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In this piece of work I will look at the underpinning philosophies of the foundation phase and see how learning theories and approaches to the pedagogy of the foundation phase feed into this. I believe the role of the outdoors is vital in the development of children’s physical literacy, and I look into this further drawing on the ideas of key researchers, linking this to progress in children’s development. Amongst other things, I also address the importance of movement to early child development in terms of motor skills and academic progress.

The foundation phase is vital in a child’s learning and development both academically and with reference to the physical development of gross and, to an extent, fine motor skills. The DCELLS (2008) stated that “Well-being underpins the Foundation Phase, the learning being through ‘first hand experiential activities’”, and I agree strongly with this, whilst adding that play is a critical element to make the foundation phase successful. Taking ideas from Feezell (2013, pg. 17) and Brock (2009, pg. 60) play should be considered as a state of mind as opposed to a set of activities, where children take part for their own sake with little to no exterior pressures. That said however, there are some schools providing play in the foundation phase through semi-structured sessions due to a lack of resources or knowledge. This half way point, although not perfect, is better than not incorporating it at all into the structure of classes and this will enable the widespread use throughout Wales. The idea that play is not being defined by something as simple as yes or no is supported by Pellegrini who suggested that play can be categorised along a continuum ranging from ‘non-play’ to ‘pure-play’. With this a midway point emerges, referred to as ‘more-or-less play’, showing a half way between the two extremes.

When looking at approaches to the pedagogy of the foundation phase one of the most recurrent themes is the approach to the environment. The ‘Building the Foundation Phase Action Plan’ (WAG, 2006) states that the learning environment both indoors and outdoors should be safe, secure, attractive and a constant source of stimulation for children’s learning. This is supported by the approach suggested by Froebel. He took a holistic approach to the environment, and proposed that the foundation phase was a garden and the teachers act as a gardener, nurturing children’s growth. The environment is at the heart of that idea, and so creating a nurturing and guiding environment for the children is at the focus. Another approach focuses on children being able to distinguish between play and work. Howard and McInnes’s (2010, pg.35) looked into the difference between emotional and environment cues in ‘play’ and ‘work’ environments, with opposing results. Cues that suggest play is being used resulted in positive, encouraging emotional responses from the children, with work being associated with negativity. 

The Foundation Phase framework can be broken down into seven key phases, and explained using a holistic approach, meaning they look at all seven components as a whole rather than on an individual basis (DCELLS, 2008). These three areas are categorised into three different aspects; continuous environment, enhanced provision, and focused tasks. The continuous environment is always there; it’s constant and is the physical environment the children learn in, weather this be outdoors or in a classroom. The enhanced provision refers to a semi-structured interpretation of the foundation phase, where the children are given a choice between set activities and session. The last of the three aspects is the focused task. This comes in the form of planned and structured sessions that are entirely focused on the task at hand. Elements of all three of these aspects, when used together, can be viewed as the most effective approach to the foundation phase.

Moving on from this, another key component of the success of the foundation phase is physical literacy. Mandigo et al. (2012) define physical literacy as the ability to move with competence and confidence in a wide variety of physical activities in multiple environments. This relates to the acquisition of both gross and fine motor skills. The IPLA (2017) (International Physical Literacy Association) add on to this by suggesting that physical literacy allows a child to gain the ‘knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life’. The ideas support the foundation phase outcomes, as set out in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, revised 2015) within personal and social development.

Wainwright et al. (2016) wrote about a study in which schools were assessed on their use of the outdoors in relation to the children’s capabilities. The schools where play-based, outdoor learning was clearly evident showed that pupils were highly active in their learning, both physically and in terms of their engagement with learning tasks. This demonstrates the huge role outdoor learning plays in the development of a child’s physical literacy, which has been shown to be key in enabling the Foundation Phase to work.

