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There is much literature that debates the concept of ‘physical literacy.’ When translated in a literal sense the words physical and literacy can be defined as, “relating to the body as opposed to the mind,” and “the ability to read and write,” (Oxford 2008). It could be argued that this contrast enables the term ‘physical literacy’ to be interpreted from a more holistic perspective, that gives careful consideration to the connection between mind and body.  According to Jurbala (2015, p. 374) physical literacy struggles to find a coherent and standardised definition.

“because extensive research findings on the development and expression of PL do not yet exist, the metaphoric sense, and therefore the generally accepted meaning of PL is still fluid. This fluidity has enabled the multiple conceptions and definitions which have arisen.”

Philosophical conceptions such as monism, proposed by Whitehead (2010) deny the existence of a distinction between mind and body. This concept is supported by Mortlock (2009, p. 144) who suggests, “Man is never really an individual; he is better described as a universal.”  The idea of holism, ‘a whole being,’ is also supported by Fiskum and Jacobsen (2012) who discuss developments in neuroscience, studies suggest that processing information and regulating action is interpreted in the limbic area of the brain, the body’s response is then either action or inaction, i.e. to interact with the surrounding environment. 

In comparison, Jurbala (2015, p. 376) hypothesises that PL is “the gathering of information from the environment, the selection of action, action as movement and movement as expression.”  It could be argued that physical literacy develops children’s ability to read and understand their own body movements, improving spatial awareness and enabling them to move more efficiently with confidence.  Whitehead (2010, p. 75) confirms a similar interpretation proposing that, “the ability to interact with the world is referred to in the definition of literacy as reading the environment.” Evidence appears to suggest that processing visual information and auditory sounds of geophony and biophony is a complex process. However, according to Fjortoft (2004, p. 23) “children have a desire for more complex, challenging and exciting play environments than the traditional playgrounds usually offered them.”  It could therefore be proposed that individual experiences in a variety of outdoor environments and activities can lead to a greater appreciation of one’s embodiment, using a combination of physical movement and the senses. The development of relationships between individuals and their environment is known as ‘relational psychology’, Sebastiano (2008, p. 517). This also appears to suggest a state of dualism that reemphasises the philosophical concept of monism by Whitehead (2010)

Another key feature of physical literacy that is linked to the interpretation of the physical environment is the theory of affordances. Using this metaphor, Gibson (1979, p. 4) suggested that, “different objects of the environment have different affordances for manipulation.” Within the context of adventure education, “using an environment in an adventurous way creates new opportunities for developing children, in terms of a better understanding of themselves and the world around them,” Berry and Hodgson (2011, p. 151). “If PL means acquisition of the movement skill competence and conﬁdence to enjoy a variety of sports and physical activities,” Jurbala (2015, p. 374), then it could be argued that adventurous activities facilitate this acquisition using the changing topography of the natural environment, i.e. crags, rivers, forests and mountains that afford the opportunity to climb, canoe, cycle and walk. According to Raymond et al (2017, p. 7) “two processes underpin the theory of aﬀordances, namely direct perception and actualization.” Within the context of adventurous activities such as rock climbing the individual perceives opportunities where action is possible, i.e. the rock face affords the opportunity to climb. The actualization stage of engaging in the activity is then largely dependent on their “physical abilities, social needs and personal intentions.”

