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Evaluate how adventurous activities contribute to the development of children’s physical literacy. 

Before evaluating the contributions of adventurous activities to the development of children’s physical literacy, it is important to first have a grasp of what physical literacy is and why it’s important. Physical literacy is a personal concept that describes an individual’s “motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life.” (Whitehead, 2010, p11). 
Whitehead (2013) outlines the importance of monism when discussing physical literacy; the idea that the mind and body are one entity. The opposing concept to monism is dualism, which suggests the mind and body are separate and the body is inferior to the mind. Monism adopts the idea that both are integral to human nature. Whitehead argues that taking a holistic approach to physical education means that the body can be treated as equally valuable and worthy of being nurtured, and by doing so we also nurture the mind. 

Whitehead (2013) also makes the point that there is an important distinction to be made between the terms physically “literate” and physically “educated”. “Literacy” allows for the idea that progress can be made in the future since it implies the skills and knowledge are a foundation for further learning. Someone being physically educated does not necessarily mean they have the motivation or confidence to continue being physically active (two components of physical literacy which Whitehead lends particular emphasis to). 

An important component of a child’s physical literacy is the development of Fundamental Movement Skills (FMS). Gallahue (2012) emphasises the value of being competent in locomotive skills such as “Running, galloping, hopping, skipping, jumping, leaping and sliding” (p223) as being necessary for not only effective movement in sport, but developing a lifelong motivation for a healthy lifestyle through physical activity. 

Adventurous activities and a natural environment can offer opportunities for children to develop FMS as well as other aspects of their personhood. An example of this, is the benefits of climbing walls in schools. A British Mountaineering Council (BMC) article (Burnside, 2016) illustrated that participation in climbing sessions not only helps to develop children’s physical skills, but also improves academic achievement and social skills. These cognitive and emotional benefits are still a part of a child’s physical literacy, since the concept encompasses the child as a whole, falling in line with the monist approach.

Different features of a natural environment lend themselves to helping develop different areas of a child’s physical literacy; open spaces afford for working in larger groups and developing locomotive skills like running and galloping since there is space to do so and smaller spaces in between trees and shrubs allows kids to play in smaller groups and develop social and emotional skills (Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2013).

Fjørtoft’s research (2004) into a natural environment’s effects on children’s play and motor development showed that playing in a natural environment improved children’s physical skill such as balance and coordination. In addition to this, a documentary about a Norwegian outdoor preschool (Arctic Outdoor Preschool, 2008) highlighted the fact that children have better developed motor skills from walking over uneven terrain than children who are used to flat, artificial surfaces. 

Fjørtoft’s report also highlighted the different kinds of play that the children engaged in while in the forest; play that developed locomotive skills, play that was focused on construction such as den building and finally more sociable/imaginative play.  Fjørtoft noted the importance of having a natural environment that has a range of topographical and ecological features since this diversity lends itself to a wider range of affordances. This range then enables children to engage in these different types of play that can all contribute in different ways to their development of physical literacy; the physical, cognitive, emotional and behavioural aspects.

Despite the benefits that natural environments and adventurous activities provide to children, there is a concern that parents are raising “cotton wool kids” (McBurnie, 2014). Risk averse parents may discourage their children from playing in natural environments for fear of injury. While this is understandable, denying children the opportunity to engage in adventurous activities is denying them the opportunity to develop their physical literacy through these experiences. 
An example of this risk averse society having a negative impact on the development of children’s physical literacy doesn’t even involve adventurous activities; Gill (2007) reported that some primary schools have banned running in the playground completely. As Gallahue (2012) states “Running is probably one of the most important FMS” (p225). Being averse to risk is denying young children the opportunity to develop some of the most basic movements required for sport and a healthy lifestyle. 

McBurnie (2014) also warns about the effects that technology is having on today’s young children. Parents often use tablets and television to occupy their young ones and as a result, children barely have any time feeling bored. Boredom is an opportunity for creativity, and it inspires us to action and participating in meaningful activities (TED, Zomorodi, 2017). Such meaningful activities could include physical activity outside. Considering reports such as Fjørtoft’s research that show certain affordances lend themselves to imaginative play, children may also be missing out on opportunities to be sociable and creative. The fact that technology is replacing children’s time that could be spent doing something physical outside, means that they are missing valuable opportunities to develop aspects of their physical literacy.

There may even be a wider societal implication of this “cotton wool kid” effect in terms of how it affects the development of young girl’s physical literacy. Caroline Paul (TED, 2017) outlined the different ways parents either caution or encourage their children in regard to more risky play, depending on gender. The study she referred to showed that girls would be told to be careful on a playground fire pole, but boys would be encouraged to play without assistance. 

Paul warns of a feeling of fragility that can be instilled into young girls with this over cautious approach and that this can develop into lower levels of confidence in themselves in later life. Furthermore, a Girlguiding UK report (2009, quoted in Gill, 2010) showed that young girls had a tendency to be overly concerned about participating in scenarios that were statistically uncommon due to factors that included “over-anxious adults” (p1). A supportive environment in which girls could explore risk through adventurous activities could provide opportunities for them to gain confidence in their physical and mental capabilities, leading to a greater motivation to engage in physical activity throughout life.

