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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 physical literacy 

This essay will begin by considering how educational theorist’s and international approaches effected and contributed to the foundation phase curriculum in wales. Definition of the foundation phase is a “statutory curriculum for all three to seven-year olds in Wales, having been introduced in September 2010. It encourages children to be creative and imaginative and makes learning more enjoyable and more effective.” (Gov.wales, 2015). In this essay I will discuss how outdoor and physical play is relevant, beneficial and how it affects the educational system. I will also examine how holistic and child centred learning approaches through physical literacy is associated with children’s academic performances and benefits children.

There are seven statutory areas of learning in the welsh curriculum. These are Personal and social development, wellbeing and cultural diversity, Language, literacy and communication skills, Mathematical development, knowledge and understanding of the world, Welsh language development and Physical development. These areas of learning are all interlinked with each other. This curriculum was developed through the government’s research on international approaches to education within the foundation phase. Countries such as Norway, New Zealand and Northern Italy are just a few to have impacted the way we deliver foundation phase in Wales. In New Zealand the Te whariki’s approach concentrates on securing the sense of belonging, well-being and learning of the children and creating age appropriate content with links to their culture and background.  For the foundation phase they have four principles, an aspirational statement, five strands, eighteen goals and a hundred and seventeen indicative outcomes. The five strands are Well-being, Belonging, Contribution, Communication and Exploration according to Hass (date unknown). This approach exactly like the foundation phase curriculum is not aligned to traditional subject areas but provides a combined foundation for each child’s development (Peters, 2011). 

The foundation phase has also been influenced by educational theorists including Lev Vygotsky, Maria Montessori and Abraham Maslow. Lev Vygotsky’s believed that play and speech development are important factors in the learning process. Vygotsky also developed a concept called Zone of Proximal Development. ZPD is the difference between what a pupil can do without help and what they can do with help. This has been implied in our foundation phase curriculum through the pupils working with a teacher in a guided learning activity. Then the pupils work independently in a group, this is a good method to assess the pupils progress of learning. This cycle of guided learning, independent learning and then a target to enhance further learning resembles to Kolb’s theory. David Kolb's experiential learning theory works on two levels: a four-stage cycle of learning and four separate learning styles. Much of Kolb's theory is concerned with the learner's internal cognitive processes. (Mcleod, 2017). The four stages to his cycle are Concrete Experience (CE): feeling. Reflective Observation (RO): watching. Abstract Conceptualization (AC): thinking. Active Experimentation (AE): doing. On the other hand, as implied by Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart, there is limited opportunity during large group activities 
for children to have conversations of planning their play and solving their problems. (Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart, 2006). Another educational theorist that have contributed to our education system is Maria Montessori. She was an Italian educator and physician. Montessori believed children should have open access from indoor to outdoor areas, her outdoor garden consisted of an area for ball games and trees for shade. Her method of education is self-directed activity, hands on learning and collaborative play. Montessori’s design is a child-centred environment where children are given freedom to choose work based on their developmental needs and interests. She had a holistic approach emphasizing all aspects of development, rather than attaining specific pieces of information (Montessori Education 0 - 3, 2019). The definition of holistic is “considering a person or thing as a whole, rather than as separate parts” (Ldoceonline.com, 2019). Montessori’s method has been implied in our foundation phase curriculum through creating ‘areas’ inside and outside of the classroom where children are free to learn. Gill says, “Children of all ages and abilities are naturally curious.” (Gill, n.d.). Examples from recent research include educational systems using land art where the pupils use natural material to make art. The children were using targets and games to create their own mathematical questions in an outside area. There was a natural outdoor play area meaning that all the benches and tables they use to play are made from wood. It was clear to see the school are trying to cut down on the amount of plastic materials they use and apply the outdoors as much as possible. This will create a positive impact on the pupils being closer to nature. Stephenson (2003) children’s physical risk taking and learning how to deal with risk, is a part of children’s natural development and an important life skill, enabling children to develop the disposition to manage risk effectively. Abraham Maslow was an American psychologist from the 1900’s, he is best known for developing the “Maslow's hierarchy of needs” this is a motivational theory in psychology comprising a five-tier model of human needs, often depicted as hierarchical levels within a pyramid. The needs lower down in the hierarchy must be satisfied before individuals can attend to needs higher up. From the bottom of the hierarchy upwards, the needs are physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. (Mcleod, 2018). Although Maslow’s not specifically focused on the natural environment, he does outline that we need basic essential’s like clean water and unpolluted air to have the best quality of life. Through allowing children in the foundation phase to participate in outdoor classes for more than just physical literacy but creative arts, mathematics and languages we are allowing them to become closer to the outdoors, raising a generation that will respect and protect nature.

