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This essay will define physical literacy and the benefits that adventurous activities and outdoor learning can bring to a child’s physical literacy. This essay will explore how adventure education and learning outdoors can encourage children to take part in physical activity throughout their life course. 

Physical literacy is motivating a positive attitude towards physical activity. Whitehead (2016) goes on to describe physical literacy as being able to provide confidence, knowledge and motivation to maintain physical activity throughout one’s life course. Being described as being physically literate means that no matter what age you are, you have the confidence to take part in physical activities or pursuits and have a positive attitude to your own physical abilities, thereby prolonging an active life and improving quality of life.

Physical Literacy can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life (Whitehead, 2016). 

Whitehead (2016) goes onto explain how being physically literate is unique to every individual, and it does not involve competing against anyone else. It involves being comfortable in one's own body and and having the confidence and assurance to use one’s potential for movement in everyday living and in physical activity. There are essential elements of physical literacy which are unique to each individual, these involve the concept of having the knowledge and understanding to maintain physical competence, to be motivated, and to have confidence and commitment to being active throughout life (Wales Institute for Physical Literacy, n.d.a).

To promote a healthy lifestyle, then physical literacy or physical activity can play an active role in promoting well-being (Whitehead, 2016). Physical activity can help delay and reduce medical conditions and also save health services money in the long term. In order for this to happen, a positive approach to physical activity as a child lays the foundations to continue physical activity throughout life (Whitehead, 2016; Edwards et al., 2017). Edwards et al (2017) also argues that in education, physical literacy offers the same educational value as numeracy and literacy. Maude (2001) discusses how the development of movement can often focus on motor skills, while to explore their environment, infants learn to crawl and grasp; movement in infancy also provides opportunities to develop speech through gestures. Whitehead (2010) emphasises the importance of physical literacy as a child. Physical literacy in early childhood is explored though play, and the skills learnt through this are carried throughout life. Play allows the child to develop creative and physical skills.  These skills, which we learn as a child, mature as we move through adolescence into adulthood.   

Adventurous activities provide an opportunity for individuals to explore their environment and work on life skills such as team building, communication and problem solving skills (Berry and Hodgson, 2011). Some examples of adventurous activities include rock climbing or kayaking; however, adventure is personal to every individual and so adventure to one individual could simply mean walking to the nearest shopping centre. Beames and Brown (2016) describe adventurous activities as an activity that allows individuals to experience enjoyment while also being exposed to elements of uncertainty and risk. Being able to take part in activities that have an uncertain outcome and elements of perceived risk allow individuals to challenge themselves and improve their problem solving skills. Adventure education offers children the concept of ‘challenge by choice’, this allows students to take part in activities according to their own ability and allowing them to take control of their own learning. Students have a choice to participate at a level where they feel comfortable and also learn to respect their peers in their decisions. For example, on a rock climbing wall there are different routes at varying levels of abilities that students can take. They are not forced to climb, yet they are encouraged to challenge their abilities (Collinson and Panicucci et al. 2007). This could contribute to a child having an understanding of their own physical competences. 

Adventurous activities such as rock climbing and bouldering can contribute to a child’s physical literacy by offering a new way of learning about one’s physical movement. Each individual will select different handholds and footholds to make their way up the climbing wall and they can climb at their own pace and abilities (challenge by choice). Climbing and bouldering offer the chance for children to develop fundamental movement skills (Waite 2011). Ray Martinez and Tim Fader (2004) suggest that through climbing, children can develop a relationship with the mind and body while enhancing physical fitness and well-being through a unique and fun experience. 


For children, outdoor learning can play a major part in their development. Bilton (2010) explains how children have an urge to play outside. Even if it is raining and the outdoor equipment is poor, children will still find a way to play and enjoy themselves in what surrounds them; this could include the playground or garden or even a quiet street. Outdoor learning could simply mean taking the classroom outside and learning academic subjects in an outdoor setting, or activities such as shelter building or pond dipping. The outdoors provides a natural learning environment and children can sometimes feel more settled in this environment. Bilton (2010) goes on to explain how the outdoors can activate a child’s imagination and promote healthy living. The outdoors offers a chance for children to be more physically active and move more freely. Bilton (2010) also goes on to say that having the ability to connect with nature means children play more independently, concentrate better and can be less hyperactive, which promotes better behaviour in the classroom.  Wales Institute for Physical Literacy (n.d.b) state that children who play in a more natural environment have improved mental health and well-being and better physical skills. 

Waite (2011) explains how, although man-made indoor environments provide learning possibilities, the outdoors provides opportunities to stimulate the senses and experience more of the natural world. Varied terrain and changing weather provides challenges and allows children to develop skills that they may not encounter while in an indoor setting. Whitehead (2010) explains how there are a number of benefits through physical literacy being explored in an outdoor setting. Being able to experience challenging and risk taking tasks in an outdoor setting allows the child to grow in confidence and become physically competent. Children have an opportunity to learn about personal decision making and how to manage risk while also gaining an understanding of the natural environment that surrounds them (Whitehead, 2010). 

Shelter building is also a unique way of children being able to be physically literate in a natural outdoor environment. While constructing the shelter, individuals physically put the shelter together using their motor skills and have to use problem solving and mathematical reasoning to construct the shelter (Fjørtoft 2001; Waite 2011). Fjørtoft (2001) emphasises the importance of children being able to use natural environments to improve motor fitness. In her study she found that children playing in a natural environment showed significant improvements in balance and coordination. Shelter building not only provides opportunities for movement but also allows children to use their imagination while exploring their natural surroundings. Basic skills are learnt, such as tying knots and utilising materials that surround them while developing problem solving and team building skills.   These are skills which can be taken outside the classroom and used at home in the hope that it might inspire children to become more enthusiastic to continue with physical activities away from the classroom and throughout one’s life course (Robertson 2014). Both shelter building and climbing (as discussed above) offer a unique way of developing a child’s physical literacy by learning through movement; these activities offer a sense of adventure and challenge while also promoting a healthy and active lifestyle (Waite 2011).

Outdoor adventure education offers children a chance to learn how to manage risk in an outdoor setting through experiential learning and this allows individuals to challenge themselves and gain confidence in their own physical competence. This can contribute to a child’s physical literacy by offering new activities in which a child can grow fond of and possibly carry on throughout their life course.  As well as physical education in the school curriculum, outdoor adventure education offers a fun and exciting way for a child to learn about their physical movements through experiential learning and to become more involved in their personal physical literacy (Williams and Wainwright, 2016).
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