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Analyse how the playful pedagogical approach of the Foundation Phase with its emphasis on outdoor learning lays foundations for children’s learning and development and contributes to their physical literacy.

In 1992 article 31 of the United Nations came into force. This recognised that play is fundamental to the development of a child and that therefore it is every child’s basic human right to play (UN, 1989). Following on from this the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) (2003) raised concerns that early years education too formal and classroom based. Looking at several international approachs and drawing on the best practices of these the WAG brought together the Early Years and Key Stage 1 of the National Curriculum to create one phase of education called the ‘Foundation Phase’ (Wainwright et al, 2016). In 2008 the WAG began implementation of this new curriculum for three to seven year olds. The foundation phase is a holistic play based curriculum that puts the child and their well-being at the centre of learning, and emphases using the outdoors as a valued learning space as well as balancing learning between child and adult led activities (DCELLS, 2008).
The importance of play as a way to educate children is not a new concept. Early education theorists and pioneers such as Dewey and Rousseau believed that children learn through practical experiences and play. Whilst Montessori, Frobel, McMillan and Steiner advocate the importance of play and self-directed exploration, with teachers as guides to scaffold a child’s learning. In this essay in will look at the international influences of this curriculum and how its focus on outdoor learning contributes to a child’s development. I will then explore the importance of early movement for children and how playful pedagogy supports a child on their physical literacy journey.
Many worldwide curricula incorporate play as a fundamental aspect of early education.  The Welsh Government aim to develop and promote the Welsh language throughout the Foundation Phase. ‘Children should appreciate the different languages, images, objects, sounds and tastes that are integral in Wales today and gain a sense of belonging to Wales, and understand the Welsh heritage, literature and arts as well as the language’ (DCELLS, 2008). This can be seen in New Zealand's holistic Te Whariki approach that focuses on relationships with people, places and things, incorporating traditional culture, giving children a sense of place and belonging. Its aim is to empower children to grow into competent and confident learners and communicators and be healthy in mind, body, and spirit. (Ministry of Education NZ, No Date). The High Scope approach was developed to provide early childhood education for the disadvantaged areas of America in order to give children a better foundation for their future in high school. The research found that having a good early active education meant that children were more likely to graduate from high school (Epstein, 2013). This resonates with the Foundation Phase statement of inclusion that requires schools to reduce any environmental or social barriers thus enabling all children the opportunity to achieve their full potential in life (DCELLS, 2008). 
The foundation phase advocates children being at the centre of the learning. It is about the ‘development of skills’, by ‘building on their previous learning experiences and knowledge’ (DCELLS, 2008. P.3). through child-lead activities children have the opportunity to be creatively involved in their own learning, to become active learners. This active learning and creativity are the core philosophy of Reggio Emilia preschools in Northern Italy. (Brock et al., 2009).
The growing number of Forest School that started in Scandinavia had a huge influence on the foundation phase. Their approach sees the natural outdoor environment as an integral part of a child’s development Children’s confidence is developed by them having the freedom, time and space to learn and be independent. Children gain Social and emotional awareness. Communication and language is developed through sensory experiences and using natural materials.  
The Foundation Phase echoes this approach by emphasising the importance of using natural outdoor spaces to promote children’s ‘discovery and independence.’ (DCELLS, 2008). It ensures that the learning environment helps social, emotional and cognitive development of the child.
Play is the basis of many international curricula and features prominently in the Foundation Phase too. But the definition of play is ambiguous. For the purposes of the Foundation Phase play should be seen from the perspective of the child (Howard and McInnes, 2010). The characters of play are about motivation and mental attitude. Play can be described as self-chosen or self-directed and where the means of the activity are more valued than the ends. Play supports a child’s intellectual, emotional and social development and enables them to learn acceptance and the concept of sharing (Broadhead, 2004). The Foundation Phase advocates learning through the ‘serious business of play’ both indoors and outdoors. (DCELLS, 2008). Play enables children to explore different movement skills and adapt them to their surroundings. Both Piaget and Vygotsky noted that children are active participants who develop an understanding of themselves through interactions with the world around them. Vygotsky went on to acknowledge that play and speech are important for the learning process and children gain higher levels of understanding by social interactions and communications with adults and peers. Bruner (1976) agrees and lays importance on the intervention of adults to ‘scaffold’ or support a child’s learning. He introduced the idea of a spiral curriculum where topics are revisited but with more complex ideas being introduced each time. The Foundation Phase reflects this idea with its acknowledgment that children learn at different paces and teaching should be appropriate for the child’s stage of learning rather than age related outcomes (DCELLS, 2008).

