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In this assignment I will carry out an in depth analysis of the reactions and interactions a child had in the natural environment based on what I observed over a number of sessions in a primary school, focusing primarily on the foundation phase. The sessions I observed were carried out in different venues; two in the schools playground/play area and one at the beach. Through observing these sessions it became clear that there are strong links between a child’s interactions with the environment and the development of their physical literacy. The children also showed development of motor skills throughout each session.

Looking first at the maths lesson session I observed which took place on the beach, there were a group of children running barefoot on the beach across sand and stones, a mix of different terrains. They were physically connected to the environment in that because they were barefoot they could feel the sand and rocks and changing ground beneath their feet. Beames, Higgins & Nicol (2012) state that ‘the story of the land is brought alive through directly interacting with it’. This concept really showed through in the beach session, with the children actively engaged and wanting to know more, for example one of the boys found a starfish and was fascinated by it, he had so many question to go back to the classroom and research. I was focused on one girl in particular, and noted how she had to adjust her positioning and balance as the terrain changed under foot. The child’s gross motor skills were developing without force purely through being in this outdoor environment setting. Fjørtoft (2001) stated that natural environments represent dynamic and rough playscapes that challenge motor activity in children, an idea supported in what I observed. It was not only the terrain underfoot that was changing, but the environment itself was dynamic in terms of the tides and being so exposed to the weather. The term ‘playscapes’ comes from Frost (1992) and simply means different types of play environments, so in this instance the playscape was the beach; the environment in which learning took place through play or perceived play. The groups of children, in this instance, were showing much better co-operative/group skills than were being demonstrated in the school playground. This suggests a pattern or correlation between the playscape or learning environment and the children’s ability to work collectively as a group.

In another session I observed, the class of four year-olds were in the school playground/play area. They had a selection of blocks and wood and were making a bridge from one side of the concrete area to the other, then balancing along it. They were lifting and carry, two gross motor skills, which showed balance and both general and core strength. Having this general strength is the underlying key to all physical activities and actions, as without it they children wouldn’t be able to perform even the easiest of tasks. This strength can then be transferred into the classroom, for carrying books or moving chairs, Goddard Blythe (2005) wrote a lot about children needing to be well balanced, and in this instance can be applied in needing to be both physical and academic. This is supported by the work of Paiget (1952) who suggested that motor and cognitive skills are very closely related, and presented the idea that children learn from observable motor actions with objects. For example the action of picking up a block or a piece of wood promotes the learning of gross motor skills such as grip, which can then be transferred into a classroom environment in terms of gripping a pen in order to be able to write. This is taking a gross motor skill and using the same concept to develop fine motor skills, which the child will do without even thinking about it. With these motor skills the child is able to improve their cognitive skills. 

Roberts and Kauer (2009) also support this research, stating that skills are transferable from motor to cognitive due to the fact that they share several underlying features. These features include things such as sequencing, monitoring and planning. The first session I observed was a class of three year-olds who were set a task of looking after their ‘dragons’ (a variety of different colour and sized balls) and to get them into different ‘nests’ (hoops and various other targets). It was really clear that the children, despite being so young, were really planning what they were doing. One child in particular was only collecting yellow balls, and was keeping them all in a hoop on the playground. When I spoke to him about what he was doing he said he was only going to collect the ‘yellow’ dragons, and also told me about how he could say yellow in both Welsh and English. This showed a link between the activities they were doing and the cognitive skills they were learning. He was also monitoring what the other children were doing and making sure that no one else touched any of the yellow balls he had already collected, whilst he was off collecting more. In terms of sequencing he was being systematic in how he was gathering the different balls, and when he had all of the yellow ones we were taking about the sizes and how he could order them based on their size. He showed clear signs of planning, observation and sequencing which, as mentioned previously, are three of the overlapping areas between motor and cognitive skills. 

