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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 learning and development and contributes to their physical literacy

This essay will begin by highlighting the underpinning educational philosophies of the foundation phase (the Welsh curriculum for children aged 3 to 7).  Historically, educational philosophy has been incredibly difficult to define, with attempts to define it being criticised for their obscurity and difficulty to understand (Noddings, 2018).  For this essay, the philosophy of the foundation phase will be separated from some of the core educational goals, such as mathematics and science, and focus on the underpinning concept of well-being (Wainwright, 2014), with a focus on outdoor learning and a play-based pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2015).
The outdoors has long been associated with well-being, from the work of Rousseau (1889) who, despite initial demonization of his ideas in the 16th century, romanticised nature, leading education in a healthy direction.  More recently, the gap between nature and children has even been taken as far as to be described as ‘nature-deficit disorder’ (Louv, 2005), which suggests that a lack of nature directly correlates with physical and psychological health in children. 
Wainwright (2014) provides a range of evidence for the benefits of outdoor learning, with focus on outdoor play.  Play has increasingly been recognised as an integral part of childhood in the United Kingdom, from being established as a child’s right to play, enshrined in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989), and being recognised in the foundation phase curriculum by the Welsh Government (2015) as ‘a very serious business,’ teaching ‘perseverance, attention to detail, and concentration,’ as well as being ‘fundamental to intellectual development’ (p. 4).
So, if ‘play’ is such an important part of being a child, and childhood development, ‘play’ must first be defined before gaining a better understanding of playful pedagogies in the foundation phase. Vygotsky (2016) highlights an issue associated with defining play, as it may not always incorporate pleasure, and the motives of the playing child must be identified to acquire a true definition.  In order to avoid these complications, Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie’s (2013) summary will be adopted, which suggests that play is freely chosen, intrinsically motivated, and in contradiction to Vygotsky, pleasurable.
Officially, the playful pedagogy of the foundation phase in Wales is managed by ESTYN, who inspect the quality and standards of education and training in Wales.  ESTYN (2009) highlights the largest issue with the foundation phase pedagogy is in the delivery of a more play-based and experiential version of the curriculum. They highlight the need for using both indoor and outdoor learning environments, although success in Wales is described as less successful than Scandinavian countries so far.
ESTYN (2017) have put greater emphasis on the use of the outdoors in the foundation phase playful pedagogies, in order to aid engagement with the curriculum, with the focus still being on ‘play,’ to increase children’s communication and physical skills, increasing their literacy in both. Fleer (2009) acknowledges the link between play and positive childhood development, but suggests that the dominant western educational theories do not account for including as many opportunities for play as possible in the curriculum.
Since success in playful pedagogies are noted in other countries, such as Scandinavia (ESTYN, 2009; Fleer, 2009; van Oers, 2014) and Canada (Krstich, 2016; Massing, 2016), insight into effective playful pedagogy may be gleaned from success, or also cross-cultural flaws in playful pedagogies (Massing, 2016). 
Krstich (2016) offers an extreme example of curricular reform from the 1960s in Canada, from a school which tried to make all students into artists. Attendance records, exams, classes, calendars and whole departments were abolished in place of more abstract, playful pedagogical approaches.  Although the play-based approach was well acknowledged by society, its approach failed to hit mainstream education. Massing (2016) highlights the importance of play in Canadian schools, although recognises children from poorer cultures felt teachers create tension in playful activities through over involvement.
Van Oers (2014) draws upon a wealth of research from Vygotsky in 1978 to argue the importance of a play-based curriculum and pedagogy, which suggests it is far more effective than the rigidity of modern, western pedagogies, also criticised by Fleer (2009) and ESTYN (2009). Although difficulties in delivering a playful pedagogy are highlighted by van Oers (2014), Vygotskian philosophical ideas have already shaped the developmental educational theory.
Vygotsky’s (2016) developmental education model integrates play into stages of learning, starting with imaginary play which develops abstract thought, through to the introduction of rules, which develop actions. Edwards (2013) suggests three pedagogical models for the foundation phase, which are open-ended play, modelled play and purposefully framed play. Edwards suggests a blend of all three approaches should be adopted, depending on the learning objective (if any) in relation to the curriculum.  Teacher engagement should support the child’s learning, being careful not to dictate, which could steer the learning experience away from a rich, playful learning experience, giving the child the best chance to develop.
Play, in particular physical play and in the outdoors, is obviously important in the foundation phase, hence why ESTYN (2009; 2017) emphasise its importance, as well as emphasising the need for children to take controlled risks in the developmental process. One obstacle in the delivering of this part of the syllabus is the risk aversive nature of society (Gill, 2007).
Hope et al (2007) also suggest that parents perceive the risk of their child being abducted as enough to limit their time being able to engage in physical play outdoors, limiting the amount of physical activity time and motivation for children to be able to engage in physical play.  Hope et al also point out that parents perceive abduction as a real risk, when in reality the risk of reduced quality of life, disability and even death from inactivity is a far more realistic risk. 
Guthrie (1997) describes this distorted perception in terms of perceived risk (an individual’s own interpretation of a risk) and actual risk (what the real risks of something are).  Regardless of whether risks are actual or perceived, Hope et al (2007) state the benefits to every facet of development, such as sharpening the senses, psychological and social factors, improved motor skills and so on, which are clear benefits of the outdoors and physical play, which will now be looked at in more detail. 
Motor development is an essential part of development, which Haywood and Getchell (2018) describe as an ongoing process throughout life, giving the skills needed to live, move and work in the world. Haywood and Getchell emphasise the importance of developing motor skills at a younger age, and state that play offers a great motivation for learning motor skills. Goodway, Crowe and Ward (2003) suggest instruction in motor skills massively benefits development, also emphasising the importance of teachers in the foundation phase. 