The benefits of being outside are well documented (Maynard et al., 2011).  Macmillan acknowledged that outdoor play would improve the overall health of children. Whilst Louv (2005) identified a link between the increase of psychological problems in children with decreased contact with nature. We, as humans, need nature to ensure our mental health as well as our physical health. Wellbeing is at the forefront of the Foundation Phase advocating the use of exciting , fun but safe outdoor spaces as learning environments (DCELLS, 2008). Fjørtoft (2004) and Bird (2007) suggest that a natural environment elicits a greater level of physical activity from children. This increased movement improves mptor development (Mygind, 2007). The dynamic nature of a natural environment engages children in a more creative and imaginative play (Fjørtoft, 2004; Storli and Hagan, 2010). This higher level of play can be attributed to the abundance of affordances that nature offers. Gibson (1987) describes affordances as features in an environment that invite action. As natural spaces are ever changing the actions that are afforded are only limited by the perceivers .of affordances develop. As actions are realised and mastered new actions become apparent to the child, this develops a wide range of physical skills that improves motor competency.  Children are highly creative beings whose imaginations should be nurtured during childhood. Natural outdoor settings provide an environment that is rich in loose parts. Loose parts are materials which can be moved around, designed and redesigned. Nicholson’s (1972) theory is a way for children to express and test their developing ideas, theories and experiences in life. Outside play not only develops physical and emotional needs of a child but also the cognitive and social aspects. Children will often be less inhibited outside, and more willing to join in with activities. Teacher’s expectations of behaviour also change. Outside it is acceptable for children to be loud and active. This freedom allows children to discover who they are and how they relate to others. Through social play without adult interference learn how to meet their own needs as well as learning how to consider the needs of others. Children learn through negotiating games. Vygotsky (1978) believed children learn about their world through physical interaction, that Social interaction plays a fundamental role in the process of cognitive development. Vygotsky postulated that play has value in learning self-control, which is the essence of being human. To live in society people must behave in accordance with socially agreed rules. Children practice this when they play together. Csikszentmihalyi (2008) identified a creative state of mind called ‘Flow’. This can be defined as a mental state where the person engaged in an activity is fully immersed, fully involved and enjoying the process of the activity that self-consciousness disappears. Children engaged in play can be compared to this state and because their mind is focused on the process, fear of failure is absent making their minds more open to incorporating new information, ideas and ways of doing things. Play can have a huge influence on cognitive development. Research suggests that the development of movement skills in early childhood is vital for intellectual brain development (Ayres, 2005, Maude, 2010). ‘Movement skills in childhood are inextricably linked to core aspects of development… Language emerges as children physically interact with their surroundings’. Children learn by experiencing their world using all of their senses. The restriction of movement impedes the experiential learning process. Movement allows children to connect concepts to action and to learn through trial and error. Scientific research shows children need to experience a wide range of movements in a variety of different surroundings for neuropathways to develop thus allowing intellectual development. Macmillan states that cognitive growth cannot happen without physical wellbeing.
Whiteheads concept of physical literacy embodies the holistic nature of experiential learning to develop the whole as does the ethos of the Foundation Phase. The monist underpinnings see humans as an indivisible whole, an embodied being in nature that creates their identity by interacting with the environment to develop self-esteem and confidence which creates motivation to be active throughout life (Whitehead, 2010). Maude, (2010. p.111) states that play ‘facilitates the establishment of many of the other attributes that are characteristic of a physically literate individual, including motivation, confidence, environmental and interpersonal engagement, self-knowledge and self-expression’ The core values of Physical Literacy resonate with the play-based nature of the Foundation Phase Curriculum which promotes children learning through hands on experiential experiences to enable children develop ‘self-image’, ‘self-worth’ and ‘self-esteem’ (DCELLS, 2008). Outdoor learning and engaging in playful physical activities has the capacity to motivate children to continue participating in activities for life.
The Foundation Phase has drawn from several international curricula, taking the best practices to create a holistic experiential play focused curriculum. The evidence suggests Children playing and learning in an outdoor environment enables them to be more active, absorbed, motivated and purposeful, and develops a more positive attitude to learning. Giving children the freedom to move about freely not only develops cognitive functions but also allows self-discovery. The Foundation Phase shares many attributes with the concept of Physical Literacy and is a good foundation to start children off on their journey.
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