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Prepare a paper for the senior management team of the school outlining how the school grounds could be developed to support adventurous activities and outdoor learning. Your paper needs to demonstrate how the changes will contribute to the development of physical literacy, and health and well-being.

From the changes in the curriculum in Wales, it is vital Schools develop the four purposes, creating; ambitious capable learners, enterprising contributors, ethical informed citizens and healthy confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2021a). Whilst traditional indoor lessons may achieve this, the outdoors offer a wide range of natural affordances, such as plants, trees and sticks, which can enhance the learning of pupils, resulting in high quality lessons (Gibson, 1979). Not only can the outdoors enhance the physical activity element of the Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) but also help in creating cross curricular links in all AoLEs, including Humanities, Literacy, Mathematics, Creative Arts and Science and Technology, allowing for engaging lessons which allow pupils to thrive (Welsh Government, 2021a; Welsh Government 2021b). This letter will explain to importance of adventurous activities and outdoor learning and will then suggest possible facilities to be added to the School grounds, such as a high ropes course and an allotment (Welsh Government, 2021a; Sahrakhiz, Harring, and Witte, 2018).

With the increase in mental health issues in young people, especially with COVID-19 restrictions, it is evident Schools must allow pupils to deal with difficult situations whilst in Secondary School (Office for Health and Disparities, 2021). Furthermore, School Nurses may be unable to cope with the volume of pupils requiring mental health support, specifically in deprived areas where the School Nurse may only be in the School once or twice a week (Office for Health and Disparities, 2021). Allowing pupils to take appropriate risks can enable them to cope with difficult situations and increase their self confidence, possibly reducing the volume of mental health issues, allowing for more focus on their learning (Health and Safety Executive, 2009; Office for Health and Disparities, 2021). Whilst parents and some teachers may deem risk taking as inappropriate, explaining the benefits of risk taking and ensuring all necessary measures are in place may overcome this potential barrier (Health and Safety Executive, 2009). Additionally, appropriate risk taking and learning away from the classroom can bring the new curriculum to life by providing experiences to become ambitious capable learners (Health and Safety Executive, 2009; Welsh Government, 2021a). 

Learning outdoors can also encourage independence, responsibility and give pupils a voice (Beckmann, Igou and Kilnger, 2019). Fostering a well-being approach in Secondary School is important in creating the best possible transition from Primary to Secondary School (Hughes et al., 2016). Having said this, the transition from Primary to Secondary School may still be daunting for pupils and their parents and there will still be challenges to overcome, but if Schools can ensure all aspects of well-being are covered, including physical, cognitive, social, emotional, psychological and existential, it can help the transition to become less scary for pupils (Hughes et al., 2016). Furthermore, the Hughes et al. (2016) study found that year seven pupils wanted more facilities on the School grounds which linked with their local community, more informal spaces outside to play and quiet areas where they could relax. Whilst older pupils within the School may not use the facilities to play, they can use it to suit their own likes, such as parkour (Hughes et al., 2016). Including the pupils likes into the development of the School grounds and giving them the responsibility to maintain an area of the School, possibly an allotment, can give them a sense of belonging, importance, independence and become responsible for their actions, creating ethical informed citizens (Hughes et al., 2016; Welsh Government, 2021a).

Dyment (2005) and Fiskum and Jacobsen (2013) also suggest that children  prefer the natural environment over a manmade environment and as a result, developing the School grounds to include a range of facilities and affordances can enhance the physical literacy journey of pupils during lessons, break and lunch times (Learning through Landscapes, 2013). Although the concept of physical literacy is difficult to underpin, within this letter physical literacy is referred to as the physical competence, confidence, motivation, knowledge and understanding to participate in physical activity (Whitehead, 2010). In order for pupils to become more physically literate, they must participate in more physical activity (Dyment and Bell, 2008). From the developments of the School grounds which will be discussed later on in the paper, the aim is to integrate enjoyable physical activity in everyday life (Dyment and Bell, 2008). Therefore, the developments will enhance activities participated in the local and wider community. Hopefully developing pupils’ intrinsic motivation and lifelong passion for physical activity (Ryan and Deci, 2018). The developments can incorporate the Health and Wellbeing AoLE as well as the other five AoLEs, creating healthy confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2021a).

