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Analyse how Curriculum for Wales lays foundations for young children’s physical literacy with its emphasis on outdoor and playful pedagogical approach

Intro 
Jurbula (2015) describes physical literacy by comparing “movement fluency to language literacy”, in other words physical literacy is, in the same way as language literacy is a journey with language, the journey of movements and physicality during our whole lives. The new curriculum for Wales (2021) has attempted to incorporate more learning through play and outdoor learning into the new curriculum. This essay aims to identify; where this may have come from, international influences and influential theorists, the importance of play and the benefits it offers children, how the affordances of the environment can have an impact on the activities and development of children when in the outdoors and finally discuss how the foundation phase (Education Wales, 2008) has done in attempting to improve physical literacy through outdoor learning and play. 

Some of the new Curriculum for Wales’ aims and focuses seem to be drawn from other international education programmes, it also has a lot of similarities to theories brought about by education practitioners who focused on play and movement in their own praxis. Te whariki, a curriculum from New Zealand, seems to be one of the programmes which has influenced Wales’ new curriculum. They use a holistic approach and aim to target all areas of the child, making sure that they are creating “competent and confident learners and communicators” (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 2017) while also ensuring pupils grow up feeling secure and with a sense of belonging in society and their communities. This links heavily to one of curriculum for Wales’ focuses which is to create “healthy confident individuals” (Welsh government, 2023) who can thrive and fully play their part within society. Te Whariki also has a huge focus on cultural and bilingual education being accessible to all, this is something Wales has also decided to include within the curriculum (Education Wales, 2022), they aim to ensure children have a broad understanding of Welsh history and leave school feeling a part of Welsh society and history themselves. The curriculum for Wales also encourages independent learning, focusing on following children’s interests and making the skills and learning fit into it. This is something that was also done in the foundation phase (Education Wales, 2008) With a focus on play and a more relaxed child-led approach to learning. This approach can also be seen in Maria Montessori’s work. She argued the best learning and development would happen when trust was given, and children were allowed to follow their inner curiosities and work on their own projects (Gu, 2020). She also established that children's outdoor environment needs to be close to nature and should provide opportunities for young children to “explore and play” (Gu, 2020) within those environments. This again, is a similarity found within the foundation phase (Education Wales, 2008) and the new curriculum where it is recognised that children need that sensory richness and a broad range of affordances that the outdoor environment provides. As well as, highlighting the need to embrace children’s own interests and helping them develop the skills they need to in a way that encourages learning, and does not shame children for making mistakes, especially in terms of developing physical literacy (Welsh Government, 2023)). 

Play as a concept is arguably incredibly important and beneficial for children to have access to, this is recognised in the rights of the child where the right to “engage in play” (UN, 1989; Article 31) is highlighted. Play offers a multitude of benefits for children, it gives them the chance to make sense of the world around them (Hanikainnen and Singer, 2013)(Tovey, 2007, pp 25), it also enables them to achieve a rare state of flow which allows a deeper and richer learning experience to occur (Maslow, 1987). These benefits suggest that even though play may seem simple from the adult perspective, there may be much more going on for children as they go through their play. Broadhead (2006) argues children also need to be playing with each other as to allow for more connection and interaction with other children in which children gain an even broader sense of the world and where they stand within it. This social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978) allows for deeper learning experiences in which children can learn from others around them and pick up on peers’ thoughts and opinions and possibly expand their thinking. In terms of incorporating play into a tool for learning the Foundation phase argues “first hand experiential activities” (Education Wales, 2008), should be one of the main focuses for practitioners with an aim to try and centre the outdoors in children’s learning. Palmer (2019) identified some of the issues with having “formal learning” introduced too early in schools and argued that for under 8s particularly play was hugely important for children’s healthy overall development. The study also highlighted that when taking a holistic approach to working with children, cognitive, social, physical and emotional well-being should be at the forefront, outdoor play offers this chance to build children’s all-around development (Brussoni et al, 2015). 


Facilitating and providing play opportunities outdoors is only part of the story however, the other aspect of good outdoor provision is the affordances that are accessible. The theory of affordances as described by Gibson (2015) suggests the affordances are what specific objects and the environment as a whole give to the animal, this suggests that different objects will afford different animal's different things. For example, an adult may look at the siding of a path and see it as a boundary in which to stay inside of whereas a young child may see it as an opportunity to practice some tightrope skills. The importance of having an outdoor environment rich with a variety of opportunities in terms of affordaces is highlighted by Tovey (2007, pp 20) who argues the ever-changing environment provides constant opportunity for children. It is also suggested that not only does a large space with a diverse natural environment encourage physical play, but it also encourages children to play and often brings them back to that still state of flow I mentioned earlier (Maslow, 1987). This suggests access to these environments that give children rich learning experiences mean they often are more interested in playing and being active within them. More natural environments generally offer much more affordances than more urbanised environments, things like logs, trees, mud and grass can afford a child much more than a blank playground could. For example, things like tag or hide and seek could be played in both environments, however, children can develop more fundamental movement skills in the natural environment through climbing up a tree or jumping or hiding in long wet grass rather than just running on concrete or crouching behind a wall. As a result of playing in a more natural environment, it has been suggested children develop a higher level of physical literacy (Grahn et al., 1997), they are developing better “physical fitness, motor skills and coordination” it is also mentioned that children were ill less often which could suggest a stronger immune system (Fjortoft, 2000). Having a natural environment rich with affordances seems to benefit children's physical literacy and overall health to a high degree when done correctly.  


The foundation phase (Education Wales, 2008) as a curriculum for three- to seven-year-olds in Wales has been in place since 2008. It has a big focus on play and allowing children to not only learn the skills they need to through play indoors, but as much as possible giving them the opportunity to play in a natural outdoor environment too. This is possibly through recognition of the benefits of outdoor play, the success of outdoor programmes like Te Whariki in New Zealand but also in recognition of the need to improve our relationship with the natural environment. Possibly an attempt to encourage more young people to engage with the outdoors. It has been shown that increased engagement and play opportunities in natural environments results in better physical literacy (Wainwright, 2016), but this does rely on schools creating a positive environment and continuing the messages of the foundation phase after children leave it. One problem highlighted by stoddart (2008) is the introduction of competition too early for children, at 7 to 8 this can be an issue for children as they start top develop a sense of their own ability compared to others (Wainwright, 2023) https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03004279.2016.1176360. This can create a spiral in which children who may not has as good physical literacy as some of their peers, if competition is introduced can feel negative about themselves and start to dislike engaging in physical activity (Stoddart, 2008). Generally, if we feel we are good at something we will be more likely to take part and enjoy ourselves, this is what is being suggested here. If children feel they are good and can enjoy being physically active at this age they are more likely to achieve a higher level of physical literacy as they grow into adulthood. This suggests to practitioners within the early years that the opportunities and skills young children build at that young age stay with them and can set them up for a positive or negative physical literacy journey as they grow older.

This essay has hopefully highlighted the importance of outdoor play and an enriching environment for foundation phase children. This creates more understanding as to why Wales decided to include more of a focus on this style of teaching in the New Curriculum for Wales, as well as all the previous research and theories that have highlighted the benefits and importance of creating an environment where children have access to a range of play experiences especially outdoors. It also needs to be addressed that just providing access to the outdoors is not necessarily enough, more variety of affordances is also vital to bring the benefits of outdoor play on physical literacy. The benefits of outdoor play have already been seen in the foundation phase but it should be pointed out that a noncompetitive attitude towards physical education should be encouraged even beyond the foundation phase. This will hopefully lead to more children feeling as if they belong in sport and as a result taking part more often leading to a generation of more physically literate movers. 
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