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This essay evaluates the need and potential for adventurous affordances to be used in the development of children's physical literacy via a reflection on my own childhood experiences. By assessing where teaching strategies and opportunities were successful or lacking during primary school, this essay will argue that my experience could have benefitted from the autonomy and variety of experience offered by outdoor adventure activities. This essay will make frequent references to Mosston and Ashworth’s (2008) teaching styles and Heron’s (1999) modes and dimensions of facilitation.

My personal experience as a child in primary school offered very limited opportunities to develop physical literacy in an organic way. Break times would be spent in a small concrete yard, with a fence dividing it down the middle that limited how far or fast a child could run. Although there was an additional garden area and sports hall with climbing frames, these were rarely used and off-limits. These limited options for play meant that during free time, although classic children's games (such as tag, or duck-duck-goose) had some potential to develop physical literacy, this was the extent of it. This style of play lends itself to fundamental movement skills of walking, running, balance, turning, and bracing (Little Tikes Commercial, 2025; Tompsett et al, 2014). However, this occurs on a small scale focused on basic locomotor skills, without the diversity in play that leads to mistakes and falls, which can develop competency regarding how such accidents can occur or be avoided and thus improve confidence in an individual's skills (Spencer et al., 2021). Alternatively, the lack of play equipment encouraged children to play in varied groups that could develop the social aspects of physical literacy; e.g. collaboration, fair play, leadership, communication skills, and other prosocial behaviours, and may have provided various opportunities for fully autonomous (Heron, 1999) and direct experiences.

More structured instances of physical activity would be provided in physical education (PE) classes. These lessons also impacted a wider range of skills by utilising a variety of objects and tools for physical learning. It was only in these lessons, once or twice a week, that skills such as throwing, catching, side stepping, striking, stretching, jumping, and landing were practiced; covering essential locomotor, object control, and stability skills (Rudd et al., 2015). These lessons would usually be delivered in a hierarchical context, students receiving instructions as a group and being directed to engage in physical tasks in a goal-oriented (or ‘planning’) manner (Heron, 1999). The only deviation from this structure would be during team sports, or paired activities, where students could work co-operatively to complete the provided tasks, and receive one-to-some feedback from teachers (Heron, 1999).

A relevant additional activity from my own childhood experience was being part of a group for students with additional educational needs (AEN). This group was small, usually with only one teacher, and would be removed from normal classes to engage together in a variety of different activities. These sessions worked on a much looser structure to normal school activities, instead allowing these students to explore and complete tasks with a focus on the dimensions of feeling and valuing. While we would often be provided with initial instructions or ideas, we were allowed to autonomously or co-operatively direct how we wanted to use the materials and opportunities provided, with the smaller group size also providing opportunities for the teacher to work on a one-to-one level with students (Heron, 1999).

My personal school experience was often defined by teachers use of the ‘reproduction’ side of Mosston and Ashworth's (2008) spectrum of teaching styles. PE lessons would be almost exclusively delivered via ‘command’ or ‘practice’ styles of teaching, methods which are primarily focused on students collectively replicating actions or instructions. While this method can be valuable in learning cognitive aspects of physical literacy, like how to follow directions on cue or to remember sequences, and develop connections between students through shared experiences, its over-use has the potential for negative impacts in regard to a student's social development, and may not provide mitigating factors (self-perception and enjoyment) that can improve adherence to physical activities (Monacis et al., 2023). Requiring all students in mixed ability PE to fulfil one identical activity risks alienating students who may be more or less developed in their physical skills (Sullivan, 2023). Being somewhat behind the average in my own physical skills during primary school, being expected to work at the same level as other students caused negative experiences with peers and feelings of embarrassment, similar to those documented by Hovdal et al. (2021) in a study of exclusion during team activities in physical education. This majorly impacted my psychological perception of physical literacy, as many of my experiences with PE were negative, causing me to be less engaged and further worsening my physical deficit. At the time, I would have attributed this issue to a personal dislike of sports, but in hindsight that was not the case. When the AEN group were given physical activities for our sessions, I found sports far more enjoyable. 

My issues with how PE was structured and delivered in school may be due to the effect autism spectrum disorder (ASD) can have on fundamental motor skills, however, these are not included in diagnostic criteria, even though they are a recognised symptom (Belmonte, 2022; Bhat, 2023; Dong et al., 2024). While motor issues are not included in diagnostic criteria, they are a historically noted symptom. In my experience with ASD, this is very much the case. When engaging in physical activity during AEN group sessions, the structure of the activities would be very different to accommodate the needs of the students present. On one specific occasion, we were provided tennis equipment outdoors and then allowed to play freely with it. This allowed a learner-designed style of teaching where we took the equipment and could autonomously find ways to use it that best suited our levels of physical literacy (Heron, 1999). Unlike usual PE classes where specific rulesets, crowded and noisy spaces, and having multiple things to keep track of (position of teammates or ball) made full physical engagement difficult, AEN sessions offered a rare opportunity to develop physical literacy at an appropriate level. This is likely why it was often the only time I found sport activities to be enjoyable.

