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Analyse how Curriculum for Wales lays foundations for young children’s physical literacy with its emphasis on outdoor and playful pedagogical approach.
The integration of outdoor learning and physical literacy within educational frameworks has become a central focus globally, and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) exemplifies this shift. Reflecting a broader international trend towards prioritizing holistic, experiential education, this curriculum aims to foster not just academic knowledge but also physical, emotional, and social development (Whitehead, 2001; Haydn-Davies, 2008). By emphasizing play-based pedagogy and outdoor learning environments, the curriculum provides an opportunity for children to engage in learning experiences that are both interactive and rooted in nature (Knight, 2013; Bilton, 2010). This essay will explore the role of physical literacy within the Curriculum for Wales, its international influences, and the ways in which outdoor learning contributes to children's overall development. It will also examine how the integration of play and holistic education approaches aligns with global practices, such as those seen in the Reggio Emilia and Forest School models (Gandini, 2012; Knight, 2013), to support lifelong engagement with physical activity and well-being. In the context of the Welsh Curriculum, Whitehead (2001, p.15) defines physical literacy as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge, and understanding to value and take responsibility for engaging in physical activities through their entire life. It emphasizes holistic development, recognizing that physical, emotional, social, and cognitive skills are interconnected in fostering a lifelong love of physical activity and well-being. Haydn-Davies (2008, p. 31) emphasizes that physical literacy is essential in shaping lifelong physical activity behaviours, aligning with the curriculum’s goal of fostering healthier future generations. The Curriculum for Wales incorporates this concept primarily through the Health and Well-being Area of Learning and Experience, which prioritizes physical development alongside mental, emotional, and social health. It aims to support learners in becoming healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2022).
The Curriculum for Wales promotes physical literacy by fostering motor skills such as coordination and balance through outdoor and playful learning experiences. Outdoor activities like games, play, forest school sessions, and adventure-based learning not only enhance physical competence but also help build emotional resilience. Children engage in teamwork, self-regulation, and persistence, all of which are vital aspects of physical literacy (Knight, 2013; Waite, 2011). Through hands-on outdoor play, children learn to overcome challenges, developing confidence and a positive attitude toward physical activity that will persist throughout their lives (Macintyre & McVitty, 2020).
Furthermore, outdoor learning environments enhance cognitive abilities like problem-solving and critical thinking. In these settings, children face real-world challenges, requiring them to apply creativity and teamwork to solve problems, thereby developing their cognitive skills alongside their physical abilities (Bilton, 2010; Joyce, 2019). The Curriculum for Wales promotes this approach by emphasizing the importance of outdoor learning in its Health and Well-being Area of Learning and Experience, where it aims to foster children’s physical, emotional, and social development through holistic educational experiences (Welsh Government, 2022).
The holistic approach of the Curriculum for Wales ensures that physical literacy is not treated as an isolated skill but is embedded across all areas of learning. This approach supports not only physical development but also emotional, social, and cognitive growth, helping children develop essential life skills (Haydn-Davies, 2008). Outdoor learning experiences, such as those offered in forest schools, are key to this development. These environments encourage risk-taking, resilience, and independence—critical components of physical literacy that align with the curriculum’s goals (Knight, 2014; Parry & Allison, 2009). The Curriculum for Wales thus empowers children with the skills, confidence, and mindset needed to engage in active lifestyles, fostering lifelong well-being (Whitehead, 2001).
The emphasis on outdoor learning and play-based pedagogy in the Curriculum for Wales draws on successful international practices, particularly the Forest School approach, which has gained recognition for its positive impact on young children’s development (Knight, 2013). The Reggio Emilia approach, with its focus on child-centred, experiential learning, shares similarities with forest schools in that both encourage creativity, collaboration, and exploration in natural environments (Galbi, 2013; Gandini & Edwards, 2005). The Welsh curriculum, similarly, integrates outdoor learning to promote physical literacy, enhancing both motor skills and cognitive development while fostering a connection to nature (Bilton, 2010; Doyle & Milchem, 2019).
