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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.


In this Essay I will look at a range of theories on child development within the Foundation Phase of learning in Wales. I will be focusing on the benefits in relation to learning in an outdoor environment, how beneficial play in the outdoors can be to a child’s development of their Physical Literacy, and the importance of ‘play’, rather than orthodox education within this.  I will not only analyse Wales’ approach to early year education, but I will also look internationally; to understand how philosopher’s, psychologist’s and governments’ theories and pedagogical styles have influenced the Foundation Phase.

I will start by giving a brief definition of the Foundation Phase, and how theorists have influenced the structure of our primary education. Then, I will look at play in the outdoors, and why this is important in a child’s development. Following from this, I will describe Physical Literacy, and how the concept fits in with the Foundation Phase, and why it is important to be active in an outdoor environment as a child, in regards to health.

“The Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum for all three to seven year olds in Wales, having been introduced in September 2010. It encourages children to be creative and imaginative, and makes learning more enjoyable and more effective” (Welsh Government, 2015). 

    “Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practise and consolidate their learning,
play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups. First-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live.” (Welsh Government, 2015). 

Bearing in mind the second definition that I have provided on the Foundation Phase, the Welsh Government highlight experiential learning as a major factor of Foundation Phase learning, which has been proven to work in Educational Institutes such as America’s HighScope, drawing from theorists such as J. Dewey, (1938), and later D. Kolb (1984). Dewey was the first to theorise the idea of learning by doing, and then to reflect on the experience, to coin the phrase of ‘experiential learning’. Kolb adapted this theory into an idea of a cycle, where we are constantly transferring our experience into knowledge, which opens up more opportunities of experience, which leads to a self-progression.

If you were going to compare Wales’ primary education with the rest of the world, there are few places with similarities. Places and educational establishments in Norway, Italy, New Zealand, and the USA have similar models to the Foundation Phase. The similarities would be regarding the idea of a student-led classroom, all of which are mentioned by the Forest School Association (2018), (The Basis of Norway’s early years Education structure), Reggio Emilia Approach (2018), of Italy, the New Zealand Government’s philosophy of Te Whāriki (2017), and America’s Early Childhood Education organisation, High Scope (2017), as I have mentioned previously. Adding to the student-led education; they are all aiming at a more holistic approach, where all look establishments aim at developing, not just knowledge, but inter/intrapersonal skills, such as problem solving, creative thinking, discussing, and self-risk assessing, just to name a few. 

These educational institutes and models, all look towards the outdoors to facilitate this self-development, identical to the core of Wales’ Foundation Phase.

As mentioned, ‘Play’ is also considered a ‘vehicle’ to facilitate the experiential learning, in the Foundation Phase of learning.

The National Children’s Bureau’s (1992), define play as;
      “a generic term for a variety of activities, which are satisfying to the child, creative for the child, and freely chosen by the child. The activities may involve equipment, or they may not, be boisterous and energetic, or quiet and contemplative, be done with other people or on one's own, have an end product or not, be light hearted or very serious.” 

With this idea of play, it gives a platform for facilitating the development of creativity and imagination for the child, which the Welsh Government are aiming to provide through the Foundation Phase. Csikszentmihalyi is a Hungarian psychologist, who formed the concept of ‘Flow’ (1990), which supports Danish Pedagogical practices, as it is based on creativity and the development of human potential, as does the Foundation Phase. In the basis of Csikszentmihalyi’s theory, he suggests that, ‘people are most happy when completely absorbed in an activity they are engaged in, and learn and remember most when they are happy’ (2002).

F. Fröbel (1900), an early German Pedagogue, and founder of the Kindergarten movement, suggested that a “children’s garden”, (The direct translation of Kindergarten, to English), as an ideal environment to facilitate the education of children. The curriculum that he developed was based on the child’s intrinsic need to play, which the modern-day Foundation Phase complements.

The Norwegian Fjortøft (2001), studied how the physical environment offers different modes of play for a child, (This is also known as affordances, originally adapted by J. Gibson (1979), where space with smooth surfaces afford the opportunity for running or cycling, and trees afford children the opportunity of climbing and swinging, whist shelters offer a place to hide. Fjortøft suggests these areas are able to facilitate a child’s imagination, when being inside a building with a very linear lay out simply cannot. This theory is justified by the Welsh Government’s structure of the Foundation Phase, suggesting that learning in outdoor environment is extremely healthy for early year education. As Moss (2015) has said, “Compared with man-made playgrounds, the natural world is highly complex, with lots of places to hide and explore. It’s untidy which may be off-putting for adults, but adds to its attraction for children, and above all, it is dynamic, changing from day to day, season to season, year to year”.

Piaget (1936), a Swiss psychologist and epistemologist, talked about four main stages of cognitive development in human beings; 
1. Sensorimotor stage (birth to age 2)
2. Pre-operational stage (from age 2 to age 7)
3. Concrete operational stage (from age 7 to age 11)
4. Formal operational stage

In the pre-operational stage, (Which is the same age range as the Foundation Phase), Piaget suggests that children develop memory and imagination, which allows them to understand the concept of past present and future, and gives them the ability to engage in make-believe, imagination-led play. However, they cannot yet grasp complex concepts, such as cause and effect. Towards the later stage of this age, playing in the outdoors would suggest to be a good starting point to look at cause and effect, for example observing what happens when objects are subjected to elements, such as fire, wind and water. 

Vygotsky (1962), a theorist influenced by Piaget, stated that social interaction is vital for cognitive development. According to Vygotsky, a child's development always occurs in a social environment. With this, you could argue that play, especially with others, is essential for this development to be undertaken. Vygotsky stated that “Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first between people, (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological)” (Vygotsky. 2012). 

