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Analyse how a range of child development theories and international educational approaches influenced the Foundation Phase. In particular examine these influences in relation to outdoor learning and the development of physical literacy.

There has been a lot of research discussing the foundation phase and the importance of outdoor learning for children. My essay will discuss the aims of the foundation phase, the significance of outdoor learning, theorists including Piaget, Vygotsky, McMillan and Dewey and the educational approaches that have all contributed towards the current Foundation Phase in Wales.  

Interest in child development finally started to become known in the early 20th century after being ignored throughout much of history (Cherry, 2017). Children were generally considered smaller versions of adults and minimal awareness was paid to the many developments in cognitive abilities, language use and physical growth that take place throughout childhood and adolescence. Throughout history there have been many theories on how we develop throughout childhood. Developmental theories issue a set of guiding principles and concepts that explain human development. With a more heightened knowledge of how people develop, we can help this growth happen in positive ways. A number of separate theories have begun in an attempt to understand the diverse aspects of human growth (Cherry, 2017). Some of the most recognised theorists include Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, Margaret McMillan and John Dewey. 

The first theorist I will look at is Jean Piaget. Piaget was the first psychologist to make a systematic study of cognitive development and recognised that cognitive development is closely linked to moral development. His theory challenges the idea that intelligence was an established trait and considered cognitive development as a method that happens due to biological maturation and interaction with the environment (McLeod, 2015). Piaget spend the majority of his life exploring the different stages of development and understanding how children learn and develop thought patterns, as well as cognitive development (Weisz, 2017). The goal of Piaget’s theory is to explain the process of which an infant develops into an individual who can reason and think using hypotheses. Piaget did not categorically associate his theory to education, however later researchers have explained how features of his theory can be applied to teaching and learning. This has made Piaget incredibly influential in developing educational policy such as the foundation phase, and teaching practice. 

The work of Lev Vygotsky has become the foundation of much research in cognitive development. The major theme of Vygotsky’s theory is that social interaction plays a vital role in the development of cognition. He believed that learning by the child takes place through social interaction with an accomplished tutor, often being a teacher or parent, with them mentoring the children through developmental tasks. Vygotsky stated that children will learn best in social and cultural settings that allow social interaction and communication. Children will gain knowledge and skills through these interactions, along with the culture surrounding them, and these will eventually shape their cognition (Anastasia, 2016). He understood that development mostly came from direction from adults, language and the environment where children learn by being active and through hands on experiences. The child can model behaviours and listen to verbal instructions by the tutor and will seek to understand the actions or instructions provided and use this to guide their own performance. 

The next theorist I will look at is Margaret McMillan. McMillan believed that the main development of a child was up to the age of six. She believed that outdoor play and was very important and ensured that children had no examinations to sit and no formal structure to the day, so they had plenty of time to play, run in large open spaces and explore nature. She realised the potential of outdoor learning more than one hundred years ago. McMillan was the key on promoting playgrounds in schools for all children to be creative and to learn in as many different ways as possible. Within the organisation and development of the outdoor settings in which children play, McMillan pays particular attention to the significance of children being outdoors for both their health and wellbeing. 

John Dewey developed the experiential learning theory. He expressed that children learn by doing and with hands on experience, similar to Vygotsky’s theory. He believed that people learn best when they are personally involved in the learning experience and by doing this will develop their cognitive skills, for example their problem-solving skills. Wheeler (2016) stated that Dewey believed teachers should not be in the classroom to represent as instructors, but should embrace the role of facilitator and guide, giving students the opportunities to discover for themselves to develop as active and independent learners. 