Using similar methods from these theorist the welsh government have created a foundation phase curriculum that is a play-based and child-led curriculum encouraging pupils to be independent, meaning that the child is at the heart of the lesson how it is planned, tracking, assessments and reflection, therefore it is adaptable to individuals needs. This is a positive movement in the right direction as children’s well-being and metal heath are being provided for. Giving pupils an opportunity to express themselves through play and having the confidence to create their own ideas about different subject topics without realising it is the best way for them to learn. Physical play and the outdoors are imbedded in the foundation phase curriculum throughout the seven areas of learning. This factor is a crucial contribution to child development because of our modern society’s damaging effect on children’s ability to play. Gill says, “Adults arguably underestimate children’s ability to manage risk.” He believes that children can learn from risk and that risk is positive thing (Gill, n.d.). on the other hand, locations to play like parks and fields are decreasing, crime rates in urban areas are increasing and the latest technology gadgets such as tablets and phones are being given to babies and toddlers. Office for National statistics for England and Wales reports “a 4% increase in the number of police recorded offences involving firearms... a 7% increase in the number of police recorded offences involving knives or sharp instruments”. (Ons.gov.uk, 2019). The “cotton wool” children are becoming more common due to these facts. Parents fear for their child’s safety in their own neighbourhoods. As a result, from this, they are not allowing them to explore and enjoy the outdoors. This is creating Agoraphobia and Nature deficit disorder, a fear of the outdoors. Playing outdoors offers a wide variety of affordances from early childhood to ensure children’s motor development. Affordances are objects of possibilities for action as believed by JJ Gibson. Studies in Scandinavia show that children in preschools that move in natural settings have better motor development due to the rich variety of affordances that nature offers. The opportunities to develop children’s physical literacy are endless when they are provided with the use if the outdoors. The array of areas that children are aware of such as, beaches, lakes, school grounds all contribute to how well a child moves and how they control their own bodies. There are many benefits of the outdoors being added in the foundation phase curriculum. By allowing young children access to the outdoors they can then explore the world first-hand and experience natural phenomena such as the changing seasons. Offering children to play in an increased space allows them to move on a bigger scale, developing better motor-skills. Movement in the outdoors helps children gain control of their own bodies and improves physical development including their agility, stamina, co-ordination, strength and balance. “Children’s physical activity increased when working outdoors: 90% of outdoor activities were rated as intermediate/mixed or high compared to indoors which 100% were rated as none/low.” (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013).

Sir Ken Robinson a former professor of arts education at the University of Warwick, is a strong advocate of creativity and believes schools don’t support child development and the importance of creativity as much as they should. His definition of creativity is “Original ideas that have value”.  At a TED talk Robinson said “We don’t grow into creativity; we grow out of it. Or rather we get educated out of it.” This is because of the school system. The stigma of being wrong and being told at an age as young as 3 years old what we cannot do other than experimenting with what might be possible if we let our imagination and creativity takes over our school work and accept it as part of an intelligent mind. (Matthew A. Gilbert, 2019). In the school environment they seem to only focus on one specific type of intelligence in the past, this being intellectual intelligence. Howard Gardner’s theory is that there are eight multiple intelligences. Logical- Mathematical, Verbal- Linguistic, Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, Visual-spatial, musical, Naturalistic and Body- kinaesthetic. (Multiple intelligences: Gardner's theory, 1996). He believes that intelligence is often narrowly viewed in terms of linguistic and mathematical skills at the expense of developing all-round potential.
Gardner’s theory provides a logical justification explaining the broad differences children have expressing their abilities and talents in schools.

The foundation phase also contributes to developing children’s physical literacy. Margaret Whitehead wrote physical literacy can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life. Wainwright’s research identifies that a “lack of proficiency in motor development acts as a barrier to later participation in physical activity” (Wainwright et al., 2016). Physical literacy is considered an asset to the foundation phase curriculum, with the rise of working mothers in recent years babies have been neglected of their chances to develop correctly before entering nursery/school. A baby could spend up to 6 hours in the same position, push chair, car seat, shopping trolley and so on. “Many car seat manufacturers recommend that a baby should not be in a car seat for longer than 2 hours, within a 24-hour time period. In a recent survey by Baby safe, 58% of parents had not heard of the 2 Hour Rule.” (Clark, 2019). Whiteheads view of physical literacy is that its “… for life” (Physicalliteracy.cymru, 2019). Therefore 
it would be a curtail mistake for babies not to have tummy and back time as it helps develop the child’s upper body strength. Tummy time helps strengthen the back, neck, shoulders, balance and core strength. (Start4Life, n.d.). Without the correct and beneficial start to a child’s physical literacy journey, the parents are depriving that child of its basic needs and damaging their physical literacy journey. This factor alone is why schools are pressured to deliver physical literacy, concentrating on fine and gross motor skills during class time to ensure children have the core strength to sit up, concentrate and write in lessons. Higgs wrote:

“Governments understand the concept of literacy. One needs to learn to read as a child in order to become a fully functioning member of society; through use of the term physical literacy, many stakeholders have come to understand that children and youth need a repertoire of physical skills or physical literacy that will enable them to become physically active and therefore healthier, adults.” (p.7) (Higgs, 2010). 

Physical literacy has numerous benefits towards the pupils but under other conditions physical literacy has been a strain on teachers in the educational system. The use of more child-initiated approaches when outdoors was not consistent across teacher’s individual profiles nor were, they apparent in relation to all aspects of the observed practice, Maynard, Waters and Clement, then say “teachers emphasised their difficulties with documenting children’s learning and with letting go”. (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). 

In conclusion, physical play and the outdoor environment has contributed a substantial amount to children’s development within the foundation phase curriculum. These views have been informed by international approaches to education within the foundation phase and educational theorists. With the combination of a variety of cultural and educational approaches, this curriculum is allowing children to spend an equal amount of time in their classrooms as they do in their learning areas outdoors. The use of children playing freely in the school system is developing both their gross and fine motor skills through physical literacy. Focusing on how children move correlates with how they learn, adapting the foundation phase curriculum to modern society where children are less likely to exercise and spend time out in nature is crucial for their overall health. If children are entering the education systems not knowing how to do basic movements and hold body positions like sitting by a desk, hold academic equipment such as books and pens, how can we expect them to achieve academically. Physical literacy is more than keeping physically active it’s a lifelong journey, the younger the child, educated with these skills the better. Allowing children to learn at their own ability, in their own time is investing in their mental, emotional heath and well-being above all else while also achieving high learning outcomes and greater academic performances. 
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