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Child Observations
This essay will be analysing a child who is currently in the foundation phase in a school based in Pembrokeshire, West Wales. The aim of the essay will be to see how the use of the environment outdoors contributes to the child’s physical development, and whether being able to both learn and play outside has a positive impact on the development of children’s physical literacy. Physical literacy can be described as the ‘motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the life-course’ (Whitehead, 2010, p. 5), and the foundation phase has been found to play an integral part in the development of physical literacy within children’s formative years (Stroebel, Hay and Bloemhoff, 2017).
Within the foundation phase, the use of both indoor and outdoor learning spaces has been explicitly highlighted within the syllabus (Welsh Government, 2015). Upon visiting the school, we were able to observe children whilst outside engaging in various activities. The school had a decent sized area for the children to play in, which was next to the school building, an athletic track and more land which went into an area surrounded by willow trees. In the area the children were able to play in, half of the ground was concreted, and the other half was mostly grass. The concrete half offered benches, and different learning materials to aid learning colour names and numbers. There was also a large shelter over the concreted area for if it rained, and a small wooden structure signed as a pseudo café for the children. 
On the grass half of the children’s play area, there were flower beds, tires set into the ground to facilitate playing, a nature trail, a log trail, and a musical toy structure the children could play, as well as a small band stand. The activities which took place in their outside learning area was all accompanied with additional equipment to facilitate the day’s activities. Some of this kit included plastic hoops, plastic balls, rubber balls, footballs, beanbags, small plastic baskets and a large sheet of material. All of this equipment which was available for the children to play with outside facilitated learning in some form, as well as the teachers themselves and their own skill set for teaching the children, which will now be looked at in more detail and in contrast to relevant literature on learning and the foundation phase.
ESTYN (2009) have established the foundation phase syllabus, and it is said that the largest issue in the delivering of the foundation phase syllabus is the incorporation of a play-based and experiential approach. The issue was addressed further in an updated version of the syllabus by ESTYN (2017), in which a stronger emphasis was put on the use of the outdoors as a learning environment. There is also an enormous emphasis on play when delivering the syllabus, as it allows children to develop their communication and physical skills, and by effect having a greater impact on children’s physical literacy. 
In this light, the child who was observed playing in the foundation phase was part of a semi-structured play session. The children were instructed that some of the small soft balls were baby dragons, to make the activity more playful and to encourage more careful handling of their dragons. Fleer (2009) has acknowledged the correlation between positive childhood development and playful pedagogies but has accused western educational establishments of not incorporating as many opportunities for children to play as they could do. This could be seen clearly in the children’s scheduled play time, as the session was very short in contrast to their full day. It was also clear that the teachers who facilitated the session all had their own ideas and approaches, some of which were a lot more regimented and instructive than might be expected in free-play, hence why the session was semi-structured.
Massing (2016) highlights the importance of play in children’s formative years, recognising its importance in the development of essential skills to be acquired for the real world. Massing also describes an over-involvement of teachers in play-based learning activities, which is described as creating tension in playful activities due to this over-involvement. During the observations of children engaged in playful activities, some teachers could be seen to be over-involved in the activities by trying their best to direct all activities, and have children do things in a specific way. Being able to observe a child whilst being given clear instructions, but also engage freely in play during the same session, offered a brilliant view into how these different approaches affected the session with the same child.
Whilst being instructed directly by a teacher, the children were clearly paying attention, but the levels of enjoyment were not that high as they tried to achieve specific goals set by teachers. It was interesting to see the impact a teacher can have in a play-based learning situation, which may not always be for the better, as highlighted by Van Oers (2014) who has argued the importance of a more playful pedagogical approach to teaching having a far more positive impact on child development than the dominant and rigid western pedagogies. This is a point which has been reiterated by ESTYN (2009) and Fleer (2009) and is clearly visible in practice due to how creative, physical and social the children are when given free-reign over their playtime activities.
Despite this impact on children’s play, there are two sides to this argument. As previously highlighted, there are clear benefits to allowing children to engage freely in play-based activities. Vygotsky’s (2016) developmental education model acknowledges the fact that this free-play pedagogical approach facilitates the development of more abstract thought processes, but it is the introduction of rules and a certain level of pedagogical rigidity that introduces actions and the development of skills.
During the school observations, the child could clearly be seen learning different skills through the input of teachers. An example of this is the game which instigated the play session, where small soft balls were designated as baby dragons. This encouraged children to throw very gently and more accurately, under the guidance of their teachers. This helps teach children methods of throwing they may not already know and encourages them to develop these new skills to contribute to their existing skills, and offering children far more affordances (Gibson, 1986) which will be looked at in more detail further on in this essay.
Having seen a more structured play session in contrast to free-play in the same session, an insight into how these two different pedagogical approaches affect children could be briefly seen. Edwards (2013) suggests three different pedagogical approaches should be adopted throughout the foundation phase, which include open-ended or free-play, modelled play and purposefully framed, or structured play. Edwards suggests all approaches should be used, chosen depending on the learning objectives if there are any, whilst delivering the foundation phase curriculum. It is acknowledged however that there is a fine line between the approaches, as over-involvement from the teachers could easily result in the learning experience being redirected from a rich and playful learning experience into a more rigid and led session, affecting the child’s best chances of positive development.
