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Jamie Miller (1703135)
SHSS5080 – Child Observation

During the module we were tasked to observe children during foundation phase, during these observations we were paying attention to the children’s behaviour, movement patterns and interactions in different environments. From these observations we will be looking at contributions and influences relating to the environment towards the child’s levels of physical literacy and motor skill development, development being the “continuous process of change in functional capacity” (Haywood & Getchell, 2009) 

 The Foundation phase is a holistic play-based continuum for learning first implemented in 2008 by the Welsh assembly government, aimed towards children between ages three to seven (Wainwright et al, 2016). The framework of foundation phase emphasises the development of skills with the child central to the curriculum (Aasen and Waters, 2006; DCELLS, 2008a:6; Maynard, 2007). Because of the play-based nature of foundation phase children participate in activities that give them experiences (DCELLS, 2008a); play environments where these activities take place become significant to the goal of promoting physical literacy (Maude, 2010). Physical literacy is defined by the International Physical Literacy Association (2014) as, “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life”. Wainwright et al (2016) adds to the definition believing physical literacy as a holistic journey where contributions towards the development of a person’s level of physical literacy can be influenced by different factors and contexts. Maude’s (2010) belief that environments created during foundation phase contribute to promoting physical literacy is reinforced by Wainwright et al (2016) who establishes the link between physical literacy and the foundation phase stating that the development of physical literacy can start from movement in early pre-school, from this beginning in early pre-school experiences can continue in aspects including leisure, recreation, play, curricular physical education and sport.  This link between the two can be further strengthened by taking into account the foundation phase’ play-based philosophy and Dwyer et al’s (2009) belief that active play is critical in the understanding of promotion and assessment of physical activity in young children. 

To further understand how the observations of the children relate to their development of physical literacy and/or development of motor skills, motor skill development being changes in movement behavior during a continuous age-related and sequential process (Haywood & Getchell, 2009), we must discuss the relationship between foundation phase and the outdoor environment, specifically its use of outdoor ‘playscapes’ in foundation phase framework. Frost (1992) uses this term ‘playscapes’ to describe different environments and emphasizes an importance of natural features allowing a wider range of learning opportunities that may not be present in other playground options. From this is could possibly be argued that the use of the outdoors in foundation phase gives variety to children and the types of movement skills they are able to experience, Rivkin (1995) agrees with this argument, believing that natural landscapes are synonymous with creating an enriching environment, stimulating a child’s learning through play. This provision for variety is important to the child because from infancy a child must adapt and function within a “new, complex and ever-changing environment” (Clark & Metcalf, 2002). The results of variety can be explained in Haywood & Getchell’s (2009) interpretation of Newell’s model of constraints; the interpret that by changing one of factors, individual, task or environment, that would influence the child’s interaction. From this interpretation it could possibly be argued that changing the environment may influence the movement experiences of the children during their interactions. Wainwright (2014) emphasizes the importance of using the outdoors within foundation phase stating that despite an absence of traditional physical education during age ranges three to seven, the use of the outdoors during the foundation phase’ play-based curriculum contributes to the children’s development of physical literacy. This is because environments affording outdoor play give opportunity for children to enhance and practice a variety of both motor and physical skills (Fjørtoft, 2000; Grahn, Mårtensson, Lindblad, Nilsson, & Ekman, 1997; Vigsø & Nielsen, 2006); this view is further enhance by the belief that they develop their competence in perception, this could include: their perception of movement, perception of depth, size, form, or even shape (Fiskum, 2004; Rakison, 2005). Bjorklund & Pellegrini (2002) add to their perceptual aspects believing there are also benefits to the child’s general spatial orientation. Fjortoft (2001) believes that children are challenged by rough and dynamic playscapes provided in natural environment, affordances from these provide challenging motor activity for children. Affordances are defined by Gibson (1979) in Fjortoft (2001) as “an awareness of the environments and their functional significance, or functional meaning”. An example of an affordance could possibly be a stable log or tree stump that could be stood on, meaning that being stood on is its affordance to the individual interacting with it.

From this we may establish the Welsh assembly government’s foundation phase framework’s use of the outdoors aims to encourage play-based learning that contributes to physical literacy and motor development. During our observations children were exposed to man-made natural playgrounds where the environment was a mix of tarmac playground and grass. In this environment there were natural outdoor playscapes such as logs and tree stumps complimenting man-made playscapes such as tyres and blocks. Another environment the children were exposed to was a beach where students were given a set of different tasks or stations that they were free to travel to, from and between. 

