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This essay will critically analyse the interaction of children in the Welsh Foundation Phase, and their interactions with the outdoor environment through their play and learning. The Welsh Foundation Phase encourage a playful pedagogy cross curricular approach to learning, which includes an emphasis on outdoor learning in the current syllabus (Welsh Government, 2015). This essay focusses on how children’s interactions with their outdoor environment can actually assist their physical development and contribute towards their physical literate life course, and as a result, confidence and physical competence levels increase. 

To start off this essay, it is important to discuss the term ‘physical literacy’, further terms associated with physical literacy will be discussed later on this essay. Firstly, Whitehead (2010) suggests that physical literacy is a unique journey throughout an individual’s life course. Whitehead (2010) further adds, physical literacy can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, and fluent interaction with the environment. These four key attributes all lead to an understanding of how to maintain physical activity for life. Whitehead (2010) also suggests there is a relationship between attributes of physical literacy, and successful interaction/ relationships with a range of environments, which can add to the motivation of an individual. This leads to further exploration and interactions with new environments, as a result of confidence and physical competence levels increasing.  

Whereas, Dudley (2015) argues that there are four core elements which contribute towards achieving physical literacy throughout the life course. Those four elements are (1) ‘Movement competency’; (2) rules, tactics and strategies of movement; (3) motivational and behavioural skills of movement; and (4) personal and social attributes of movement. Dudley (2015) further suggests that individuals progress at different rates and therefore it is essential to use these four elements whilst planning lessons, activities and assessments. This will ensure all needs of individuals will be met throughout the foundation phase. Dudley (2015) later highlights the importance of encouraging the development of children’s fundamental movement skills (FMS) as they are at an optimal age in the foundation phase, in terms of the development of fine/ gross motor skills/ competency. 

Using these two definitions of physical literacy, it is clear to see that the flexible cross curricular approach that the Welsh foundation phase is currently using should promote physical development, and in turn enhance the physical literate journey of a child in the Welsh foundation phase. 
The next part of this essay will be an in-depth analysis of the observations made from a recent visit to a foundation phase school. The focus will be on how the outdoor environment can be successfully used to facilitate children’s play and learning through their interaction, in particular, how the outdoor environment can contribute to the development of physical literacy for children in the foundation phase. Fundamental motor skills (FMS) are split up into the following three categories: locomotor (running, walking skipping etc), object control (throwing, catching, painting with a painting brush etc) and finally, stability skills (balance/ activated core movements). Whitehead (2010) suggests that the development of FMS can help contribute towards competency in chosen sports. ‘Fine’ and ‘gross’ motor development is also achieved by having competent FMS. Fine motor skills are the movements that use the small muscles in our hands and wrists, for example using scissors to cut up paper. Understood (2020) outlines that children in schools depend on these skills to perform tasks in school and everyday life. Gross motor skills, however, involve bigger muscle groups as well as the core muscles, such as, arms and legs to preform whole body movements such as standing and walking. Whilst observing clip (a) it clearly shows an adult lead exercise where the children are crawling underneath a heightened pole with guidance from their teacher. This exercise is targeting the children’s stability skills, and as a result of this their gross motor competence will be developed. Whitehead (2010) suggests physical competence is a prerequisite for developing physical literacy. 

Through the observation session at school (a) and clips (1 – 22) Cylch Meithrin Aberporth, the children’s behaviour was interesting to observe whilst taking part in an outdoor class activity. The teacher was giving the children specific movements to copy whilst singing at the same time. Bruner’s (1915 – 2016 cited in lecture notes) theory of cognitive development suggests the children’s learning can be enhanced through the ‘scaffolding’ of more knowledgeable peers, for example, guidance, discussing, and questioning can all be used by teachers when planning and undertaking lessons, to help aid the learning of children in the foundation phase. Bruner’s ‘scaffolding’ idea was influenced by the ‘zone of proximal development’, the work of Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) and Jean Piaget (1896-1980). Whilst observing this outdoor class activity, children were really engaged in the activity. The teacher was able to challenge the competence levels of individuals by observing the class and suggesting specific movement to try in order to promote physical development. This ‘scaffolding’ teaching method appears to work well with in the foundation phase curriculum. The observations made by teachers can be then used in future lesson plans to develop certain individuals such as, student (a) who was the only student in the class who was competent in catching a ball with both his right and left hand therefore, next catching session student (a) could be challenged with the task of catching a ball whilst stood on one leg. The development of motor competency can be encouraged by the teacher and their observation (SKIP, 2016).  

This leads to the next point; outdoor environments have a variety of ‘affordances. Affordances refer to “properties that they offer to a species, but the affordance not only depends on the environment but also the species” (Gibson, 1986).  Affordances can therefore be used to facilitate the learning and play of children in the foundation phase. These affordances can be used effectively to help promote physical development. Whilst observing school (a) there was a child lead activity session where the children were allowed to do what they wanted to do. During this session some of the children were using natural materials they found outdoors e.g. (twigs, leaves and stones), and then using these materials to create artistic work. This activity encouraged the children to actively go outside and find/ pick up objects. The exploration of the outdoor environment is actively developing the children’s FMS competency which again will contribute towards the development of physical literacy. Fjortoft (2001) argues that the outdoor environment offers opportunities for many different modes of play, for example, open smooth spaces are ideal for running and skipping (Locomotor activities) whereas, trees offer shade and sanctuary for less active types of play.  It was observed that children’s physical development varied in bending, placing, kneeling down, balanced, carrying all the natural objects for this activity. This may be due to the different competence and confidence levels throughout the class. It is known that young children are continuously developing their ability to balance and to roll as neurons in their brains are quickly having to grow and develop. Porges and Furman (2011) suggest systems such as autonomic, cognitive, and motor, which mature in combination and enable the developing infant to become more independent and explorative in a complex environment.
   