Maynard (2007) focus on the importance of play, specifically in the outdoors, which is drawn from Scandinavian success.  It is suggested that playing in the outdoors contributes to overall well-being, reduces the risk of obesity from lack of activity, and that the outdoors provides a wide array of learning environments and opportunities, thus giving children a developmental and educational advantage.  Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart (2006) say that having access to a wider array of learning environments has been shown internationally to have a positive impact on children’s development.
All children should be able to benefit from this research, as ESTYN (2009; 2017) set out in the foundation phase curriculum, although it could be argued that poorer children can face more challenges when gaining a typical developmental preschool experience (Goodway, Crowe and Ward, 2003).  Gaining the best experience in the foundation phase could potentially have massive future social implications, with poorer children who have received the best education earlier on in life being involved in less crime and teenage pregnancies, and contributing more to society by having a greater chance at graduating from university, getting better jobs or careers, houses and cars and generally a better standard of living (HighScope, 2019).  These benefits are not exclusive to any economic group, and are beneficial to all (Montie, Xiang and Schweinhart, 2006).
Walsh et al (2006) found evidence of many benefits to allowing children to play, such as from cognitive development (including improved literacy, attention, concentration and memory), social development (including better maintenance of relationships, cooperation and self-esteem) and motor development (improved physical confidence, competence and well-being). There has been extensive research conducted into the benefits of developing physical well-being through play.
Robinson and Goodway (2013) support ideas of physical and outdoor play contributing to all areas of development, stating that such physical activities are essential to physical growth and well-being. Jacoby-Garrett (2018) supports evidence that active play directly correlates with positive physical health and well-being, in addition to developing a healthy cognitive brain function. This is because active play and physical activity directly affect a child’s neurological development (Park, 2014).
With such a wide array of benefits to be gained from physical play and the outdoors, in the longer term the foundation phase should contribute to the ongoing participation in such activities.  One way in which it succeeds in providing these opportunities is by giving children, and even parents, a wealth of affordances (Gibson, 1986) in many different environments. Gibson suggests the natural world affords us many things, such as shelter, warmth and sustenance in a natural setting from which we originate.  These affordances gained from nature and the outdoors in turn help develop children’s basic functionality in all kinds of environments in the world, enabling basic living and survival.
An example of the transferability of affordances can be seen in a case study conducted by Storli and Hagen (2010).  It was found in this study that children’s activity levels were the same, whether they were in an urban park or a natural outdoors setting. The children in the study had both environments available to them, and the acquired affordances can be seen to impact their general physicality and creativity when playing in an array of environments.
Affordances also influence physical literacy, an idea which has been around for almost 85 years in philosophy, and the term itself coined for over 20 years (Whitehead, 2010). Before looking at the link between the foundation phase and physical literacy, an understanding of physical literacy must first be established.  Whitehead suggests that there are four main influences to physical literacy, which are: philosophical models suggestive that development of it affords us interaction with the environment; perception that modern educational pedagogies are forgetting the importance of physical movement; concerns of society disassociating with physical activity, and the negative implications of this disassociation; and concerns of physical education being elitist and neglecting those without outstanding physical abilities. 
As a whole, physical literacy is “motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the life-course” (Whitehead, 2010, p. 5), and physical literacy is a motivation in itself, purely as a concept, to be physically active, thus gaining meaningful and fulfilling experiences (Shearer et al, 2018).
The impact of the foundation phase is essential to the development of physical literacy (Stroebel, Hay and Bloemhoff, 2017).  For example, the affordances gained from the playful, physical approach can provide a means, and by effect the ability and motivation, to continue the development of one’s physical literacy (Whitehead, 2010).  The incorporation of multiple learning environments, both indoors and outdoors, also contributes to the motivation to stay active, with teachers being an integral part of the development and nurturing of physical literacy.
Wainwright et al (2018) looked at the influence of the foundation phase in Wales on children’s physical literacy. They found it positively impacted most areas of physical literacy, as it included many learning opportunities with physical activities integrated into them, allowing development of locomotor skills. The foundation phase was also found to be very inclusive and motivating when it came to physical activities, laying excellent foundations for physical development, although slightly lacking in the development of physical competence, such as object control. Despite this, the psychomotor skills gained during the foundation phase are linked to ongoing physical activity throughout the child’s life course.
So the foundation phase may not contribute as fully to physical literacy as it could do (Wainwright et al, 2018), and the decline of physical activity and life skills can be directly linked with a decline in children’s health (Stroebel, Hay and Bloemhoff, 2017; Shearer et al, 2018). The foundation phase is also essential for human flourishing, through promoting the development of physical literacy (Durden-Myers and Whitehead, 2018), as it is objectively good, inclusive, individualised, self-directed, an
d most importantly agent dependent and socially constructed. Physical literacy and human flourishment are at the core of the foundation phase, as they are the embodiment of well-being which is at the core of the curriculum (Wainwright, 2014).
In conclusion, the playful pedagogical approach to the foundation phase clearly has a massive impact on children’s physical literacy. In addition, the incorporation of various learning environments, both indoors and outdoors, and the vast plethora of learning experiences provided give children a brilliant foundation for the continued development and education of children. It can also be said that the foundation phase gives children a better quality of life, improving their physical, psychological and social well-being, and providing the essential skills and motivation to maintain a healthy and active lifestyle.  It is yet to be seen what the long-term societal implications for the playful pedagogical approach are, but as children in Wales grow and become parents themselves, potentially the effect on the wider society could be that future generations embrace increasingly healthy, active lifestyles and reap the intrinsic rewards inherent in this lifestyle, such as a nation-wide reduction in crime and anti-social behaviour, and better life prospects for citizens overall.
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