An aﬀordance refers to the “possibility for action provided to an individual by an environment, by the substances, surfaces, objects, and other living creatures that surround the social actor”, Raymond et al (2017, p. 4). The topic of fundamental movement skills is relative to the affordance theory, as Jurbala (2015) discusses the development of FMS in the early years foundation stage. During this stage children develop object control, balance skills and agility that help to support their lifelong engagement in physical activities. It is widely accepted that FMS provide the basis for future engagement in a variety of physical activities. According to Jurbala (2015, p. 377) over time, individuals will become proficient in a wide variety of FMS that are described as a “series of mountain peaks.” The evidence appears to suggest that children need a solid foundation on which to build future competencies and skills, to enjoy a variety of activities in physical education.  In comparison, Fjortoft (2004, p. 23) explores the ecological perspective of dynamical systems theory suggesting, “structures and processes that interact to promote motor development,” such as “musculo-skeletal components, sensory systems, and central sensor-motor integrative mechanisms.” 
Within the context of adventure activities, outdoor educators often use the term dynamic to describe the environment, due to its diverse landscape and constantly changing conditions. When challenging and adventurous activities such as rock climbing are combined with a dynamic outdoor environment, components of the dynamical systems theory interact with each other.  It could therefore be argued that adventurous activities such as this are integral to the development of physical literacy and movement mastery.  “It is the dynamic communicative read and respond aspect, and the integration of systems into a whole greater than the sum of its parts that sets the concept of PL apart,” Jurbala (2015, p. 377). In Adventurous activities dynamic risk assessing is considered a “high level skill,” Berry and Hodgson (2011, p. 48). This aspect of outdoor education also focusses on a participant’s ability to read and respond to multiple challenges, physically, cognitively and emotionally.

Fjortoft (2004, p. 23) refers to other aspects of physical literacy such as the development of motor skills and creativity in play, stating that “it very clearly showed children’s preferences for outdoor play environments”. There is much literature that explores the idea of ‘a sense of place,’ evidence suggests that exposure to natural environments enriches self-awareness’ and develops the “emotional bonds between an individual and a geographic locale,” Raymond et al (2017, p. 1).  According to Bretherton (1992) ‘attachment theory’ concerns a person’s emotional and physical attachment to a care giver, in comparison Raymond et al (2017, p. 5) appears to suggest that place attachment can be influence by ecological surroundings and significant experiences, “place has been presented as a socio-physical construct comprising of physical, social, and personal/individual components.” It could be argued that adventurous activities have the potential to foster these positive experiences, conversely, challenging activities could result in negative experience that have the opposite effect.  Nicol (2003, p. 14) summarises an insightful description of an outdoor experience that has a sense of familiarity to emotional bonding argument, “The sum of the parts of the explanation would not be the same as the experience as a whole.”  This holistic perspective recognises the affective component of outdoor environments, drawing similarities to the philosophical concept of monism by Whitehead (2010). 

From an educational perspective, a growing body of evidence argues that “physical literacy should be given the same educational value as literacy and numeracy,” Edwards et al (2016, p. 1). Stevens and Deborah (2016) discuss similarities between language literacy, math literacy and physical literacy, to demonstrate how each area contributes to the broader development of essential skills. This argument is also supported by Fiskum and Jacobsen (2012, p. 78) who confirmed, “increasing the time for physical activity at the expense of academic subjects does not compromise academic achievement.” According to Edwards et al (2016, p. 5) studies showed that the core attributes of physical literacy such as confidence and motivation, were more frequently identified than physical and cognitive attributes.  With reference to the development of the ‘whole person’, it is worth noting that these attributes are categorised under the ‘affective’ or emotional subtheme which Edwards et al (2016, p. 6) suggests are “consistent with the philosophical underpinnings of physical literacy.” The research findings propose that “interacting with the physical environment stimulates positive self-esteem and self-confidence.” 

It is widely excepted that children who lack confidence in their own physical ability are less likely to continue on their physical literacy journey into adulthood. Within the context of outdoor education, Fiskum and Jacobsen (2012) suggest that outdoor natural environments offer a greater number of affordances that increase a participants critical thinking skills, motivation and enthusiasm.  Jurbala (2015) discusses the ongoing debate of how physical literacy should be implemented and deliver in education. There appears to be an inconsistency of approach, arguing that educators will need to demonstrate positive outcomes using observation and experimentation, “Both practitioners and policy makers want empirical support for the efficacy of PL programs.” Jurbala (2015, p. 372). 
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