Vygotsky also gave the theory of the Zone of Proximal Development, (ZPD). He believed this was the distance between the most difficult task a child is able to carry out as an individual, and the most difficult task a child can carry out while accompanied from either an adult, or a friend of the same age. This help from an adult or child he titled ‘scaffolding’. Builders use scaffolding to give them the opportunity to climb higher and keep them safe while constructing a building, while the individuals who accompany the child, are there to support them in their challenges. This has the potential to work well in outdoor play, as the environment has more challenges, compared to a modern ergonomic classroom, which is there to facilitate traditional learning, and not play.

Following from this, with the whole idea of development being the heart of the Foundation Phase, Physical Literacy ties in very closely with this.

Physical Literacy is recognised as a holistic concept. One of which that identifies that all people are on a journey through life developing four major points: movement competence & physical fitness, confidence, motivation, and knowledge & understanding, (Wainwright et al., 2016). The theory of Physical Literacy acknowledges the development of individuals, just like the structure of the Foundation Phase. 

To add to this, if we were to take the idea of ‘play’ being the main format within the Foundation Phase, and say that this ‘play’ was ,‘boisterous and energetic, or quiet and contemplative, be done with other people or on one's own, have an end product or not, be light hearted or very serious’, as afore mentioned, then this type of ‘play’ has also got the potential to facilitate the four major points of what Physical Literacy is trying to develop.

The core of developing a child’s Physical Literacy is built on developing their movement competence. Piaget, who I have previously mentioned, once said that, “The child’s first language is movement” (1972).
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Fig. 1 - Mountain of Motor Development, (Clarke & Metcalfe 2003)
 In Fig. 1 Clarke and Metcalfe (2003), have shown how developing motor skills consequentially relates to a higher range of skills later in life. In Bilton’s book Outdoor Learning in the Early Years (2010), she states that with activities such as modelling clay, or using rope, they give children a good opportunity to improve their fine motor skills[footnoteRef:1], for example rolling, gripping, pinching and squeezing. These opportunities are much better suited to the outdoors, especially when using play with sticks and sand, also known as loose parts.

A theory on play with ‘loose parts’ was discussed by architect S. Nicholson, (1971), who put forward the theory that using materials which give children the ability to interact with a variety of sensory variables, such as to touch, see and smell, give the opportunity to captivate a child’s imagination, something that the Welsh Government are trying to push. Nicholson suggests that being in a home, or a classroom simply does not have enough of these ‘loose parts’, and that play in the outdoors is an ideal environment to facilitate such play. [1:  A fine motor movement involves limited movements of parts of the body in the performance of precise movements. (Gallahue, D., & Ozmun, J. 1998).] 


Nicholson’s theory is backed by 18th Century Philosopher, J. Rousseau’s treatise, Émile, or Treatise on Education (Émile, ou De l’éducation), adapted and translated by W. Wayne (1892), where he theorises in book II, about how a child’s education should be derived not so much from books, but more from the child's interactions with the world, emphasising on developing the senses with exploration, direct interaction with loose objects being one of them.

A theory of a sound physical literacy in an individual is that developed movement confidence is linked to an increase in physical fitness. Having a good physical fitness results in improved confidence, and motivation to learn more about the activity, providing an all-round better understanding, (Stodden et al., 2008). [image: Final Quest model nov 15 2007 (2)]


Fig. 2 - Developmental Mechanisms Influencing Physical Activity Trajectories of Children, (Stodden et al., 2008)

This is proven in Fig. 2 (Stodden et al., 2008), by directly linking into a child’s health, where a child with developed movement confidence, higher perceived competence, will result in having motivation to carry out more activities, thus giving a higher chance of being physically healthy. 

This is easily transferable into a child’s motivation to take part in activities, which would be considered ‘play’ to most. In the later stages of Foundation Phase, a child who has the ability to play football with his friends, for example, will then be able to not only develop physically, but also have the opportunity to better their idea making, experimentation, risk assessing, social skills, problem solving, and decision making as an individual, or as a group. All of which are imperative skills to learn in life.  

To add to this holistic idea, there has also been research that suggests that being in the outdoors, whether that be for leisure, or to facilitate learning, has the prospect to help tackle health problems; such as childhood obesity, attention-deficit disorder, isolation and childhood depression.

R. Louv, author of Last Child in the Woods (2008), coined the phrase of, ‘Nature Deficit Disorder’. He theorised that due to the fact that children are becoming less exposed to the outdoors, due to their play being kept indoors from technology, as well as the development of urban areas without green spaces, children are subsequently developing physical, as well as mental health problems and disorders. He suggested a list of 100 ways on how we can combat this problem, one being the integration of outdoor learning within the curriculum, which the Foundation Phase, and Physical Literacy have the opportunity to expedite.

To summarise, The Foundation Phase encourages children to educate themselves through experiential learning activities, with outdoor play being an optimal catalyst for their education. Outdoor play gives children the ability to use their imagination and creativity (Theory of Loose Parts, by Nicholson, and the Theory of Affordances, by Gibson), assist with social interactions in small and large groups (Vygotsky), refine their motor development to enable them to live a life with less boundaries in choices of sport and exercise, (As shown in Fig. 2), and even reduce the risks of obesity, and depression (Louv’s Theory of the Nature Deficit Disorder). These approaches have been taken into account by many countries across the world, and with this evidence, I would say that it is a necessity to provide children with opportunity of outdoor play and education within their Foundation Phase of learning.
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