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Select one of the pupils you have been observing and working with in the Foundation Phase. 
Carry out an in depth analysis of their interaction with the outdoor environment in their learning and play. Focus in particular on aspects of physical development and how their interaction with the environment contributes to the development of their physical literacy.
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Child Observation 

The Foundation Phase in Wales is the early years curriculum for children aged 3 to 7. It is a holistic, child-initiated curriculum with a ‘serious business of play’(DCELLS, 2008, p.3).  whereby play provides the vehicle for children’s learning and development. This curriculum is unique in that it does not have set subject areas but instead focuses on cross-curricular thematic learning, this means that Physical Education is no longer a structured part of the curriculum (Wainwright et al, 2016). Physical Education ‘plays a crucial role in helping children develop their fundamental movement skills’ (Sime and Taplin 2011, in Waite, 2011, p.135) this is achieved through developing ‘basic movement patterns, the foundation stones for more complex skill’ (Macintyre and McVitty, 2004, p.xi).  Throughout this assignment I shall discuss child observations I had carried out and analyse how physical development occurs in the Foundation Phase, without the presence of structured Physical Education. In particular I shall explore how this physical development during the Foundation Phase is crucial in developing a child’s physical literacy. I shall use Whiteheads (2010, p.12) definition of physical literacy ‘the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the lifecourse’. Throughout this assignment I shall first discuss the importance of developing a childs fundamental movement skills in their physical development and how this is impacts of physical literacy. I shall then discuss four different observations I had for the same child, some through child-initiated learning and some adult-lead. These observations are: an obstacle course, threading pipe cleaners through pasta, tricycle play and a forest school session. I shall analyse each session in terms of how they contribute towards the child’s physical development and in turn their physical literacy. I shall then discuss the role of the outdoors in physical development and finally the role of play. 
 
The Foundation Phase framework states that ‘children’s physical development, enthusiasm and energy for movement should continually be promoted through helping them to use their bodies effectively’. It explains that this is achieved ‘by encouraging spatial awareness, balance, control and coordination, and developing motor and manipulative skills.’ (DCELLS, 2008 p.44). These skills are considered fundamental movement skills which are essential in the Early years as children build ‘sensory pathways and nerve centres in the brain that coordinate and execute the vast array of movement’ needed throughout life (White, 2014, p.83).  Fundamental movement skills or fundamental movement abilities ‘involves the basic elements of that particular movement only’ (Gallahue and Ozmun, 1998, p209). For example, locomotor skills such as running, jumping and skipping or the manipulative movements such as kicking, catching and throwing are all considered fundamental movement skills that a child would need to learn in isolation before combining them into more complex movement skills. According to Seefeldt (1980) it is essential to develop fundament motor skills in early childhood so that children have the required skills set in order to break through the ‘proficiency barrier’ and therefore engage in physical activity throughout their lives, thus becoming a physically literate individual. Similarly, Clarke and Metcalfe (2003) refer to the ‘mountain of motor development’ where fundamental movement skills provide the ‘base camp’. This model emphasises the idea that fundamental movement skills provide the foundation for physical development and in turn physical literacy, Whitehead (2010, p.44) explains that ‘individuals who are physically literate will move with poise, economy and confidence in a wide variety of physically challenging situation’. Gallahue and Ozmun, (1998, p210) claim that ‘children have the developmental potential to be at the mature stage of most fundamental movement skills by about age 6’. This is considered the critical period of physical development as children are in the pre-concrete operational stage where solid foundations in terms of physical development must be lay.

The first observation I shall discuss is an adult lead activity which involved building an obstacle course using crates, planks of wood, large tires, pieces of rope and cloth. The children were instructed to use a set number of items to build a bridge over “a sea of lava” but were encouraged to use their own initiative on how to build the bridge or obstacle course. From this activity I observed the development of the child’s balance and core stability. Balance is ‘the ability to maintain one’s equilibrium in relation to the force of gravity’ (Gallahue and Ozmun, 1998, p294), it may be static or dynamic. Throughout this activity the child I was observing demonstrated static balance as he balanced on one leg on top of a crate while another child moved past him. The child also demonstrated dynamic balance as he walked along the planks of wood the children had placed between the tires and crates. He also showed a good amount of core stability because a few times the planks of wood he walked across we not stable so he had to use his core muscles and sense of balance to stop himself from falling off.  According to Gallahue and Ozmun (1998) walking across a beam with alternating feet is a skill which should begin to be developed when a child is 3-4 years old. This model would fit with the child I was observing as he could perform this skill and was in nursery so would be 3-4 years old. However, Gallahue and Ozmun (1998) also state that ‘balances on one foot for 3-5 seconds’ is a skill which typically is developed at 5 years, so in this skill the child I was observing was excelling the age related expectation. 

The next activity I observed the child participating was a fine motor skill activity. 
The children had a table full of uncooked pasta and pipe cleaners and we all threading the pasta through the pipe cleaners. The child I was observing could easy threat the pieces of pasta and twist either end of the pipe cleaners together to make the pasta and pipe cleaners into a bracelet another child could wear. This type of fine motor skill requires visual-motor coordination, ‘the ability to coordinate visual abilities with movements of the body’ (Gabbard, 1992, p.163). Visual-motor coordination requires a child to ‘combines both visual and kinaesthetic perceptions with the ability to make controlled and coordinated bodily movements’ (Gabbard, 1992, p.163). For fine motor tasks such as threading, children are required to coordinate their vision with the small muscles of the hand. This is a characteristic that children typically should be able to display by age 3 (Gabbard, 1992, p.164), and the child I was observing had no issues achieving this task. It is important developmentally for children to practice and master this fundamental movement skill as it is builds the coordination, strength in the hand and understanding to lead onto more complicated fine motor skills such as handing a pen and beginning to write (Gabbard, 1992).