This outdoor approach where the concept is underpinned by a philosophy of holistic child-led learning is supported by the emergence of Forest Schools. Forest Schools run on the view that the use of the outdoors is an integral part of young children’s learning. The children in the forest schools spend most of or all of the day playing outside, and studies have shown correlations between this and a strengthened development of children as a direct result from playing outside. This irrefutably shows the vital importance of the natural environment to a child’s development in Scandinavia where the forest schools originated, but it is now also starting to be seen that the same results can be achieved in other parts of the world. These ideas are starting to spread, and the more they’re tested the more accurate the guidelines for teachers become, thus enabling them to deliver the most effective learning for children that is going to allow them to succeed in all aspects of their later life. This all stems from the solid groundwork laid out in the foundation phase, and is now being proven to have positive effects on children’s physical literacy.

Movement is important to early child development, and being out in the natural environment promotes that development. This has been proven with studies in neuroscience, and considering ideas from Diamond (2000), Iverson (2010) and Van Der Fels et al. (2015) it can be seen that there are links between movement and the development of social, cognitive and psychological aspects of a child’s life. This movement element is laid out in the national curriculum as physical development, showing that its value is recognised by the Welsh Government so much so that it has been written into the national curriculum. 

Speaking on the outdoor environment affordance must be mentioned. Gibson (1986, pg. 127) states that ‘the affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal’. This is essentially saying that affordances are what the environment can offer to each special individually, and that each species will gain something different from the environment. This shows the importance of the environment to a child’s development of Physical Literacy, linking back into the importance of a continuous environment, one of the three aspects breaking down the framework of the Foundation Phase.

I earlier spoke about the importance of physical literacy to making the Foundation Phase a success, but that can also been seen the other way round. Without the introduction of the Foundation Phase the guidance and findings of studies into physical literacy would not have been able to be circulated, therefore none of the teachings would have changed. With the success of the Foundation Phase almost proving the ideas of Physical Literacy, more research was able to be done looking into it on a deeper level, enable researchers to gain a much greater understanding of the concept, as well as to produce guidelines and teaching methods to enable it to reach schools and become an effective element in a child’s learning and development. 
	
One idea and concept which proves to be one of interest is looking at play as a human right. Mullen (2014) published an article, in which he said play is an ‘irreplaceable means of expression that promotes dignity, health, education and maximized human potential’. Taking this statement to be true, we can infer that denying a child the right to play is un-ethical, because as a human right it would be a key requirement for all foundation phase teachers and providers to present through play. Now we know that doesn’t happen, so I believe that means we can’t look at play as human right without also seeing how much of a breach in ethics that would be. But then again, if it is labelled in a way that suggests the immediate application of change is required in order to provide one of the more controversial human rights, then it is maybe not such a bad decision. 

The IPA (revised 1989) also support the idea that play is a child’s right, publishing the declaration of the child’s right to play originally in 1977, and most recently revised in 1989. Within this declaration the IPA state that play helps children develop physically, mentally, emotionally and socially, and therefore it should be seriously considered and practiced in school through the provision of the foundation phase. In Article 31 of the UN convention on Child Rights, UNICEF (1992) state that children have a right to relax and play, along with the right to freedom of expression (Article 13) and the right to education (Article 28). Taking these three rights in equal measure you can begin to see the basis of the foundation phase, with the inclusion of education through play and free decision making. UNICEF also say of the convention that all of the rights must be seen as a whole, where all the rights are linked and no right is more important than another. This further supports the ideas based around pay being a holistic approach to learning and the Foundation Phase.

Looking at the Foundation Phase, we can see that play is a huge part of making it a success, as well as the development of a child’s physical literacy. All three of these components are interlinked, with play supporting both the development of physical literacy and the success of the foundation phase. We can also see the importance of a developed physical literacy aiding the smooth running of play in the foundation phase. We can see that 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 a holistic way, taking all elements as equal and not putting one above any of the others. Through looking at literature and studies it has become clear that everything points in the same direction; a successful and meaningful foundation phase will set up children for life, not just in terms of their academic development but in the development through all aspects of their life.
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