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Analyse how Curriculum for Wales lays foundations for young children’s physical literacy with it’s emphasis on outdoor and playful pedagogical approach.

In this essay I will analyse and evaluate how the new Welsh Foundation Phase with its emphasis on outdoor learning enhances a child’s physical literacy through the playful pedagogical approach, and the influences that led to this being adopted. The playful pedagogical approach of the foundation phase lays the necessary fundamentals for children’s physical literacy (PL), due to allowing the children to be creative and inventive in leading their own learning the way that suits them best, allowing for an individualised approach. This evolves their creative and innovative cognitive development, encouraging the child to learn in an individual way, and through this increase their locomotor skills and develop an understanding of the environment around them from a younger age. The focus of the new curriculum allows for the introduction of the play pedagogy and focusing on the key points for children to develop from a young age. It has been influenced by several historical factors and international approaches, allowing the curriculum to increase knowledge around how students develop their personal learning. This gives them freedom to find their own solutions to problems, because when children ‘act they don’t detach play and learning’ (Samuelsson et al, 2008, p.626).  

The Welsh 2022 curriculum foundations are based on encouraging children ages 3-4 to build the skills necessary for ‘ambitious capable, creative, healthy confident and ethically informed” learners. (Welsh Government, 2023). This is being expanded over the next few years to ages 4-6 and then into the remaining primary school key stages. This allows children to develop into better citizens giving them more beneficial life skills from an younger age and opportunities to start using them earlier. 

This curriculum has been influenced by many different learning styles from around the world, for example, Te Wharki in New Zealand, where the main focuses are summarised as five main points “wellbeing, belonging, contribution, communication and exploration” (Learning Media Wellington, 1996, p. 15-17). This allows children to be socially engaged whist learning, helping to develop important life skills for their futures, focusing on their mental, physical, and social wellbeing. Which has been proven to be important for their health, ‘children experience mental health problems’ that can ‘interfere’ with their growth and impact their ‘functioning’(Waddell et al, 2005, p.227). The new Welsh curriculum is adopting similar values and techniques to enable children to explore and guide their own learning and development. 

Forest schools in Denmark is another approach that has inspired the Welsh curriculum, which combines nature and being outside with learning. Instead of classroom-based lessons, they use the outdoors and nature to teach different skills to children during this important phase of learning. Maynard (2007, p.322) stated ‘children were encouraged to investigate and play amongst a different environment’ like a forest, where they would ‘climb trees’ and take part in different active games like ‘hide and seek, using ‘mirrors, collecting sticks,’ and acting out stories or scenarios. Doing these kinds of activities allow children to develop their PL, and an appreciation for the natural environment and develop their locomotor skills, which is important for their development. It’s important for children to be exposed to these experiences to allow them to build their imaginations and creativity, which has been lost in previous curriculum, which led to lost opportunities for many children to optimise their learning. To learn reasoning and how to become their own independent person, it is vital for children to ‘learn to be capable of love and imagination’ Nussbaum (1997 p.14). 

The positives of these international influences upon the Welsh Curriculum encourages children to be more independent and engaging with their natural environment, allowing them to develop their spatial awareness and locomotor skills. ‘The natural environment’s affordances may open up a wide range of physical actions that encourage motor ability’ (Wainwright, 2021, p.569). However, some key learning steps could be lost if children are left to their own devices and with no direction for too long, possibly leading them to become so independent or unmotivated, to the point of struggling to engage in future learning. “It is the choices about how they engage with tasks that make the learning experiences playful” (Maude, 2010, p.111). 

There has been a lot of historical influences leading into the building of the curriculum. Two of the most significant theorists are Lev Vygotsky and Maria Montessori. Lev Vygotsky (1987) created the Social Development Theory which focuses on Social Constructivism and supporting them during their task of independent learning and their social interactions whilst playing in different environments. Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ is the gap between what children may achieve unaided and what they could achieve with support and guidance through play. Their ‘potential for cognitive growth’ increases with the aid of a more informed adult, increasing their knowledge and cognitive skills. This increases self-learning, with the adult providing progressively less assistance (Dolittle, 1995, p.4). This demonstrates the positive effect of play on children’s learning, and the new curriculum has encouraged creative maturity, allowing children to interact and build their curiosity and locomotor skills to be more engaged and prepared for their futures.

 Maria Montessori’s (1907) theory focused on the child being independent, with self-paced learning without correcting mistakes. She used ‘materials and objects, outside areas, and physical games.’ This method allowed open access to indoor and outdoor areas, which allows children to develop in two different environments, using both ‘structured materials and natural objects’ to help their individual creativity and learning. She used the idea of letting the ‘children freely move around the room and become responsible for their own learning’ (Thayer-Bacon, 2012, p.7).  

PL is a key part of child’s play, by using affordances to allow their brains to develop the skills to build confidence and locomotor skills, this encourages exploration and imagination when playing as well as communication and physical competence. (Maude, 2010, p.105) recognised the earlier children were allowed to develop ‘motor proficiency’, it increased their movement skills and memory. This then, increased their desire to incorporate physical activity later in life. Allowing children to ‘interact with the world’ around them, through the new curriculum allows them to understand a sense of belonging as a’ being in the world’(Whitehead, 2010, p. 27). 

