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Evaluate how Adventurous Activities Contribute to the Development of Children’s Physical Literacy

Before beginning to evaluate the essay question, clear boundaries must be implemented to first of all understand the scope in which the question will be viewed. Firstly, in order to provide a context for the essay, a definition of ‘adventurous’ must be decided, due to its subjective nature. According to dictionary definitions, an adventure may take place anywhere from the kitchen, to some of the most dangerous places on earth (Oxford University Press, 2018; Cambridge University Press, 2018). However, for the benefit of the question, ‘adventurous’ activity throughout the essay will be looked at in the context of any activity physically and/or mentally demanding, with the primary focus being that it takes place in the outdoors.

The second term that needs to be understood, is physical literacy. This term is perhaps a little more complex to understand, despite there being some academic consensus. The concept of physical literacy has been around for a long time. Whitehead (2010) suggests that physical literacy stems from early 20th century philosophies, which state that “embodiment” is essential to human life. A modern perspective of embodiment is “affordance,” which is defined as the means by which any animal, including the human, can relate and implement their own physical abilities to their immediate environment (Chemero, 2010).

The above suggests that philosophers have acknowledged the importance of one’s physical abilities since at least the early 20th century. In academic literature, the developing broad concept of physical literacy has been described using alternative terms, such as “kinaesthetic intelligence” and “intelligent action” (Best, 1978; Arnold, 1979, cited in Whitehead, 2010). One of the reasons that such terms were later refined into what we now call physical literacy was the necessity to adopt a more careful and inclusive choice of words, and hence avoid the exclusivity of other terms such as intelligence, which may inadvertently lead to the promotion of elitism. 

This indeed begs the question of how literacy relates to one’s physicality. More commonly, the term “literacy” leads people to think of reading and writing, although perhaps the best way to view it when looking at physical literacy, is as communication (Lundvall, 2015). The theory of affordances (Chemero, 2010) is essentially a description of how people communicate, physically, with their environment.  As people develop their physical skills throughout life, different environments offer them more affordances.  This is indicative that affordances are a result of an individual’s physical literacy.

With this general idea of that which physical literacy consists of and affords us, this essay will now look at some definitions of physical literacy various authors have attempted to outline, starting with Margaret Whitehead. Whitehead is considered as the original scholar to bring physical literacy up the scientific agenda towards the end of the 20th century, since which time scientific interest and study has increased dramatically (Lundvall, 2015). Whitehead (2010, p.5) says physical literacy is “appropriate to each individual’s endowment” and “can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the lifecourse”. This definition is almost identical to the International Physical Literacy Association (2016), who add that traits such as motivation and confidence create a ‘value’ and ‘responsibility’ for one’s own engagement in physical activities. 

Chen (2015, p. 125) describes physical literacy as a concept that “embraces an integrated view of the mind and body to explain, promote, and help sustain human beings’ fundamental function: movement.” Each definition includes a cognitive aspect in relation to the literate aspect of physical literacy. Despite the attempt for physical literacy to be more inclusive, the dominant theme is still the physical aspect. Edwards et al (2016) conducted a meta-analysis, looking at a large variety of definitions of physical literacy from peer reviewed articles. The most consistent trait found was physical education, followed by confidence, motivation, physical activity and movement capabilities, amongst others. Thus, although the proponents of physical literacy stress the importance of inclusion, this focus on physical education carries over negative connotations of elitism, reflecting and reinforcing the modern syllabus’ focus on prowess over inclusion.

According to Chen (2015), studies find interest in physical education declines with age, perhaps due to negative experiences, although the cause effect relationship is not clear yet. Chen describes physical literacy as partially innate, but also an acquired and learned attribute, suggestive that although innate, it may be lost if not nurtured. Another key aspect to consider whilst defining physical literacy is motivation. From a psychological perspective, Chen describes motivation as innate, but dependent on “internal mental processes of needs, emotions, and cognitions” (p. 125). Behaviourist psychologists say motivation needs nurturing by providing opportunities to acquire and practice mental capacities. 

With a clear idea of physical literacy formed, the heart of the question of this essay begins to become clearer, with the key being, how do adventurous activities motivate young people to engage physically with their environment, thus developing and nurturing their physical literacy? One source of motivation may be from a medical viewpoint. The health benefits of adventurous activities in the outdoors are so significant, it could be advised to have paediatricians recommend them to families (McCurdy et al, 2010). Improving physical literacy amongst children could have a massively positive influence on children’s health, as it helps prevent and treat obesity and both physical and mental health issues (Whitehead, 2010). 

A second motivation for adventurous activities could be from an educational viewpoint. Higgins et al (1997) suggest that activities in the outdoors promote the intellectual, emotional, aesthetic, spiritual, and physical development in children. With all the different aspects a typical curriculum attempts to promote, coupled with physical development, the motivation to become engaged in adventurous activities should be self-evident. A different view however, is that children may not be as motivated by these benefits as adults would be. As Chen (2015) states, motivation stems from interest, and psychologically children are interested in ‘playing’ (Piaget, 2007), which suggests something more fun, engaging, and perhaps social.

Bjorgen (2015) conducted a study on children participating in outdoor activities. It was found that providing the children with variable and challenging activities had a positive impact the children’s well-being and involvement, but also on their social relationships. Maslow’s (1943) widely accepted model on the hierarchy of needs suggests that, assuming physiological and safety needs are met, that all people need a sense of social belonging. This need is widely acknowledged, as shown in United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), which states children have a fundamental right to “play” and participate in “cultural life”.

Outdoor adventurous activities can form some of the strongest social bonds between people, as it builds character and comradeship (Hunt, 1952, cited in Berry and Hodgson, 2011). As stated by Wilfred Noyce (1962, quoted in Mortlock, 2004, p. 81), “the bond of hardship is stronger than any bond.” It can be argued that increasing a child’s character and comradeship, coupled with stronger social bonds, and improved physical health and ability, would motivate them to become more physical. By effect, this would certainly suggest that adventurous activities would positively impact children’s development of their physical literacy. 

Berry and Hodgson (2011) state that adventure is widely associated with “healthy living, success and fulfilment” (p. 5). Partially fuelled by the reality of positive experiences and results on people’s physical literacy and well-being, there is also an alternative agenda. With businesses profiting by using the positive image of adventure, media networks profiting by sharing positive adventures, and adventurers profiting by sharing their stories, the truth can become somewhat distorted by society. As Berry and Hodgson say, adventure is inherently risky and uncertain, meaning that every positive outcome of participating in adventure has an opposite. 

In conclusion, and with both points in mind, it cannot be ignored that adventurous activities may have a negative impact on children’s physical literacy. To mitigate the chance of negative experiences, control measures would be essential in order to ensure the best chance of a positive impact on children’s physical literacy. As discussed, if children’s interest, and by effect, motivation, was to be nurtured in adventurous activities, physical literacy would surely increase in the participants. This would be hugely beneficial for society as a whole, as the future generations would be more confident, physically able and aware, environmentally aware, mentally and psychologically healthier, and develop more meaningful and strong relationships with the people in their lives, thus potentially creating a better future for everyone.
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