The Forest School approach, originally from Scandinavia, emphasizes learning through risk and adventure in outdoor settings, where children develop not only physical literacy but also critical thinking, problem-solving skills, and emotional resilience (Knight, 2013; Beames & Brown, 2016). This approach directly aligns with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales, which encourages the development of a broad range of skills through active, real-world learning experiences (Joyce, 2019).
Overall, the Curriculum for Wales reflects a global shift towards valuing outdoor play and experiential learning as essential elements in the development of physical literacy. Through a focus on physical, emotional, cognitive, and social growth in outdoor settings, the curriculum helps lay a foundation for children to lead healthy, active lives (Whitehead, 2001; Welsh Government, 2022). The Curriculum for Wales, implemented in 2022, provides looser guidance for schools on how they should structure their curriculum. This gives schools more control over how they structure their curriculum and allows them to tailor it to their students’ needs, thus allowing for a more personalized and inclusive approach (Welsh Government, 2022).
The new theory has an emphasis on holistic development, which essentially means that there is less concentration on academic achievements and more focus on developmental areas that children will use throughout their lives, such as becoming ambitious, capable learners (Welsh Government, 2022). This curriculum has six areas of learning, with Health and Well-being being one of these areas (Welsh Government, 2022). Here, a holistic approach is considered as the focus for the teaching and learning experiences, with the first What Matters Statement being based on physical development, such as motor skills, coordination, and physical health (Welsh Government, 2022). Emotional development, like building self-awareness, emotional regulation/understanding, and resilience, is also encouraged to be developed through the physical, as well as social development, which focuses on interpersonal skills and how children interact with one another (Knight, 2013; Waite, 2011). Cognitive development, which encourages critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving, can also be promoted through the physical (Haydn-Davies, 2008; Whitehead, 2001).
This holistic approach ensures that children acquire not only academic skills but also life skills that are essential for personal growth and well-being (Whitehead, 2001). Outdoor learning, which is integral to the Curriculum for Wales, aligns seamlessly with these goals. It provides opportunities for children to engage in activities that support their physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development in a meaningful and interconnected way (Knight, 2013; Welsh Government, 2022). This change in the curriculum aligns closely with the Foundation Phase’s playful pedagogical approach, which prioritizes outdoor learning as a means of developing physical literacy (Knight, 2013; Waite, 2011).
This essay will explore how theories of play have influenced these approaches in Wales but also look at international impacts and the broader benefits of outdoor learning for young children (Knight, 2013; Haydn-Davies, 2008).
The concept of "play" in the Welsh curriculum is deeply connected to the work of early childhood theorists such as Froebel, who believed in play as an essential medium for children’s learning and development. Froebel (2005) viewed play as a natural and necessary aspect of children’s development, allowing them to engage with the world in a way that promotes understanding, creativity, and emotional growth. This theory supports the Curriculum for Wales’ aim to create learners who are confident, creative, and curious, as play is recognised as an integral component in achieving these outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022).
The Reggio Emilia approach is an innovative, child-centred approach to education, originating in Reggio Emilia, Italy, after World War II. The approach emphasizes the importance of creativity, collaboration, and exploration in a child’s early education (Galbi, 2013).
The Reggio Emilia approach emphasizes that children should be seen as capable, competent, and full of potential. In this approach, children are active participants in their own learning, not passive recipients of information (Malaguzzi, 1993; Gandini & Edwards, 2005). The environment plays a pivotal role as a "third teacher," encouraging creativity, curiosity, and collaboration. Classrooms are designed to be open, light-filled spaces filled with 'loose parts' materials that children can engage with freely, fostering exploration and discovery (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012; Wainwright, 2018). Unlike traditional schooling, which typically covers short, topic-based lessons, Reggio Emilia’s project-based learning allows children to explore subjects in depth over extended periods, guided by their interests (Gandini, 2012). Teachers act as facilitators, expanding on children’s ideas rather than directing their learning, creating a more child-centred approach to education (Rinaldi, 2006). This philosophy is rooted in the belief that learning is a collaborative process, where teachers, children, and the environment interact dynamically to foster meaningful development (Forman & Fyfe, 2012).