Observations of the child interacting with their environment were as follows:

From my first observation, I observed that the child was changing their patterns of movement depending on the different terrain when they were barefoot on the beach. The child moved in different patterns when looking for items from the beach they transitioned from sand terrain to pebbles. The difference observed between the two were that the child’s footwork was shorter and faster stepping on the pebbles as opposed to longer free-running strides on the sand. Transitioning between the two different terrain could be beneficial to the child because “adaptive locomotion is critical to an individual’s ability to move through their environment” (Clark & Metcalf, 2002), the different terrain exposed the child to different forms of movement, this is vindicated by Fjørtoft & Sageie’s (2000) description of a relationship between landscape structures and play functions. This may have introduced the child to forms of movement that they may not have experienced on their own, this coincides with Moore & Wong’s (1997) observation that physical diversity in an environment increases the amount of behaviours in a child’s repertoire. This diversity exposed the child to more rugged terrain, coping with physical challenges provided by rugged terrain improves a child’s motor ability (Fjørtoft, 1999, Grahn et al., 1997).

Another observation was from the playground environment where I observed a change in the child’s behaviour when transitioning from the tarmac part of the playground participating in a structured, teacher-led activity to a less structured environment on the grass area of the playground. Observed changes in behaviour were that the child’s level of engagement was improved on the more natural grass area than in the structured activity on the tarmac. From this increased level of engagement, the child looked to have an increase in their level of creativity showing more diversity in their play and movements. Multiple authors agree on the hypothesis that a playground that is adventurous and diverse can be a stimulating factor in a child’s creativity, therefore increasing their repertoire of play (Frost and Campbell, 1985; Frost and Strickland, 1985; Moore, G.T., 1985; Moore, R.C., 1986; Steel and Neuman, 1985; Winter, 1985; Frost and Wortham, 1988; Hart, 1993). The child showed this increase in creativity by responding to differences in the tasks. Where the task of balancing over a straight bridge of blocks over the tarmac area didn’t bring on the child’s full levels of engagement, the change to a less structured environment on the grass where the child was able to have more freedom in plotting their own course by mixing blocks with the logs and stumps in the area. This mix of blocks and natural objects tested the child’s motor skills by transferring between objects of different shapes and height. Through this they were also able to contribute to developing a perception of risk. This is because through challenging outdoor play, children can show improvements in risk assessment by learning to master these risky situations (Ball, 2002; Boyesen, 1997; Sandseter, 2010, 2012; Smith, 1998; Stutz,1999).

[bookmark: _Hlk8393853]A third observation was the inclusion of messy play, the children were given a task where they would use random objects for numeracy and wrote and drew in the sand on the beach. During the task the child was exposed to different textures from sand and any objects they could find such as shells and pebbles. Through ‘messy play’ the child was cognitively and creatively active while performing the tasks. Messy play can contribute both cognitively and creatively to the development of young children (Littlestarnursery.co.uk, 2019); this is because the child can use all of their senses, for example touch, this can enable children to make the most of natural resources while also practising fine motor control, handling tools and objects with different textures (Littlestarnursery.co.uk, 2019). Messy play’s contribution to the creative process is created because a lacking of focus in tasks that give a child freedom during their thought process (Littlestarnursery.co.uk, 2019), a hypothesis could possibly be that this lack of focus could be interpreted as a link to foundation phase and it’s encouragement of play-based learning. 

A fourth observation of the child was the stage they were at regarding their balance. This child showed poor levels of balance and core strength. This could possibly be improved as they experience different environments and terrains. It will become important for the child to be exposed to different environments and terrain. This is because considerable differences in achievement can be noticed between children who experience a wide, enriching, varied array of different movement patterns and those who do not (Clark & Metcalf, 2002).

In conclusion the foundation phase uses outdoor environments to implement the framework of play-based learning, attempting to develop a child’s levels of physical literacy and motor competence. The child under observation was exposed to different terrains and activities which aimed to garner different responses and interactions so that they may experience a wider range of play-based activity. The Child seemed to favour and respond positively to outdoor stimuli, notably there was a difference in their level of engagement between the man-made playground areas and the outdoor grass and particularly beach areas. This difference in engagement was reflected in the new ranges of movements and thought patterns shown from the affordances created in the outdoor environments. New ranges of movement were promoted by the child being exposed to new rough terrain, this meant that the child was unwittingly experiencing patterns of movement they possibly may not experience in their normal environment or under their own volition. From this it could be acknowledge that the experiences given to children in the foundation phase contribute to the start of their holistic journey of physical literacy, using outdoor environments to develop physically, cognitively and creatively. 
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