Having seen both structured and unstructured elements of the syllabus delivered during children’s play time in the foundation phase, it was clear to see that both helped develop the children physically in different ways. During the structured play session, children were actively taught a new way to throw, with soft balls and hoops for targets. This activity helped to develop the children’s fine motor skills and co-ordination by teaching them new approaches to already existing skills. Developing motor skills is an essential part of the foundation phase syllabus, and the direct teaching approach has been shown to massively benefit the development of children’s motor skills (Goodway, Crowe and Ward, 2003). 
Motor development is an essential part of growing into a functioning member of society and the world, and has been described as a lifelong process which gives people the skills to live, work and move in the world (Haywood and Getchell, 2018). In contrast to structured play, and the clear benefits of teachers who engage with and teach the children, unstructured play has its own benefits as well. Upon observations of children in the foundation phase, during the unstructured phases of their playtime it was clear that activities were a lot more creative, and facilitated their own types of learning for the children.
The child observed during the school visit gives an excellent example of this. They manipulated the function of the plastic hoops to drag different objects around on the ground, were dropping and throwing balls into a puddle, squeezing the water out afterwards, walking, running moving around the play area, socialising with other children, moving bean bags from hoop to hoop, placing the hoops over and around objects, and playing with a football. So during the teacher led part of the session, a new way of throwing was encouraged to add to a pre-existing skill set the children had. During the free play however, children were able to practice what were presumably pre-existing skills, including throwing, object control, running, walking, about water and sponges, bending over, picking up different sized and weighted objects, and definitely a lot more socialising than was involved with a teacher present and communicating with the children.
Seeing how creative and physically active the children were during unstructured play was very interesting. Walsh et al (2006) suggest that this style of play has an enormously positive impact on child development, allowing for cognitive development (such as literacy, attention, concentration and memory), social development (including better maintenance of relationships, co-operation and self-esteem) and motor development (improved physical competence, confidence and well-being). The topic of the benefits of children being able to play have been thoroughly investigated, and it is suggested that play directly impacts children’s neurological development (Park, 2014), directly relating to positive psychological development, positive physical health and the individual’s well-being (Jacoby-Garrett, 2018). 
Robinson and Goodway (2013) support these concepts, putting emphasis on physical, outdoor play and its contribution towards physical health and well-being. In the time available to observe the child in the foundation phase, these benefits could be seen in the different learning styles received. They seemed a lot happier and social during their free-play experience, and they were a lot more physically active when left to their own devices. This raised level of physicality and socialising would have a larger impact on developing existing skills and fitness in children, although when it comes to the more structured sessions, new skills are acquired which may be taken further during the next opportunity children get to play freely.
All of the activities that have been discussed can be seen to give the children a wealth of affordances (Gibson, 1986) within the environment available. Gibson suggests that the natural world around us affords us many things, such as shelter and warmth, as well as any action or use we can think of when looking at something or somewhere. It is these affordances gained from nature and the environment that help to develop children’s basic functionality, enabling them to live a better quality of life in the environment they live in (Storli and Hagen, 2010). It was interesting to observe children play freely, as it offered an insight into what the environment afforded them when engaged in physical play outdoors. Such things such as object manipulation and control, and the various activities previously stated, gave the children a chance to practice things they may have seen or learnt, and in turn learn from each other, giving them all a much wider array of affordances.
In terms of physical literacy, affordances have a direct impact on its development (Whitehead, 2010). For this essay, Whitehead’s definition of physical literacy will be adopted, which states that physical literacy can be described as the ‘motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the life-course’ (p. 5). The foundation phase has a very important role in developing children’s physical literacy (Stroebel, Hay and Bloemhoff, 2017), and it is closely related to affordances. If an object affords the individual more activities and options, it also contributes to the knowledge and physical competence, which are essential to physical literacy.
During the observations of a child in the foundation phase, every activity during their play time, whether to more or less effect, clearly had a direct impact on the development of the child’s physical literacy, even if it might not be having the maximum impact it could have during the foundation phase (Wainwright et al, 2018). The foundation phase may be seen as the time children acquire a strong foundation of basic skills to prepare them for higher education, and give them the best opportunity at a healthier and happier life by making them more active and physically literate in their later years (Stroebel, Hay and Bloemhoff, 2017; Shearer et al, 2018). The foundation phase has been described as inclusive, individualised, self-directed and objectively good (Durden-Myers and Whitehead, 2018). During observations, it was definitely inclusive, although perhaps not completely individualised or self-directed, although everything did seem objectively good, even if it was not optimal.
In conclusion, it was brilliant to see the foundation phase in action, and observe a child engaging with the outdoors and playful side of the syllabus. It might have not been the optimal experience, but the children had an opportunity to develop a wide range of skills which contribute to their physical literacy and their well-being. Being able to learn different physical games, methods of throwing and kicking, different rules, and unruled activities gave the child chances to learn, develop and the freedom to socialise and play with other children. This will undoubtably have a positive impact on that child’s physical fitness and health, as well as their social and psychological well-being. 
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