A good understanding of child development is vital as it helps us to fully understand and appreciate the cognitive, emotional, physical, social and educational growth that children develop from birth to early adulthood. To achieve physical development, children need to be given an environment that is exciting, stimulating, safe and encourages discovery and independence, an outdoor environment would be ideal as it would also motivate children to be curious and explore their surroundings. According to Thomas (2017) Physical development requires control over the body, particularly muscles and physical coordination. The peak of child development happens in childhood and is therefore a pivotal time for neurological brain development. Movement is crucial in a child’s physical development, one of the most important reasons is for children to develop their motor skills (Pica, 2014). Children being active and deliberately moving their large muscles will increase their gross motor skills. Gross motor control requires balance and stability with many motions such as running and jumping. Children developing their gross motor skills will help them to gain strength and confidence in their own body. Developing these skills early will help a child to do more complex skills in the future (Thayer, 2018). Thomas (2017) states that accomplishing fine motor control requires using and coordinating small muscles. During the development procedure, children will learn to control small objects such as writing tools and scissors. Fine motor skills usually follow gross motor development. Encouraging free movement can give children space to develop self-awareness and can help them learn non-verbal ways of communicating (Learning Tree, 2013). Through movement children will understand their range of motion, balance, muscle strength and coordination. Once a child has learnt what their bodies are capable of, they will gain self-confidence, promoting social and emotional development. When children are presented with frequent opportunities to participate in physical activity and become confident in their movement, it will make movement enjoyable for them. Children will then be more likely to become and stay physically fit.

The first educational approach I will discuss is the HighScope approach. HighScope was developed in 1962 by Dr David Weikart in Michigan USA and is currently used in over ninety countries all around the world. HighScopes educational approach emphasises active participatory learning. During the development of HighScope, Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory became influential. Children’s interests and choices are at the centre of the HighScope project, where they will devise their own knowledge through interactions with the world and the people around them (HighScope Education Research, 2018). In this approach, adults are just as active as children through the learning process. The main goals of this approach is for all children to gain knowledge and skills in areas such as academic, social and physical while learning through active involvement, to decide and plan their own activities, conduct them, and then interact with others about what they did and what they have learned, and to become independent, responsible and confidents children – to prepare them for school and for life. HighScope uses the word ‘scaffolding’ to describe the method that adults support and encourage children’s thinking and reasoning. The term scaffolding is based on the work of theorist Lev Vygotsky. Adults should plan for children to spend a minimum of thirty minutes a day outside in the fresh air enjoying physical play. Within this free space, children will feel freer to make large movement and experiment their full range of movement and their voices. In the event of unsafe weather, adults need to find a replacement indoor location for children to carry on exploring large motor activities. This approach was mainly based on the work of Piaget and was designed around the idea that if children were to develop their own knowledge and understanding they would need to make decisions about their own learning experiences. Richards (2014) stated that Piaget was interested in how children adjust to their surroundings. Piaget believed that children’s behaviour is controlled through mental organisations called Schemas that the child uses to represent the world and identify actions. Plenty of research shows that the Children’s development thrives through the HighScope approach and improves their chance of living a better life through adulthood. 

The Reggio Emilia educational approach was originated in the town of Reggio Emilia in Italy which values all children as strong, capable and resilient individuals who are rich with wonder and knowledge. This approach encourages children to be curious and help them discover and understand the world and their place within it. The Reggio Emilia approach has a strong focus on social collaboration. When children are working in groups, they are equal participants and their thoughts and questions are always valued (Gribble, 2017). Children will create their own learning, based on their interests, and without the teacher giving them any knowledge, children will search for understanding through their own investigations. Reggio Emilia has used the theory of Vygotsky where the adult is the mentor, and is there to observe children, listen and show interest to their questions, find out what interests them and then give children the opportunities to investigate these interests further, encouraging a child-led approach. Activities are not planned in advance and will arise based on the child’s interests. The Reggio Emilia model is influenced by Vygotsky’s theory, which implements that children co-construct their theories and knowledge through the relationships they develop with people and with the surrounding environment.

Te Whariki is a curriculum guideline originally published in 1996 in New Zealand. Te Whariki was made specifically for young children and is tailored to the early years before compulsory schooling begins. Te Whariki emphasises the development of knowledge, skills, attitudes and dispositions that support lifelong learning. This approach includes mostly what a child will experience at home, regarding relationships with parents, families and the community. Qualities like having a sense of belonging, well-being and communicating and exploring through play and family activities are harder to develop in an early education setting where relationships between the children and adults will not be as close and groups of children will be larger (Ministry of Education, 2017). Reciprocal relationships and interactions are the main significance with children when co-constructing their own knowledge and understandings in everyday social and cultural settings (May, 2012). Te Whariki was largely based on the work of Vygotsky including the sociocultural theory, that put the learning experiences of children in a broader social and cultural context. The expectation is that, in their early years, children will experience this curriculum and it will empower them to become lifelong learners. 