Taking the other AoLEs to the outdoors can support brain development and, with the push from the Welsh Government (2021a) to achieve high grades, can help pupils and teachers to achieve what the pupils are academically capable of. Many of the local Primary Schools currently have Forest School opportunities and Sahrakhiz, Harring, and Witte (2018) suggests  this approach is excellent in offering formal and informal learning opportunities, which traditional indoor lessons may struggle to offer. Whilst Forest Schools can increase the intrinsic motivation in pupils allowing them to participate and become more involved in more physical activity and learning, teachers may have to abandon some control of their lesson as pupils may push the boundaries, especially if they are not used to having a lesson outside in Secondary School (Sahrakhiz, Harring, and Witte, 2018). Lessons which are planned to the needs of the class, offer more time for movement and allow pupils to engage in their own thinking; supporting the development of enterprising creative contributors (Welsh Government, 2021a; Sahrakhiz, Harring, and Witte, 2018).

An element which could be added to the School is a discussion and performance area (appendix 1). In the discussion area, benches are made of sustainable natural products, such as wood, placed in a circle to allow for a round table discussion, resulting in pupils having meaningful discussions throughout the curriculum (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012; Welsh Government, 2021a). The intended use for the performance area is for expressive arts, language, literacy and communication and health and wellbeing AoLE, to display the talent pupils possess (Welsh Government, 2021a). Additionally, the School can organise shows for the family, friends and community to further showcase what the pupils are capable of (Welsh Government, 2021a). From this, pupils can gain a sense of belonging in the School and local community which could lead them into trying more physical activity in their community (Welsh Government, 2021c). Furthermore, having a discussion and performance area for pupils to use during lessons and at break and lunch time can encourage the four purposes of the new curriculum to be achieved as pupils gain confidence in their own voice, respect other’s views, are well informed and can communicate effectively (Welsh Government, 2021c). Moreover, the three cross curricular frameworks, numeracy, literacy and digital competency, can also be enhanced through this area (Welsh Government, 2021d). 

Whilst the outdoors generally tries to move pupils away from technological devices, effectively including these devices in discussions may further enhance the quality of the lesson (Welsh Government, 2021d; Palmer, 2006). A way in which to include technology and the outdoors could include typing their discussions on a device and searching online for more information (Welsh Government, 2021d). In turn, this may reduce the mental health issues, as pupils are able to express their ideas and opinions, feeling a sense of relatedness, and also understand that the rest of the class will respect their opinions (Ryan and Deci, 2017; Office for Health and Disparities, 2021). However, pupils poor mental health is a big topic and, although a discussion area may help some pupils, it is not intended to be used as a coping strategy for all (Office for Health and Disparities, 2021). Instead, it is hoped that through discussions in natural settings with other pupils, pupils are able to understand that emotions are not fixed nor consistent (Welsh Government, 2021e). To ensure the aim of the discussion is met an assessment of the pupils learning is needed (Welsh Government, 2021f). Assessing the quality of pupils discussions could be a way to understand whether pupils are achieving the goals of this area of the School grounds (Welsh Government, 2021f).

Outdoor classrooms, surrounded by natural affordances, could also be introduced on the School grounds to incorporate the outdoor in all AoLEs (Welsh Government, 2021a; appendix 2). One type of outdoor classroom shown in appendix 1 is the giant rhubarb plant classroom. The giant rhubarb plants provide shelter during the rainy weather, which many teachers suggest is the reason why they do not take lessons outside (Health and Safety Executive, 2009). These plants thrive in rainy weather and boggy areas, which is useful in South Wales, and can grow up to two meters (The Royal Horticultural Society, 2021). The other classroom has polycarbonate sheets, which can offer more protection in adverse weather (Wickes, 2021). Both classroom are easy to maintain and can be used in all weather (The Royal Horticultural Society, 2021; Wickes, 2021). The chairs and desks in the classroom are made from wood and the science and technology AoLE can make these during their lesson (Welsh Government, 2021g). As these classrooms are versatile any AoLE can use them, therefore, there must be enough classrooms to cope with the demand in the School, allowing for the full benefits to be fulfilled (Welsh Government, 2021a).

A benefit to outdoor classrooms is the amount and quality of natural affordances (Gibson, 1979). Natural affordances can enhance the engagement in lessons as the learning possibilities are endless and, in turn, can allow for an increase in physical activity (Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2012). Furthermore, pupils are not expected to sit still and listen in outdoor classrooms which can also lead to more involvement in lessons (Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2012). Whilst boys and girls may use affordances differently, as there is no expectation of a seating plan or staying in set groups, pupils can go in their friendship groups which can allow them express themselves and feel more comfortable whilst learning (Niklasson & Sandberg, 2010). Pupils are expected to dress appropriately for the weather so at least once lesson a day, with the exception of weather warnings, is based in the outdoor classroom (Kytta, 2002). Furthermore, being in a green space along with more physical activity can help pupils concentrate on the lesson and absorb more information, creating pupils who are ready to learn (Mygind, 2007). As the outdoor classroom is a more engaging environment, traditional assessments can still be used and, from implementing an outdoor classroom, hopefully increasing pupil grades (Mygind, 2007; Welsh Government, 2021f).