One major difference from typical learning within schools is their project-based approach. Instead of topics lasting only 1 or 2 days, projects can last up to a few months and are based on the child’s interests, allowing children to engage meaningfully and delve in-depth into their projects through deep exploration and creativity. Teachers guide the projects and expand on a student’s ideas rather than directing the process (Galbi, 2013).
As well as this, collaboration and community are important. Children should work together on projects, sharing ideas and learning from one another. This is how the real world works, so it’s important that we raise children not to be afraid of this process. Within Reggio Emilia, the community is vital, not only playing an integral role in education but also encouraging what’s being taught, allowing the teacher to maintain their role as a facilitator rather than the traditional authoritative figure.
According to the theory, children express themselves in “a hundred languages,” such as dance, play, drawing, sculptures, storytelling, and more. These diverse methods of communicating ideas are seen as an invaluable part of the learning process. This approach sees play as a critical method of learning. Through playful exploration, children develop many physical and cognitive skills.
The Reggio Emilia approach fosters a love for learning, allowing children to take responsibility and engage meaningfully in their education, encouraging critical thinking, and respecting each individual child (Galbi, 2013). This child-centred philosophy mirrors the principles embedded in the Curriculum for Wales, which prioritizes holistic development and the nurturing of children as capable, competent learners (Welsh Government, 2022). The Welsh curriculum emphasizes outdoor learning and play-based pedagogy, aligning with the Reggio Emilia approach by fostering exploration, creativity, and problem-solving skills in natural environments (Knight, 2013; Maynard, 2007). The integration of outdoor learning in Wales mirrors Reggio Emilia's use of the environment as a "third teacher," where nature and the outdoors are seen as an integral part of children's education (Gandini, 2012; Whitehead, 2001). 
Maynard’s paper (Maynard, 2007), talks about the decline of outdoor spaces, coupled with an incline with home based leisure such as TV, Xbox and more. This trend if carries on will eliminate outdoor play areas. It is suggested that one of the contributing factors to this trend is ‘Fear’, this for example could be a fear of getting hurt or stranger danger or multiple other typical fears on the modern world. Essentially people are becoming less willing to take a risk themselves and therefore less willing for their child to take risk. Limiting their time actively playing and increasing their time indoors being sedentary. To counter act this schools across the UK started implementing experiential learning within their curriculums, influenced by Danish early years programmes, they came up with their own concept of ‘Forest schools’. By 2005, around 50 Forrest School projects have been set up across Britan (Archimedes Training, 2005) now according to an article from 2022 (Greenways Forrest School, 2022) there are now over 1000 forest schools implemented across the UK. 
This attitude is reflected in the Curriculum for Wales, which integrates key elements of international best practices, such as child-centred and play-based learning, into Wales’ own context. For example, the Cynefin Green Health Hub in Carmarthen exemplifies how the curriculum’s emphasis on outdoor learning is implemented practically to improve children’s physical literacy. Through activities like forest schools and nature-based learning, Cynefin provides opportunities for children to develop motor skills, resilience, and social interaction in the outdoors. This aligns closely with the Health and Well-being Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) within the curriculum, which promotes physical, emotional, and cognitive development through meaningful, holistic learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2022). Such approaches are also supported by research on the benefits of outdoor learning, which highlights its role in improving not only physical literacy but also problem-solving and teamwork skills (Maynard, 2007).
In conclusion, the Curriculum for Wales reflects a global shift towards prioritizing outdoor learning, physical literacy, and a play-based pedagogical approach, emphasizing the importance of holistic development in early childhood education. Drawing inspiration from internationally recognized models such as Reggio Emilia and Forest Schools, the Welsh curriculum provides a rich, interconnected framework that fosters children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive growth. By embedding outdoor learning and experiential play into its core principles, Wales is not only enhancing physical competence but also cultivating essential life skills such as resilience, creativity, and problem-solving. This approach aligns with the overarching goal of shaping healthy, confident, and capable learners, prepared to engage with the world in meaningful and active ways. As Wales continues to implement these transformative educational practices, it is paving the way for future generations to lead fulfilling, active lives, while also contributing to the broader, global movement towards more inclusive, child-centred education (Knight, 2013; Whitehead, 2001; Welsh Government, 2022).
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