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This essay will consider the contribution educational theorists have made and how they have helped influence the Welsh Foundation Phase curriculum.  Theorists such as, Vygotsky, Dewey and Froebel are key contributors to the debate about children’s learning in an outdoor environment.  Furthermore, this essay will provide some focus on the influence of outdoor learning and the relationship it has on children’s physical development (Whitehead, 2016).  The concept of physical literacy is crucial when considering the importance of a child’s physical development.  In order to provide clarity, Shape America (2012) defines ‘Physical Literacy’ as “the ability to move with competence and confidence in a wide variety of physical activities in multiple environments that benefit the healthy development of the whole person”. In other words, being physically literate involves being able and competent in a range of environments.  Shape America (2012) further suggest that we are created through our interactions with the world. Therefore, the environment we provide for the Foundation Phase is important and should be planned accordingly. 

Additionally, this essay will begin by highlighting the contribution that has helped develop the Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales. In doing so, a brief study of New Zealand, Italy and Denmark will be included (Maynard, 2007).  There is an argument that if physical literacy is not achieved by a certain age then it is impossible to gain the missing physical literacy later on in life (Whitehead, 2010).  

The Foundation Phase in Wales was established and became statutory in 2008.  The Foundation Phase curriculum is for children 3 to 7 years old.  The curriculum consists of seven areas of learning that encourages teachers to plan their delivery in a creative way. This further supports the ethos of children developing in a curriculum that is holistic, integrated and has a cross-curricular approach with an emphasis on the development of skills (WAG, 2007 p. 6 cited in Maynard, 2007). The Foundation Phase is a very flexible curriculum which has the development of the children at the heart of the syllabus. To ensure this the Welsh Government has given schools additional funding in their budgets to employ the following staff ratios: Foundation Phase has a high teacher to pupil ratios, reception and nursery have a ratio of 1:8, and years 1 and 2 have a ratio of 1:13. The Foundation Phase embraces a playful approach to learning, whilst being interactive, engaging and fun in an attempt to maximise the development of children’s creativity, physicality and sense of curiosity. The seven areas of development are, Creative Development, Mathematical Development, Language Development, Knowledge and Understanding of the World Development, Welsh Development, Well-being Development and Physical Development.  Knowledge acquired in the classroom in these areas of learning can be readily applied to an outdoor setting, so that children will have a better understanding when outdoors of their natural environment.  For example, their knowledge and understanding of the world can be brought to life by exploring a wide range of natural stimuli and learning about the senses of humans and animals (Curriculum for Wales, 2015). 

The Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales (2008) has been influenced by several international learning approaches. Peters (2011) states that New Zealand promote outdoor learning within the early years (Te Whariki, Ministry of Education, 1996). The Te Whariki early years framework is created from the following curriculum principles: Empowerment, holistic development, family and community relationships, and the curriculum strands of wellbeing, belonging, contribution, communication and exploration. These are all closely related to the seven areas of development which underpin the Foundation Phase. For example, family and community relationships can be compared to the ‘social development’ area of learning of the Foundation Phase. Peters (2011) further adds that the Te Whariki does not target specific subject areas but has them integrated across the early years programme to aim to help develop children to their fullest potential. This cross circular approach demonstrates a clear likeness to the Foundation Phase.  The Foundation Phase has adopted the cross curricular approach and similarly uses Welsh language development as a way to teach culture to the Foundation Phase.  

Another international learning approach that has strongly influenced the Foundation Phase in Wales would be the Italian Reggio Emilia approach. Hewwet (2001) suggests that the Reggio Emilia approach in early childhood education mainly focuses on the rights of the children rather than the needs of the children. Hewwet (2001) also notes that the Reggio Emilia early years has no guidelines and embeds the surrounding culture, therefore, if this learning approach was to be used elsewhere careful consideration must be used to redefine the learning.  The nature of the Foundation Phase curriculum allows teachers across Wales to also adapt the content / themes to be studied again depending on the cultural needs of that particular area, be that a very small countryside primary school or a large inner-city primary school. 


