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This essay will focus on the Curriculum for Wales, which was implemented in 2022 and marks a fundamental shift in educational philosophy, particularly for children aged three to seven. The new curriculum takes a more holistic, skills-based approach to learning, shifting away from traditional subject silos and towards seven core areas of learning. The Foundation Phase, a play-based approach that encourages learning through active involvement and inquiry, has influenced this 2022 curriculum. The emphasis on playful pedagogy aligns with current research, which highlights the critical role of play in young children's cognitive, emotional and physical development. Outdoor learning, which is a vital component of the Foundation Phase, is viewed as a significant technique for improving children's physical literacy by offering chances for physical activity, gross motor skill development and fostering a connection with nature. Despite the curriculum's creative and physical approach, there are still some concerns regarding children's physical activity levels in Wales. Wales trails behind other countries in global comparisons, including as the Global Matrix 4.0 rankings (Active Healthy Kids Global, 2022), with concerns about both physical activity and sedentary behaviour. New Zealand's Te Whariki curriculum, which emphasises outdoor play and active learning, has shown encouraging outcomes in improving children's physical development. This raises critical questions about whether the Curriculum for Wales, with its emphasis on outdoor play, is sufficiently serving children's physical health needs, especially when compared to worldwide standards. This essay will look at how the Curriculum for Wales promotes physical literacy in young children by integrating outdoor learning and play-based pedagogy. It will examine the key elements of the curriculum, the benefits of play pedagogy and the role of outdoor learning to determine whether these approaches are adequate to support the physical development of children in Wales, particularly in the context of global comparisons and national health concerns.

In 2008, the Welsh Assembly Government launched a new curriculum which included the Foundation Phase, a comprehensive play-based learning program for children aged three to seven. Physical Education is no longer taught in its conventional form in Wales under the age of seven due to the replacement of topics with areas of learning. Curriculum for Wales (2022) consists of 6 areas of learning with 3 additional outcome statements being added for Personal and Social Development (Goodway, Whitehead, et al. 2016). Similarly, the Te Whariki and Reggio Emilia curriculum scheme includes areas of learning with the Te Whariki following 4 purposes and the Reggio Emilia curriculum using a 100 languages approach. In comparison to other countries around the world, Welsh children are not ranked as high as other countries in a grading system for physical literacy and sedentary behaviour. Looking at the global matrix 4.0 (Active Healthy Kids Global, 2022) rankings for Wales are graded an F for overall Physical Activity which is ranked 53rd out of the 57 countries. In addition, sedentary behaviour is also graded at F which gives a ranking of 54th out of 57 countries. These global gradings raise a high concern for the future development of children and adolescents in Wales. When looking at the influence of the Te Whariki curriculum it has had a significant impact on the development of children and adolescents with the overall Physical Activity in New Zealand being graded a C+ and ranked 9th out of 57 countries. Also, sedentary behaviour in New Zealand has a grade C- which ranks them at 18th out of 57 countries. The Welsh government were aware that these results were incoming when “in March 2014 the Welsh Government asked Professor Graham Donaldson to review the curriculum and assessment arrangements in schools in Wales”. The 2022 Welsh Curriculum was developed through an extensive and consultative process, based on the 2015 Donaldson Review's recommendations for a more skills-based, learner-centred approach. The new curriculum is divided into 6 areas of learning and experience which consists of Languages, Literacy, Communication, Mathematics and Numeracy, Science and Technology, Humanities, Health and Wellbeing and Expressive Arts, replacing traditional subject silos. This structure is intended to encourage holistic development by instilling basic values such as critical thinking, creativity and cooperation, while also supporting the curriculum's Four Purposes to produce ambitious, capable, enterprising and ethical citizens. Notably, the curriculum places a high value on bilingualism, with Welsh language and culture playing an important role. It also provides flexibility, allowing schools and educators to personalise learning experiences to their students' individual needs while including cross-curricular concepts like sustainable development, global citizenship and digital competence. 

In terms of physical literacy, the Curriculum for Wales places a strong emphasis on Health and Wellbeing, which is critical for encouraging physical and emotional development. Physical literacy, which includes the skills, knowledge and attitudes that allow children to participate in physical activity confidently and successfully, is a critical component of this field. The curriculum supports the development of physical competence through active play and movement, which is consistent with the Foundation Phase's emphasis on learning through physical activity. By combining outdoor learning and play pedagogy, it aims to improve children's gross motor abilities, coordination and overall physical fitness, so contributing to young learners' long-term physical literacy. The new assessment framework complements this approach by shifting away from traditional grades and towards progression, which better reflects the evolution of physical skills over time. This strategy seeks to provide fair opportunities for all learners, including those with additional learning needs, to participate in physical activities and improve their physical literacy. The reform process included extensive consultation with educators, students and communities to ensure that the curriculum was not just innovative but also practical and relevant to the needs of children in Wales. The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 supports the curriculum, which is founded on a commitment to professional development for teachers and says that it will provide teachers with the freedom and resources they need to effectively use a creative, physical and skills-based learning framework. This holistic approach has the potential for significant improvements in Welsh children's physical literacy, but its efficacy must be assessed considering global comparisons and growing concerns about physical inactivity.