The third observation was during a time where children could play freely and where the children had permission to use the whole space in the outdoor environment and a range of tricycles. The child I was observing was using a tricycle as part of his imaginary play scenario of ‘building a house’. This meant riding the tricycle from the sandpit across the play area, over tarmac and through the mud to where he need the sand to build his ‘house’. This obviously meant riding his tricycle over at least three different surfaces. Throughout this observation it was clear that the child was developing a variety of fundamental movement skills. The first was balance, he had to stabilise himself using his core, when riding over the different surface. If he began to wobble he would use his arms and sometimes legs to stop him from falling off the bike. He was also developing his sense of spatial awareness which ‘involves the ability to draw inferences in relationship to self space or position as well as object recognition’ (Gabbard, 1992, p.168). As the child was moving between the sand pit and the area on the mud he had to be aware of where he was in space as well as other people so that he did not collide with another. The child demonstrated this skill with ease which implied that he had the opportunity to practice this throughout his daily within the foundation phase. 

The last observation I shall discuss is a Forest School literacy session. This session was a follow on from a literacy lesson the child had taken part in where a story had been read to them. During this session the children were asked to find items throughout the forest and sort them into boxes that either related to the story they had read or did not. The child was thoroughly engaged throughout this session which was evident by the enthusiasm and focus he gave to the task. The child I was observing ran for the majority of the session, which meant his activity levels were high for at least an hour, this means he achieved the recommended minimum exercise for the day of ‘at least 60 minutes of physical activity’ (NHS, 2015). Furthermore, throughout this session the child was running over uneven ground which again developed his balance and core stability. He also had to be aware of his surrounding to avoid trees which developed his spatial awareness. 

The curriculum states that the teaching in foundation phase should be through a mixture of indoor and outdoor environments and that there should be a ‘greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning’ (DCELLS, 2008, p.3). Having opportunities for physical development in a variety of environments will help a child on their physical literacy journey as Whitehead (2010, p.44) states ‘physically literate individuals will be perceptive in ‘reading’ all aspects of the physical environment, anticipating movement needs or possibilities and responding appropriately to these with intelligence and imagination’. Gibson (1986, in Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2013) argues the outdoors is invaluable as it offers a wider variability of affordances.  Fiskum and Jocobsen (2013) found support for Gibson’s theory of affordances through several interviews with children which explored the difference in affordances children gave to a natural environment compared to a classroom environment. They found that the outdoors offers ‘relatively more affordances for playing in the category of rough-and-tumble play’ (Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2013, p.78) and attributed it to the different features found in the natural environment, such as mud or heath. Similarly, Fjørtoft (2004, p.22) argues that the ‘natural environments represent different play opportunities for children’ with ‘mixed vegetation and a varied topography’ (p.39) which affords ‘running and tumbling, climbing trees, and a variety of games involving physical activity’. Fjørtoft found that physical activity play in the natural environment improved children’s motor abilities as well as their balance and coordination. 

Maude (2010, p.114) states: ‘Play environments, both indoors and outdoors, play resources, both natural and manufactured, playmates, both adults and children, are key to the promotion of physical literacy’. Becoming a physically literate individual involves more than physical competence, it also involves having the confidence and motivation to partake in physical activity throughout the life course (Whitehead, 2010). It is essential that this sense of confidence and motivation is developed throughout childhood and the Foundation Phase plays an important role in ensuring this. Whitehead (2010, p30) argues that ‘motivation is essential if there is to be a necessary application and concentration to thrive in movement context, maintaining ability and making progress possible’. The Foundation Phase curriculum states that ‘children’s physical development, enthusiasm and energy for movement should continually be promoted’ (DCELLS, 2008, p.44) and that should be achieved through an element of play and child initiated learning. The use of play and playful pedagogy was apparent throughout my observations of the foundation phase setting. The Foundation Phase framework explains that through play ‘children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large group’ (DCELLS, 2008, p.3). Bennett et al, (1997, p1) argue that play is a powerful learning tool that can create spontaneous learning even without the presence of an adult. Walsh et al (2006) found that children who were learning through a play-based and child-imitated curriculum not only displayed higher levels of physical well-being but social and emotional wellbeing too. Similarly, Barić et al’s (2014) found in their study that there is a correlation between perceived physical competence and motivation. The children that perceived themselves as physically competent had higher levels of motivation towards physical activity whereas those who perceived themselves as less competent had less motivation. I found that throughout the observation that most of the physical development happened through playful pedagogy with other children, and social and emotional development was encouraged by practitioners. This focus on social and emotional well-being is important in terms of confidence and motivation and a curriculum that focuses on holistic development will hopefully help to develop confident and motivated learners. 

In conclusion, I have discussed four different observations of the same child in a Foundation Phase setting throughout this assignment. It is clear to me that each of these observations demonstrate that the child developed fundamental movement skills such as balance, spatial awareness and fine motor skills. These fundamental movement skills will be essential in terms of the child’s physical development and will provide the foundation for the development of physical literacy throughout his life. These observations show that the Foundation Phase is a unique curriculum which has a large focus on the use of the outdoors as a learning resource. When this is used effectively a child can gain many advantages in their physical development. The use of play in the Foundation Phase is in my opinion essential in not only developing physical competence but in also developing the confidence and motivation to take part in physical activity throughout a child’s life. 
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