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Evaluation of Adventurous Activities in Developing Physical Literacy

Adventurous activities, both in and outside of school settings, are becoming increasingly popular. They provide benefits to students in the areas of personal growth and physical growth, through pushing students past what they thought they were capable of in a somewhat-managed environment. Adventurous activities also contribute to a theory known as physical literacy, by allowing students to become more in tune with and aware of the connections between their body and mind, fostering a life full of being active in various activities. In this paper, I will be evaluating to what extent adventurous activities contribute to physical literacy. 

Physical literacy, as Whitehead succinctly defines, is “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the lifecourse” (2010, p. 11). This definition does not encapsulate the full breadth of what physical literacy is – there are many aspects, components, and perspectives that make up physical literacy.  The backing philosophy of physical literacy is monism, which is the idea that the mind and body cannot be separated (a mind/body separation is called dualism); further, that when someone is moving the body, it is not with the aim to better their physique, but to grow as a human overall to reach our full potential (Whitehead, 2013, p. 38). Other components of physical literacy are that it can be a way to use our full “motile potential” to live a fuller life; to move with more confidence and poise; to create “a well-established sense of self”; and to understand their body and the way it moves more concretely (Whitehead, 2010, p. 34). 

Physical literacy in physical education, as Whitehead and others envisioned, would allow learners more opportunity to explore and understand the way their body moves, grow in their confidence, and experiment, among others, rather than learn how to follow directions and rules (Jurbala, 2015, pp. 370). While physical literacy is becoming a more prominent pedagogy in schooling, its meaning in the physical education sphere has been warped to mean a mastery of fundamental movement skills (Jurbala, 2015, p. 373). The fundamental movement skills are a facet of the definition, but they most definitely are not the entirety of the definition, or there would be no need for the theory or its contested existence in physical education. As educators, we can implement physical literacy in its entirety as a goal to help our students become fully realized in both their physicality and mental being, as dualism requires. We can do this through introducing and practicing adventurous activities with our students, and this paper will outline how adventurous activities contribute to children’s development of physical literacy.

A concept exists related to physicality and our existence in space called affordances. An affordance, a word originated by James Gibson in his book The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, is something that is provided to an object/animal/person. For example, a hardwood floor affords stability because it will not move under the feet, and a chair affords the ability to sit because it is knee-high and has a rigid back and bottom (Gibson, 1979, p. 127). This is connected to physical literacy because what an environment affords affects how physical literacy is developed. A rural environment is going to have a greater set of affordances than an urban one, which lends to its ability to afford an environment in which creative play and adventure can take place. A city will have more restrictive affordances, while a rural or even suburban environment will have affordances that allows the child more flexibility with their use of the environment (Kyttä, 2002). This flexibility can come in the form of creativity in games or sport, which aid in the development of movement in young children.

More flexible affordances allow for more creative usage by children, which then in turn gives the child more opportunity to develop their physical literacy. For example, a child who has access to an expansive natural environment and can climb trees or traverse changing landscapes will be more physically literate than a child whose only access to an outdoor space is their neighbourhood park, which probably stays the same day-to-day. The more physically literate child will likely stay more active later into life, while the child who is less physically literate due to less access to true nature will more likely live a sedentary adulthood (Fjørtoft, 2004, p. 22). This is directly connected to adventurous activities and their contribution to the growth of physical literacy. Adventurous activities allow the child to have more connection to the natural world and different opportunities to play that they will most likely not find in their local park or backyard. 

While the environment a child grows up in affords different opportunities for growth in physical literacy, the parentage of a child grants them the option to grow their physical literacy through adventurous activities. A cotton wood kid is a child whose parents are so restrictive in the freedom they give their child to experience risk because they are worried about the physical dangers present. It would be normal to be cautious in allowing your child free roam of the outside world, but a cotton wool kid has been so watched over in their every move that they are unable to experience any kind of risk that would aid in their development as a human being (Gill, 2006). With the increase in cotton wool parenting, kids are given less and less experiences to explore the natural world and just be kids; their “sense of adventure, freedom and ingenuity is curtailed” (Thomson, 2006, p. 13). This then relates to the ability of adventurous activities to contribute to physical literacy because the child has less access and ability to grow the mind-body connection that comes with moving the body in the way adventurous activities afford.

Once a child participates in adventurous activities, there are benefits in growing the fundamental movement skills. Fundamental movement skills are physical skills that children develop as they age, and the skills build off one another (Gallahue et. al, 2012). These include running, jumping, skipping, etc., and are also important in the development of physical literacy as the foundation for how we as humans move. Fundamental movement skills can be developed in all sorts of physical activities, including adventurous ones. Activities such as hill walking and orienteering can help develop skills needed for running, and rock climbing requires and grows strength and balance. These activities not only grow fundamental movement skills, but also other fine and gross motor skills, which contribute to physical literacy (Killingbeck et al., 2007, p. 21). It is also important for children to participate in a wide variety of activities for an extended period for mastery of these skills and a continuation of participation in these activities through adulthood—a key point in physical literacy (Whitehead, 2007, p. 24).  

However, there are ways in which physical literacy does not contribute to the development of physical literacy. These include the possible risks associated with these activities, which could potentially physically harm a child, as well as the shortcoming of what adventurous activities do not bring to increase physical literacy. In considering risk, while it is important to allow risk to avoid cotton wool parenting, sometimes it may be too much-- leading to physical or psychological harm (Hodgson and Berry, 2011, p. 12). This obviously will detract from the physical literacy of a person as it may turn them away from any kind of physical activity or it may render them unable to physically take part in these activities. Additionally, an adventurous activity will not sufficiently impact a child’s development of physical literacy if it does not happen on a regular basis- which adventurous activities often do not do in a young child’s life. Students need multiple occasions of adventurous activities over months to have emotional and character benefits as well (Beames et al., 2019, p. 148). This means that for adventurous activities to have a full impact on the development of physical literacy, there must be repeated exposure in the child’s physical routine—possibly in or out of schooling.

Overall, adventurous activities do lend to the development of physical literacy, through growing skills and allowing for personal character growth. It is crucial to allow children, from a young age, to participate in these adventurous activities as it allows them to understand fear and risk from a physical standpoint and grow more resilient in overcoming difficulties. They are activities that can be done at any age, and the earlier children explore the outdoors and become adventurous, the more likely they are to continue these activities into old age. Parents and schools alike need to push past fears associated with allowing children to take risks to ensure that these children grow up to be the best humans that they can be.
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