Play pedagogy is a teaching approach that views play as an essential component of children's learning and development. It is based on the belief that children learn best when they actively participate in activities that promote their imagination, creativity and problem-solving abilities. Children use play to investigate their surroundings, test theories, develop social skills and participate in collaborative activities, all of which help them develop cognitively, emotionally and physically. Play pedagogy promotes both controlled and unstructured play and provides a variety of experiences that promote exploration and discovery. Play pedagogy is based on theories developed by developmental psychologists such as Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky. Piaget (1962) emphasised that play allows children to develop knowledge by active contact with their surroundings, whereas Vygotsky (1978) focused on the social components of play, in which children learn through collaboration and directed interactions with others. In play-based learning environments, teachers serve as facilitators, directing children's play while allowing for autonomy and choice. Recent research suggests that play is essential for brain development, emotional regulation and social competence (Ginsburg, 2007). Play pedagogy has become recognised in modern education as more than just a means to pass the time. It is a crucial component of the learning process, encouraging curiosity, resilience and lifelong learning.

[bookmark: _Int_GUskk0NF]Outdoor learning has a strong beneficial impact on the development of young children. Learning in natural settings has regularly been shown to have cognitive, physical and emotional benefits. Outdoor experiences foster children's creativity, problem-solving abilities and critical thinking since they frequently demand them to participate in hands-on activities and explore their environment. Outdoor play helps children develop independence and self-confidence by allowing them to manage problems and make real-time decisions (Fjørtoft, 2004). Outdoor play provides significant physical benefits to young children, especially in the development of gross motor skills. Climbing, sprinting and leaping assist children to increase their strength, coordination and balance (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005). Furthermore, outdoor play promotes more physical exercise, countering sedentary behaviour and improving general health, lowering dangers such as obesity. Children who participate in outdoor activities are naturally more active, which benefits cardiovascular health and muscle development. Spending time in nature also improves immune function because exposure to natural habitats encourages contact with beneficial microorganisms (Barton & Pretty, 2010). Furthermore, outdoor play reduces stress by lowering cortisol levels, which promotes relaxation and emotional health. Green areas have been demonstrated to boost mood and lower anxiety, resulting in better mental health outcomes for children. Overall, outdoor learning promotes physical and emotional growth. Outdoor learning spaces foster emotional and social development by encouraging cooperation, communication and empathy. Working in groups to solve problems or complete projects improves social skills and gives youngsters a sense of belonging and responsibility (Ginsburg, 2007). Furthermore, outdoor settings allow children to connect with nature, which has been linked to improved environmental stewardship and a sense of ecological responsibility (Chawla, 2007). 

Outdoor learning provides several social benefits to children, including improved social and emotional development. Outdoor activities encourage children to collaborate, communicate and settle issues. This develops important social skills such as teamwork and cooperation. Dyment and O'Connell (2014) found that group-based outdoor learning can help youngsters learn to work together and interact properly with their peers. Furthermore, outdoor learning promotes self-esteem and confidence because children frequently meet and overcome problems in these settings, leading to increased self-assurance and social involvement (Beames, et al. 2012). The casual style of outdoor play also promotes better peer interactions, as children interact more inclusively during free play, resulting in stronger bonds (Gill, 2014). Furthermore, outdoor activities promote empathy and emotional regulation, allowing youngsters to acquire greater emotional awareness and the ability to understand the feelings of others (White, 2017). Children are also exposed to a variety of contexts, which helps them develop cultural awareness and social responsibility (Rickinson, et al. 2004). These activities not only help a child's social development, but also foster a sense of belonging and community, as youngsters frequently participate in shared learning experiences that enhance their bonds with others (Cooper & Grey, 2015). To summarise, outdoor learning offers a rich setting for children to develop fundamental social skills, emotional resilience and a stronger sense of community, all of which are critical for their overall social development.

[bookmark: _Int_zkjAr4hi]In conclusion, the Curriculum for Wales represents a significant change in how early childhood education promotes physical literacy, emphasising outdoor learning and playful pedagogy. By incorporating physical activity into the learning environment through outdoor play, the curriculum promotes the development of important gross motor skills, coordination and general physical fitness. This comprehensive approach, which prioritises health and well-being, is aligned with global trends that recognise the value of outdoor play in promoting children's physical, cognitive and emotional growth. The Foundation Phase, with its emphasis on active participation and inquiry, builds a solid foundation for lifelong physical literacy, aligned with current research on the critical importance of play in early childhood education. Despite these positive aspects, doubts persist regarding the curriculum's ability to address Wales' low global position in physical activity. While outdoor learning is an important part of the curriculum, there are concerns about whether it is adequate to reverse trends in sedentary behaviour. Comparisons with nations such as New Zealand, which has effectively integrated outdoor play into its curriculum, indicate that Wales may need to improve its policies to secure the long-term physical health of its children. However, the Curriculum for Wales has tremendous promise for developing a well-rounded, physically literate generation. To fully recognise this potential, continuous emphasis on assuring access to outdoor learning experiences, professional development for educators and a larger national effort to combat physical inactivity will be required. Wales has the potential to provide a strong example for the future of physical education and child development if given the necessary assistance.
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