To further engage pupils in their learning, an allotment area could be included (appendix 3). Within this allotment on the School grounds, pupils are able to suggest and vote for fruit and vegetables to grow, allowing them to have a voice within the School (Welsh Government, 2021a). Pupils can suggest ideas based upon what they like and search seasonal fruit and vegetables and discover when and how to plant them, building their independence and knowledge of the World (Welsh Government, 2021a; Welsh Government, 2021e). The allotment would be maintained by the students who have researched how the fruit and vegetables grow best as well as the catering members of staff, further building the independence of pupils (Welsh Government, 2021a; Welsh Government, 2021e). The food grown on the School grounds would also be served in the School canteen, all products which cannot be sourced on the School grounds, such as meat and fish, would be locally sourced (Health Challenge Wales, 2010). Additionally, to build a relationship with the community, any extra produce could be sold to people in the community (Welsh Government, 2021a). However, if the School has pupils who are from low income families and they require free School meals, produce could be given at no or low cost to encourage them to continue to eat healthy at home (Health Challenge Wales, 2010; UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 2016).

When pupils have healthy meals they have more energy to participate in more physical activity, enhancing their physical literacy journey (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 2016; Whitehead, 2010). As an allotment can give meaning to movements and health skills, it could result in pupils being able to continue this throughout their lives (Whitehead, 2010). Furthermore, pupils can receive first hand experiences and participate in a wide range of the elements of physical literacy, such as knowledge and understanding, enhancing their physical literacy journey (Wainwright et al., 2016). Additionally, to take other AoLEs outside of the classroom, the allotment can provide a range of experiences (Welsh Government, 2021a). For example, the humanities AoLE can incorporate history as pupils can learn that people used to have to grow their own fruit and vegetables rather than buy it from a shop and religious education can be included by looking at food some religions cannot eat (Welsh Government, 2021a). Although the allotment can offer a wealth of experiences to one’s physical literacy journey, it may be difficult to assess as physical literacy is difficult to underpin (Wainwright et al., 2016). Therefore, pupils completing booklets may allow for the learning to be demonstrated (Welsh Government, 2021f). 

Finally, the last development which could be added to the School to support adventurous activities and outdoor learning is a high ropes course (appendix 4). Many local Primary Schools have low ropes courses and implementing a high ropes course could be the next stage in their development (Welsh Government, 2021b). Challenging pupils based off current abilities can increase pupil motivation and support competence (Ryan and Deci, 2017). Adding to this, pupils can continue to support and build relationships (Welsh Government, 2021a; Ryan and Deci, 2017). However, teachers and parents may be apprehensive about allowing pupils on the high ropes course because of the risk (Health and Safety Executive, 2009). Whilst some may think that a high ropes course is risky, safety equipment will be used and checked regularly, managing the risk of serious injury risk (Health and Safety Executive, 2009). Although all risks cannot be eliminated and pupils may have the occasional bump and bruise, risk of injuries are kept at a minimum (Health and Safety Executive, 2009). Overall, the benefits of a high ropes course, increasing independence, team building and improving ability, outweigh the potential risks, provided risk assessments are followed and only competent qualified persons are to take and assist the children (Health and Safety Executive, 2009). The high ropes course is intended to be used throughout the health and wellbeing AoLE and after School clubs to support domains of learning (Bailey et al., 2009; Welsh Government, 2021a). Allowing this facility to open on weekends and School holidays can further build the relationship between the School and community (Learning through Landscapes, 2013). This can also allow the School to have a revenue to put back into the School for further developments.

To conclude, the developments suggested, high ropes course, outdoor classrooms, discussion and performance area and an allotment, can all contribute to the physical literacy and health and wellbeing of pupils (Welsh Government, 2021b; Whitehead, 2010). Additionally, due to the change in curriculum there is a wider range of learning opportunities offered to pupils (Welsh Government, 2021a; Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2008). With the opportunity and potential to offer pupils more experience outdoors, their motivation can increase, laying the foundations for pupils to have a lifelong passion for physical activity (Whitehead, 2010). Whilst there may be challenges, such as no one looking after the allotment, giving pupils a voice and the independence to look after an area can encourage them to become more engaged in their learning and School (Welsh Government, 2021b; Welsh Government, 2021c; Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2012). Finally, the new developments in the School have the potential to be implemented in every AoLE and provides a wealth of cross curricular skills (Welsh Government, 2021a; Welsh Government, 2021d).
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