Regarding free time and play, the limited opportunities available for valuable play may be caused by an aversion to risk. Little (2013) and Spencer et al., (2021) identify that as parental concerns around safety deepen, access to free, independent outdoor play has decreased, as parents lean more on activities that can be carefully structured and controlled. This often means at-home activities based on where the supervising adult feels most comfortable, leaving little room for variety or adventurousness in play activities (Little, 2013). Furthermore, even when parents are aware of the benefits to risky play, this does not necessarily prevent over-protective behaviours (Cevher-Kalburan and Ivrendi, 2016). The drive for guardians to ensure the safety of children could have contributed to my experience in school as decisions were made to make activities easier to supervise and regulate. Unfortunately, such attempts to improve safety around play can often decrease the value of play (Brussoni et al., 2017). Allowing students to engage in autonomous, production-based risky play opportunities lets children experience more challenging and dynamic play (Kleppe et al., 2017), which has been discussed can assist with all factors of physical literacy (Little and Wyver, 2008).

Reasonable changes to be made to the teaching strategies employed by my primary school could be based on the structure of the AEN sessions; allowing students to be more autonomous in the activities available to them, to engage at a comfortable level, and be allowed opportunities to challenge themselves. I believe these lessons could be best delivered in a way that offers direction to students by first ensuring students can grasp the essential skills involved via hierarchical command and reciprocal teaching styles (e.g. for tennis activities, students must understand how to hold a racket and hit a ball). This could then transition into more cooperative and autonomous guided discovery and learner designed teaching styles dependent on learner understanding and ability, allowing learners to work at an appropriate level of challenge for their own ability. This would prevent students from missing out on the benefits of physical activity due to being either too advanced for activities or too underdeveloped for the level of challenge, facilitating skills development across all ability levels, whilst promoting enjoyment and engagement across all domains of physical literacy.

Additionally, better use could be made of the adventurous affordances available in the area. My primary school firstly had a garden with a range of opportunities for more adventurous play; interacting with nature, climbing trees, rolling on grass, digging in planters. Access to this area was limited due to concern about damage and the space being difficult to supervise with trees, bushes, and plants obstructing field of view for teachers, issues related to the earlier concerns examined regarding safety. Furthermore, the location of the school at the base of a valley meant it was flanked on all sides by forested hills and walking trails within walking distance. The opportunity to enjoy the outdoors, without the need for bus transportation or complex planning, was one that went ignored. The potential of the adventurous affordances that went unused during my time at school cannot be understated. The earlier stated lack of play varied enough to result in failure, injuries, and free exploration can negatively impact a child's development in physical literacy, affecting cognitive, physical, phycological, and social skills such as creativity, confidence, resilience, and fundamental movement skills (Brussoni et al., 2017). Harper and Obee (2021) suggest that outdoor adventurous activities provide an ideal way to reintroduce risk into the play and learning experience where schools are highly risk averse, further suggesting such a practice can develop self-esteem, risk assessment skills, nature connection, social connections, well-being, creativity, and physical activity. Making use of outdoor adventure activities also lends itself well to the previously mentioned changes to teaching strategies, as the increased self-reflection and personal attentiveness observed by Mutz and Müller (2016) during outdoor physical activity would be beneficial in the more individualised and student-focused teaching styles outlined.

In conclusion, this essay has examined children's experiences in developing physical literacy, with a primary example of my personal recollection supported by academic research. It has highlighted the areas in which my time in primary school failed to offer sufficient opportunities for varied learning, instead displaying an over-reliance on teacher focused collective strategies. Highly structured and restrictive physical education classes offered limited potential for students to experience risks or challenge themselves in appropriate ways to develop the full range of skills that make up physical literacy. I then suggested that for schools like mine, a greater effort should be made to make use of the adventurous affordances available, especially when such affordances are just a short walk away. This, in combination with a more varied use of Mosston and Ashworths (2008) and Herons (1999) styles, modes, and dimensions of teaching could provide a much more enriching experience to all students simultaneously.

Reflecting on my own experience throughout this essay gave me an opportunity to realise just how much my primary school experience was lacking in actual play or physical activity, especially when discussing the concept with peers who had completely different experiences. It made it very easy to understand how individuals can go for most of their lives without ever encountering an outdoor adventure educational setting, as I recognised that I very well could have gone down a similar path if not for other experiences I had later in life. I am grateful t have developed this understanding as I believe the ability to reflect on my own experience in this way could be beneficial for understanding and sympathising with others who may not have been given the ideal conditions to develop their physical literacy or confidence in adventurous activities. I feel that this ability to connect is essential to working with those most in need of the benefits outdoor adventure education can provide, as to prevent ideas of children simply being ‘lazy’ or ‘unmotivated' and not worth the effort of teaching. It is incredibly valuable to me to recognise that such assumptions only result in children who have been done a disservice by their educators or situation continuing to be left behind.
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