The recurring theme throughout all of these sessions was the emphasis on play. Ayres (2005) stated that ‘play consists of a series of adaptive responses that make sensory integration happen’. Through delivering a session that feels, to a child, like play Ayres suggests that greater depths of learning can happen, in terms of both physical and cognitive development. One of the sessions we observed was a PE lesson, and within this there was a huge contrast to other sessions we observed. In one activity the children were simply dribbling a football between cones then picking the ball up and walking back to que up and do it all again. In this instance it was clear that the children were disinterested and losing focus, as well as not learning or developing skills of any kind. Van Der Fels et al (2015) show the relationship between motor skills and cognitive skills, and suggest that a child cannot have one without the other. In the instance of this PE session no development was being made in terms of motor skills as the activity was not interesting or stimulating for the children, therefore no links to cognitive skills could be made. The National Curriculum for Wales has outcome goals, and not specific activities outlined in the revised document (2015). Traditional spots, such as football, are not outlined as mandatory; in fact they are not mentioned at all so makes this activity entirely pointless.

This brings us back to the concept of Physical Literacy, described by Mandigo et al. (2012) 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. Whitehead developed this definition and in 2016 said that Physical Literacy was the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life. What Whitehead adds to this definition relates closely to the aims of the foundation phase; lifelong involvement and interest in using the outdoors for recreational activities. In using the beach as a learning environment for the class the children are normalised to the idea that the outdoors can be used for fun and by anyone, it opens up more possibilities. The beach is a natural environment which will always be accessible, so by showing the class that it is just another space the school are not only fulfilling the aims of the national curriculum, but are also developing the children’s physical literacy.

There are suggestions that the environment makes no difference to a child’s quality of learning, but research by Howard and McInnes (2010) actually proves the opposite. Generally, children associate classrooms with work and the outdoors with play. The difference in these environmental cues derived very different responses from children, where cues that suggest play resulted in positive, encouraging emotional responses from the children, with work being associated with negativity. Most of the sessions I observed used play or perceived play as the basis for learning. By giving the children more control over the situation and the session they are more engaged and therefore more open to learning. Howard and McInnes also showed that physicality is associated with play, so being able to make learning session physical and therefore feel like play leads to greater engagement and learning from children.

Through in depth analysis of children in the foundation phase’s interaction with the outdoor environment in their learning and play I have been able to draw conclusions and see patters emerging, such that giving children some control and making sessions physical will be associated with play and therefore trigger positive reaction to learning, and that developing gross motor skills at a young age is not only vital for further fine motor skill development, but for the development of cognitive skills as well. By using different learning environments, the teachers are able to fulfil outcomes of the national curriculum, and develop the children’s Physical Literacy. Using a variety of environments promoted and developed group and cooperation skills, as well as promoting physical activity.
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Assignment Checklist

· Please complete the Personal Evaluation section of the Assessment Feedback sheet, add your name and details, and paste the whole of this assignment document into the front of your assignment

· Submission is a single word file, clearly labelled with your name and module code
· Font style - Times New Roman, size -12 for text and 14 for headings
· Ink colour – black only
· Line spacing – 1.5 line spacing and 2cm- 2.5cm page margins
· Quotations more than three lines to be indented 1 line spacing
· One line space between paragraphs, paragraphs must be left aligned
· Pagination (your assignment should have page numbers) 
· All tables and figures are internally referenced and have a title
· Word count checked and written at end of text (before references and any appendix)
· Assignment is within 10% of the word limit (excluding references and any appendices)
· All references in the text are included in the reference list
· Correct referencing following the Harvard style, as described in the Palgrave study skills book ‘Cite them Right’.
· Correct spelling using UK English
· Correct use of punctuation
· Grammar and syntax correct- double check anything that has a green line under it
· I have read my assignment out loud to myself and it makes sense and is easy to read
· Somebody else has read my work and it makes sense to him or her!
· I have checked and I have not plagiarised 
Failure to follow these guidelines will cost you marks!
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