when visiting school (a) it was clear to see that the outdoor area was divided up into several different unique environments. For example, there was a large grass field area which has football goal posts which suggests that the children are allowed to play sports in this area. Whereas, at the other side of the school there was a small allotment, which suggests the children are given the opportunity to learn about the natural environment by growing their own flowers/ vegetables in this specific area. School (a) decided to manage their environments to help promote learning through play and the interaction of different environments. For example, the children will begin to familiarise themselves with different environments, this will link to what Whitehead (2010) identifies as a key contributing factor for developing physical literacy throughout the life course. Therefore, the planning and management of learning environments in the foundation phase is significantly important. 

This reflects the similar approach adopted in New Zealand and integrated into their early years programme (Te Whariki, Ministry of Education 1996). The Te Whariki early years curriculum is a child lead framework which incorporates the use of the outdoors across the curriculum similar to the Welsh foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2015). 

Whilst at school (a), I interacted with student (b) and (c) throughout a couple of minutes of their ‘free play’ time. Meckley (2002) states “play is child chosen, play is child invented, play is pretend but done as if the activity were real and play is fun”. With this in mind, both students (b) and (c) were ‘playing’ an imaginary game in an outdoor vet. Due to the ‘multisensory’ outdoor environment the outdoors provide, enhanced learning was aiding their play.  Collins dictionary (2020) suggests “multisensory approaches are far more effective in learning than using only one”, This introduces new ways to aid learning. This can be through smell, sound, and feelings, whereas the traditional classroom set up doesn’t allow this to take place. Also, Children with learning difficulties such as, ADHD can benefit from outdoor learning due to them been free outdoors with less restraints there are no visual boundaries i.e. walls. Therefore, the placement of the vet needed to be outside in order to be most effective. 

This school layout is very similar to that of ‘forest schools’ which originally came to the United Kingdom in 1993 by the early years department at Bridgewater college (Trout, 2004 cited in Knight, 2013). Forrest schools recognise that children should learn self-confidence and competence skills. Similarly, one of the Welsh foundation phase areas of development is ‘social and personal development, wellbeing and cultural diversity’.  

Through their interaction with others during play, children are able to develop not only their physical competency, but their language development will be enhanced through the interaction and cooperation in their play.  For example, whilst observing a child lead outdoor darts activity session at school (a), children were required to do addition in order to calculate the winner. Coupling language development with the physical makes play in the outdoor an effective learning environment. Maslow (1987) states that children often get deeply involved in their play and motivation levels can be increased through ‘peak’ experience. However, Smith (1997) argues that the definitions of play suggest children experience fun and engaging experiences.  Smith (1997) also highlights that there is no mention of children for whom play is not fun, or happy, which suggests there is no downside to play. However, Smith (1997) argues that some children must be experiencing rejection, discomfort and alienation and these could have a negative effect on children’s emotional wellbeing.

Using the multisensory environment of the outdoors, teachers can use the different affordances of the outdoors and create experiences with levels of ‘perceived risk’ for example, setting up a rope swing in a tree in the school playground. As Maslow (1987) identifies, motivation levels increase through peak experiences. Therefore, the outdoors can be more beneficial to aid learning experiences and increase children’s motivation through the use of perceived risk in the foundation phase. However, it is important to note that careful planning and considerations are made to ensure no harm is caused to the children, as its perceived risk. As this may affect the children’s physical literacy journey in a negative way. 

Park and Choi (2014) suggest the layout of the classroom has changed over time. The current more recent classroom design is where the teacher is situated at the front of the classroom with the pupils sitting down facing towards the teacher. Sitting down too much can be a risk to your health (NHS, 2019). NHS (2019) further states “studies have linked being inactive with being overweight and obese, type 2 diabetes, some types of cancer and early death”. Therefore, the outdoor environment used in the foundation phase ensures that the children are actively learning. The outdoor environment is beneficial for generating positive physical and mental wellbeing, whereas, the indoor classroom is essentially set up to capture the children’s attention (Park and Choi, 2014). Whilst observing school (a) inside their classroom they were taking part in a yoga session. Yoga can be used to enhance physical and mental wellbeing. Yoga focuses on strength, flexibility and breathing (NHS, 2018). This session may have been more effective as it could have been enhanced further by using the multisensory environment of the outdoors.

In conclusion, using the two definitions of physical literacy, it is clear to see the involvement of the outdoors in the Welsh foundation phase is essential, when promoting the development of children’s physical literacy for their life course. 

From the different observations that have been made, it is clear to see the outdoor environment offers a range of different affordances which can be carefully introduced into the foundation phase sessions in order to boost physical development. Not only are there many affordances of the outdoor environment, but the multisensory nature of the outdoors contributes to the effectiveness of outdoor learning. This essay has used Bruner’s theory of cognitive development, to show how teachers and children in the foundation phase can use scaffolding to aid learning experiences. This essay has also considered some of the international influencers of the foundation phase, along with the critical layout and design space of the indoor classroom and compared it to the less traditional outdoor learning environment. I believe that the use of outdoor environments is an essential asset, when trying to maximise the potential growth in any individual. Therefore, a consideration for the future is, should outdoor learning be introduced more regular in later stages of education?
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