The value of combining PL with conventional learning is increasingly recognised around the world. This has fed into the Welsh Government’s decision to adopt this approach here through the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015). This will encourage children to adopt a ‘healthier and more equal quality of life’ (Welsh Government, 2023). Children who are encouraged to learn through exploration and discovery in a less structured environment, are seen to bring that powerful learning into the classroom, and mirror and develop those skills within further conventional teaching methods. By ‘engaging’ in ‘physical pursuits’ regularly children may develop their bodies ‘complex interrelated systems’ to function at an ‘energised’ level for the activities and their ‘lives’ (Almond, 2013, p.64). 

Play pedagogy is vital for children’s development, as it targets their interests and cognitive skills whist also being engaging and physical which helps their curiosity and creativity. This allows them to develop their fundamental movement skills and understanding of nature around them. This could lead them to adopt heathier lifestyles later in life, increasing their understanding of the natural world. Play is a ‘crucial’ method to ‘stimulate’ a child’s brain which increases their ‘self confidence’ and expand their ‘problem solving skills’ (Karaoglu, 2020, p.23). 

This is good for several reasons as it allows ‘creativity and understanding’ to develop in a natural environment. If children aren’t scared of getting muddy and wet at this age it can allow them to be more ‘creative’ and ‘engaged’ with ‘physical activity’ in later life. It could also help children who struggle to focus thrive in this less academic setting instead of limiting them to a desk. This might also lead them to be more “social, concentrated’ and more ‘motivated’ to complete the various tasks (Irvin, 2017, p.6). This is almost like they feel like they are not learning when they are, which may allow more information to be absorbed without becoming overwhelmed. “Play allows creativity while developing imagination, dexterity and physical, cognitive and emotional strength” (Ginsburg, 2007, p.183). 

This form of learning prioritises the pupil’s interests and personal targets, student led classes allow an increase in independence in the classroom for children’s future lessons. Teachers may tweak or change lessons based on needs of the children to appeal more interesting, this change tends to be more ‘holistic’ and ‘easier to achieve in primary schools’ to incorporate the new curriculum into lessons. However, it could be seen as ‘more demanding’ for the teachers as it’s unknown territory (Kneen, 2021, p.261). Using affordances could help children discover to be independent and learn more about their environment, through objects that they can advance their fundamental movement skills increasing their confidence within it, ‘experiencing’ the environment through a ‘lens of consideration’ and will be different from ‘adults perceive their environment’ (Waters,2017, p.43).

However, play may have a negative impact on children’s development if they struggle with social interactions as it could lead to increasing their anxiety. It has been proven that being left out of games as a child could affect their ‘social development’ and lead them to become ‘quieter and more reserved,’ not getting the most out of education (Rixon et al, 2019, p.622).  Teachers may struggle with adapting their teaching methods to this new curriculum, and how to manage ‘assessments’ and ‘accountability’ within the scheme. Some see it as a ‘non serious pursuit’, which can be ‘problematic ‘for its reputation, which is so different from the existing ‘rigid curricular structures,’ possibly causing teachers to feel unsure of how to deliver it (Martlew et al, 2011, p.80). Most schools require funding through parent association teams to build these outdoor spaces and not all are able to achieve this. As its ‘cheaper to sit young people behind desks’ than deliver the ‘educational experience’ that’s imagined in the ‘new curriculum’ (Power et al, 2020, p.326). 

Parents could be cynical about the concept, and struggle to see the value of outdoor play in an academic setting, and don’t want their children to interact with mud or undertake outdoor activities due to the fears of diseases and Covid 19, in addition to anxiety surrounding the physical risks as well as lacking an understanding of the value of this in academic terms. There’s a ‘rise in levels’ of ‘anxiety ‘surrounding risks of outdoor play and these views are still present even with knowledge of a teacher supervising. (Rixon et al, 2019, p.619). 

This new curriculum may change the way children this age interacts and develop socially, encouraging an increase in participation and socialising with both genders of all ages. Boys seem to be marginally more receptive than girls to the new way of learning, there’s a low amount of research. However (Goodway et al, 2010, p.18) found both genders have ‘similar ‘locomotor skills’ whilst growing up however ‘boys outperform girls in manipulation skills.’ This may suggest that boys were better at changing the approach to suit themselves whereas girls focused on completing the tasks.

In conclusion I believe that the playful pedagogical approach is beneficial for children’s PL because, it allows children to take control of their own learning, becoming independent as well as emphasising their ability to be creative. The real value of this pedagogy is in encouraging children to problem solve, inspiring their confidence and belief in their own abilities. This can then be valuable when translated into the main classroom which will benefit their whole academic career. The research illustrates children who experience the outdoors when learning, are more knowledgeable around social and cognitive topics as well as more aware of the natural environment, leading to a want to be more physically active and environmentally aware in their futures. Despite some worry and parental concerns the new curriculum approach to the new outdoor learning is more beneficial. it potentially outweighs the concerns of parents as it allows learners to develop in areas using the most effective teaching methods like kinaesthetic learning, it may also makes them more engaged and actively participating in the more conventional lessons. This, in turn, may also develop a deeper understanding, and possibly better overall academic results. This is so important to allow students to become more independent, focused and driven towards their learning allowing them to get the most out of the education system. “Play allows creativity while developing imagination, dexterity and physical, cognitive and emotional strength” (Ginsburg, 2007, p.183). 
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