The affordances of the natural environment provide a much-needed space for autonomy considering the effects that anxious parents can have on their children. A study about children’s experiences of outdoor education reported that they appreciated when they were given time to do what they wanted and liked the freedom from the adults (Fiskum & Jacobsen, 2013). Jurbala (2015) notes the importance of being able to explore the world around you instead of a more structured approach since it allows an individual to reflect on their own capabilities themselves. This opportunity for autonomy helps to develop a child’s independence and confidence in their own abilities away from adult support, ultimately leading to more capable and proactive individuals in later life. 

However, in light of the benefits, it is also important to address the limitations of adventurous activities. It is important that facilitators of adventurous activities deliver sessions in a way that is as nurturing and supportive as possible since a child’s physicality is a huge part of how they feel about themselves (Whitehead, 2013). Activities such as top rope climbing that often require one child to climb at a time, could be a daunting prospect for an individual who isn’t as confident in their physical capabilities, since they will be watched by their peers. If they don’t succeed in an unsupportive environment, this will have even more of a negative impact on their confidence and they will likely not be keen to participate in the future. 

Some providers of outdoor adventurous activities are still based in a militaristic approach with a focus on “character building” by pushing children outside their comfort zones (Brown and Fraser, 2009). This approach may not be as supportive as some children need it to be in regard to feeling confident in their current abilities. Teaching styles like cooperative and autonomous may encourage more collaboration in activities that involve trust and teamwork, enabling a more supportive environment since cooperation is often a key “theme” of adventurous activities (Killingbeck et al., 2007, p22).  

It is also important to note that children who go to school in urban areas may only have one opportunity to experience adventurous activities through a residential trip. A one-off trip will not be enough for the outdoor environment and adventurous activities to have a long-term impact on these children’s physical literacy. In these instances, solutions such as traverse bouldering walls could be installed onto the side of buildings at a school that has limited green space, in order for children to be able to benefit from the physical, cognitive and emotional impacts it has. 

In conclusion, I believe that adventurous activities can be an invaluable contribution to a child’s physical literacy, given the range of locomotive, cognitive and emotional skills it helps to develop. However, the approach to these activities should be as supportive as possible, based in an atmosphere of collaboration and encouragement rather than comparison to others and “character building”. The accessibility of adventurous activities for some children means it would have less of a long-term impact on their physical literacy, however urban adaptations can be made so that more children can develop the confidence and motivation to engage in lifelong physical activity. The opportunities for autonomy and exploring risk in a natural environment can lead to more confident and independent individuals in later life.

Word count: 1628

References:
Brown, M. & Fraser, D. (2009) ‘Re-evaluating risk and exploring educational alternatives.’ Journal of Adventure Education & Outdoor Learning, 9:1, 61-77 
Burnside, P. (2016) Grades boosted by school climbing walls Available at: https://www.thebmc.co.uk/how-climbing-walls-can-benefit-schools (Accessed on: 25 March 2021) 

Fiskum, T.A., & Jacobsen, K. (2013) ‘Outdoor Education gives fewer demands for action regulation and an increased variability of affordances’ Journal of Adventure Education & Outdoor Learning 
Vol. 13, No. 1, 76–99, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14729679.2012.702532 

Fjørtoft, I. (2004) ‘Landscape as Playscape: The Effects of Natural Environments on Children’s Play and Motor Development’ Children, Youth and Environments 14(2): 21-44. 

Gallahue, D. and Ozmun, J. and Goodway, J. (2012) ‘Development of Fundamental Movement: Locomotor Skills’, in Understanding Motor Development: Infants, Children, Adolescents, Adults. 7th Ed. New York: McGraw-Hill Education
Gill, T. (2007) No fear, growing up in a risk averse society London: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation 
Gill, T. (2010) ‘Nothing ventured...Balancing risks and benefits in the outdoors’ English Outdoor Council 
Jurbala, P. (2015) ‘What is Physical Literacy, Really?’ ﻿Quest, 67:367–383
Killingbeck, M., Bowler, M., Golding, D and Sammon, P. (2007) ‘Physical education and Physical Literacy’, Physical Education Matters, pp.20-24
McBurnie, K. (2014) ‘Cotton Wool Kids’ Australian Educational Leader 36(4), 24-25 

Arctic Outdoor Preschool (2008) Directed by Robert Stern [YouTube] International: Litmus Films 
TED (2017) To raise brave girls, encourage adventure | Caroline Paul [video] Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxmEpmCtM3o (Accessed on: 10 March 2021) 
TED (2017) How boredom can lead to your most brilliant ideas | Manoush Zomorodi [video] Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c73Q8oQmwzo (Accessed on: 25 March 2021)
Whitehead, M. (2010) Physical Literacy: Throughout the life course. Oxon. Routledge 

Whitehead, M. (2013) ‘What is physical literacy and how does it impact on physical education?’, in Capel, S. and Whitehead, M.  Debates in Physical Education. Oxon: Routledge.  





image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
¥ Drindod Dew Sant

J University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




