility and spatial awareness (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015). The child started the course by climbing along the tyres, with the aim to walk without using her hands to balance. The pupil struggled to keep her balance whilst walking along the tyres and showed an apparent lack of leg muscles and a weak core as she was unable to pull herself back on balance when becoming unstable. Core strength is the development of the torso muscles that help balance, align and move the body. One of the best ways to improve a child’s core strength is through outdoor activities and play (Childs Play Therapy Centre, 2018). Lack of sufficient core muscles in children can cause poor posture and can affect their gross and fine motor skills. Children with poor core muscles will lead to them having poor endurance, poor balance and poor posture. The child then opted to step off the tyres and walk on the ground despite positive encouragement to continue, to the next part of the obstacle course which was the stepping stones. Although she found this part of the course difficult, it is important for children to experience moments of both failure and success, and to learn by trial and error (Bento and Dias, 2016). The stepping stones encouraged the child to make large movements such as striding, lunging and jumping. The child was confident on this apparatus as she felt reassured that if she fell she was close to the ground. The child moved quickly and efficiently across the stepping stones leaping from one foot which was her most dominant foot (right foot) to landing on two feet. This part of the obstacle course helps to develop bilateral coordination by encouraging the pupils to use both sides of their bodies at the same time and in unison. Stepping over the logs and bricks she found quite difficult as the lack of leg and core muscles slowed her down as she was not able to pull herself back on balance and kept falling off the apparatus. Children taking part in an obstacle course helps them to develop their balance by being able to hold the position of their body through the cooperation of their muscles working together whether the child is static balancing or dynamic balancing. Obstacle courses are also great for children to experience risky situations as it is essential for them to know how to deal with unpredictable environments. Preventing children from these situations will make them lack the necessary confidence to overcome challenges independently. 

Although most children naturally develop the ability to run and walk, they will require practice to improve their jumping, throwing, kicking and balancing. Children need these valuable skills to incorporate them into sport in the future. Playgrounds are the ideal environment for a child to develop these mental connections, socialise and develop fine and gross motor skills (Wonderly, 2017). Through play, children can experiment, solve problems, think creatively, cooperate with others and can develop deeper information and knowledge about themselves and the world around them (Bento and Dias, 2016). Outdoor play will also develop the fundamental movement skills needed to assist children’s lifelong ability to partake in physical activity and sport. Although outdoor school environments such as playgrounds and forest areas are perfect places for physical activity and play, children that have limited time in these environments are more at risk of childhood obesity and later in life, an inactive lifestyle (Ozdemir, 2008). Due to the large amount of physical activities available to the children at Ynystawe, there were very few pupils who appeared to be overweight which will likely lead children into being a healthier adult by being personally responsible for choosing to be active on a regular basis and leading a healthier lifestyle (The International Physical Literacy Association, 2014). The children were also very motivated and enthusiastic to learn. This could be down to many factors such as the pure enjoyment of each activity and the fact that this setting was based around child led play, so the pupils were participating in what they wanted to participate in and learn more on. 
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