A third international learning approach which has helped influence the framework of the Foundation Phase is the idea of Forrest schools which originally came from Denmark, and their early years programme. It was brought to the United Kingdom in 1993 by the early years department at Bridgewater College who saw groups of children cooking, climbing, singing and playing in outdoor environments which were all self-led sessions (Trout, 2004 as cited in Knight, 2013). This idea of Forrest schools has developed over the years and can be closely linked to the Foundation Phase criteria.  Forrest Schools recognise that children should learn self-confidence and competence skills rather than feeling unaccomplished. The outdoor environment provides a variety of resources and natural affordances which can be used to maximise the development of an individual. Maynard (2007) notes that within Forest schools, risk taking should be a key priority within the child’s learning together with the teacher trusting the curiosity and capability of the children in tasks/ challenges. To add to this point, Mygrind (2007) found that the outdoors, in particular Forest school environments, had a significant impact on the levels of physical activity of children.  Risk taking is an essential concept of development in the foundation phase.  

The Foundation Phase has also been influenced from many educational theorists. Lev Vygotsky’s (1896-1934) proposed a ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD), which has an emphasis on the teacher supporting and giving correct guidance in order to help the children achieve higher levels of understanding.  Within the Foundation Phase focused tasks are for small numbers of children that are led by adults and this method of delivery supports the learning theory of proximal development. Furthermore, Vygotsky highlights the importance of play and speech development in the learning process. Similar to Vygotsky, Frederick Froebel (1782-1852) highlights the importance of the teacher in relation to the growth of the children. Froebel’s theory has an emphasis on the role of nature and how one can develop oneself through playing in nature and around nature. Froebel sees natural environments as a spiritual place where learners can grow alongside nature. Furthermore, Piaget’s (1896-1980) theory has influenced the Foundation Phase and is based on the interaction that the children have with their learning environment and the connection they can make between experiences. This learning theory is closely linked to John Dewey’s educational philosophy learning cycle (1938, cited in Kolb, 1984).   As a consequence, in the planning and design phase of the creation of the Foundation Phase, making references and including such influences as those mentioned above was critical. It meant that the new curriculum had substance and that the philosophies behind the processes were based on sound academic research that was world renowned and respected. 

Gill (2007) argues that our risk-averse society does not allow children to take risks or learn to make judgements about safety and develop resilience. Therefore, Rasmussen and Smidt (2003) highlight the value of creative outdoor environments and suggest they provide challenges, excitement, risk factors and the imagination provided by the limitless variables of the great outdoors. White (2014) further adds that children playing in the outdoors will learn to set themselves challenges and how to keep themselves safe. The Foundation Phase revised framework (2015) states that children should be encouraged to be inquisitive through playing in the outdoors. An example of this could be the children having to think what might happen as a result of their actions. 

Palmer (2006) argues that the decrease in natural free play for children is lacking in recent years for many reasons such as parents feeling unable to let their children free roam in the outdoors due to media reports of kidnappings. As well as, the reduction of the physical amount of ‘natural free space’ available to children. Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart (2006) argue that when children were given the free choice of activities, children decided to participate in physical engaging activities, rather than participating in preacademic activities. Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart (2006) further suggest that free choice activities promote verbal interaction, for example, children having to openly discuss rules for games. Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart (2006) later suggest that the informal nature of free play allows the teacher to engage with the children specific to their play, this gives the teacher the opportunity to introduce new vocabulary relevant to the children’s interests. Thus, promoting language acquisition. Language, literacy and communication provides children with the opportunity to develop skills such as, making themselves understood, and using the natural environment to talk about a range of sensory activities (Curriculum for Wales, 2015).

Grahn et al., (1997, cited in Fjortoft, 2000) found that children playing in an outdoor environment, which included natural free space, had higher levels of physical fitness, motor skills and coordination, concentration abilities and less absence due to illness than children in an urban environment. Research has shown that outdoor play enhances an individual’s brain activity much more than the regular classroom (Wainwright et al. 2016). Outdoor learning can be very helpful in developing children’s physical literacy; White (2014) states that learning, and imagination are developed when children are offered play activities incorporating natural materials due to their multisensory nature. Outdoor learning involves many different variables such as the weather and the Foundation Phase allows children to experience these changes first-hand which increases their knowledge and understanding of the world they are situated in. 