The Forest Schools concept originated in Scandinavia and is an innovative educational approach to outdoor learning and play. The ideology of Forest Schools is to encourage and inspire children of all ages through positive outdoor experiences and a place that offers all learners frequent opportunities to develop confidence and self-esteem through hands on learning experiences in a woodland or natural environment. This learner centred approach interlinks with wonders of the children and the potential and challenges of the natural world. This fills every Forest School session with discovery and offers the learners the opportunity to take supported risks (Forest School Association, no date). With children having the opportunity to participate in engaging, motivating and achievable tasks and activities in a woodland or forest school setting, each child has the chance to develop intrinsic motivation, sound emotional and social skills (Forest School Education, 2017). Forest School programs run throughout the entire year and throughout all weathers apart from dangerous high winds. Children will be given the chance to use full sized tools, create woodland dens and will be encouraged to climb trees and swing from ropes, as it is important for children to explore their movement and understand the feeling of rotation. Through being physically active, children’s balance will improve. It is important for children to be given the opportunity to get the feeling of rotation for their vestibular system to develop. Schools have demonstrated success with children of a variety of ages who all visit woodland areas on a regular basis, and through play, have had the opportunity to learn about the natural environment, how to handle risks and most importantly have learnt to use their own initiative to solve problems and cooperate with others. Forest school uses the theory of Vygotsky by letting children interact with the environment around them and developing their learning by being active and hands on with activities in the setting. The Forest School educational approach aims to promote the holistic development of all those involved, fostering resilient, confident, independent and creative learners (Forest School Association, no date). 


The Foundation Phase was presented in September 2010 and is the statutory curriculum for all children aged three to seven in Wales. The Foundation Phase curriculum aims to stimulate children’s learning, help them to achieve success and to ensure that all children have the best possible start in life which can help them to develop positive attitudes towards lifelong learning (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015). This curriculum is made up of seven areas of learning which are implemented through practical activities and active learning experiences both indoors and outdoors (Welsh Government, 2017). The main areas of learning I have discussed throughout this essay have been personal and social development which have been influenced by the High-Scope approach, which states that children’s personal interests are at the centre of this approach and where the main goals are for all children to gain academic and social skills while learning through active involvement. Well-being and cultural diversity have been mainly guided by the theorist McMillan, who believed the importance of children exploring the outdoors freely will improve both children’s health and their well-being. Language, literacy and communication skills have been shaped by Vygotsky who believed that children’s learning mostly came from adults, language and the environment and that children learn best when communicating with a tutor where they will listen to verbal instructions and model their behaviours. Knowledge and understanding of the world have been influenced by both the Reggio Emilia and Forest School approach where they encourage children to be curious and gives them the opportunity to discover and understand the natural world. Creative development has been mainly shaped by the work of McMillan who believed that schools needed an environment, like a playground, for children to be creative and learn in many different ways. The physical development area of learning has been influenced by taking parts of each educational approach and theorists as they all express the importance and many benefits of physical development and show many ways of enhancing children’s physical development. These seven areas of learning have been highly influenced by both theorists and educational approaches. In Wales, the Foundation Phase curriculum utilizes the outdoors as a significant part of children’s learning. Learning through play in the outdoor environment helps children’s skills to develop and improve their physical development. Children will be more engaged in tasks that are set outside as they believe they are playing, when in fact they are learning through being active and physical. Outdoor learning gives unique opportunities to children to be more active, creative and engaged in their learning (Wales Institute for Physical Literacy, 2015). The philosophy of the Foundation Phase aims to progress from the behaviourist approach and instead, allow children the education and physical space to explore the world around them and understand how things work by children participating in practical activities that are relevant to their developmental stage. 

The theorists and educational approaches discussed, emphasises various aspects of outdoor learning and play but all agree the incredible benefits children gain from participating in this. It is essential to provide children with a rich learning environment, one that allows them to seize opportunities, be positive and encouraged, seek new challenges and allow them to grow into enthusiastic, curious and confident learners.
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