Gibson (1986) states that “the affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal” and further adds that “affordances have properties that they offer to a species, but the affordance not only depends on the environment but also the species”. In this respect, creatures in the wild will use a tree trunk, for example, as a shelter, whereas a child may use the same object as part of an assault course. With recent experience in a Foundation Phase school setting the opportunities that were provided to the children in the outdoors promoted and encouraged the development of motor competencies such as skipping, jumping and running. Additionally, Fjortoft (2004) suggests that affordances in the outdoors can encourage a wide range of physical actions that can help develop motor competency.  

It is clear to see that playing and being situated in and around nature can help children to develop. Also, there are a wide number of affordances that outdoor learning can offer children. The following part of the essay will look into the different affordances and what it offers to the development of children in the Foundation Phase in Wales.
 
According to research by Wainwright et al. (2019) the Foundation Phase develops gross motor skills, however, the research found that children’s ability to successfully manipulate and to use objects was underdeveloped. Skip Cymru (2016) is attempting to address this gap in the Foundation Phase provision. Skip Cymru (2016) demonstrates examples of games that can be used to develop children’s body awareness such as, obstacle courses, treasure hunts and orienteering courses. Cleave and Brown 1991; Tovey 2007 (as cited in Maynard et al., 2013) state that furthermore, children’s agility, stamina, co-ordination, strength and balance will all be developed through playing in outdoor environments. Additionally, this is further expanded in Skip Cymru where there is an understanding of the need to develop core strength before being able to move on to other more complex movements. 

Using the most recent revised Foundation Phased framework (2015) it is clear to see that children’s mental health and wellbeing are a key focus in the Foundation Phase of the National Curriculum. Nicklason and Sandberg (2010) suggest “nature is an environment where both children and adults can find peace and relaxation from the stresses of everyday life and increases their playfulness and feelings of freedom”. Following this, if children are not educated on sustainability then these outdoor enviroments will no longer be there for future generations to enjoy. In order to equip children with the knowledge and skills to tackle challenges presented such as, climate change, the Welsh Government have passed the Future Generations Act, 2015, which is legislation setting out the principles for a sustainable future. In addition, Bird (2007) further supports this and suggests the role of nature and outdoor environments in relation to promoting mental health and wellbeing is unique and powerful.  

In conclusion, the playful pedagogical approach of the foundation phase has been created by integrating many influential approaches and theorists. The Foundation Phase is a flexible curriculum which aims to target seven key areas of development. Thus, being taught in a holistic, integrated and cross-curricular approach.  The current foundation phase teacher to pupil ratios ensure that teachers are able to focus closely on pupils, much like the Forest schools’ approach.

The Foundation Phase incorporates outdoor environments to help improve the development of children’s physical literacy. Outdoor environments provide a wide range of different affordances, which can be used throughout the foundation phase to support a child’s development. The outdoors provides children with physical challenges, self-confidence and competence, peace and relaxation, risk and excitement. However, it is important to educate children in the foundation phase on sustainability, particularly in light of the current challenges faced in relation to the effects of climate change.  If children are able to learn both in and outside the classroom, they are much more likely to be able to deal with these issues as adults.  

The Foundation phase needs careful planning in order to push an individual to their full potential, if planned correctly it may enhance the development of a child in the Foundation phase. Teachers must be trained appropriately in order to maximise the potential of including the outdoor environment in their lessons.  Organisations such as Skip Cymru and Forest Schools provide training for teachers in order to ensure that children’s physical literacy is developed, and the requirements of the Foundation Phase are met. However, correct supervision and trust is needed, if the children in the Foundation Phase do not continue to return to play in wild and outdoor environments then the development rate of physical literacy will be reduced. A possible consideration for the future, could be more can be done at secondary school to integrate the outdoor environment into the daily curriculum delivery.  Physical literacy needs continuing throughout secondary education so that the efforts to promote this in early primary school years are not wasted.
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