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Presentation overview
• Physical literacy
• The importance of movement in early childhood.
• Researching the Foundation Phase
• Development of SKIP-Cymru 
• Physical literacy and the outdoors
• Affordance theory 



Physical Literacy

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, M. 2016.



Sport England consensus statement 



Physical literacy Sport Wales 



Task:  Your own journey...

• Draw your own pathway

• Think about your own 

experiences as you've been 

growing up

• What games did you play?

• Who was involved in your 

journey?



Sport Australia – PL consensus 





Philosophical perspective…

• Drawing on existentialism, 
Whitehead highlights how it is 
through physical  ‘embodiment’ 
that humans ‘create 
themselves as they interact 
with their surroundings’ 
(Whitehead, 2010:26).





Why does physical literacy matter?



It is challenges the dualist objectification of the body



• Starts in the early years-
developmental process

• Provide supports across all 
phases of lifespan

Preschool years

Primary School

Secondary School

Adult & Working

Older Adult

Developmental Process

Understanding Physical Literacy supports physical activity



Remember the Physical Literacy perspective…

• Drawing on existentialism, 
Whitehead highlights how it 
is through physical  
‘embodiment’ that humans 
‘create themselves as they 
interact with their 
surroundings’ (Whitehead, 
2010:26).



This is most evident in early childhood

Sensorimotor 
integration





Gross and fine motor skills

• Crossing the midline
• Gross motor
• Fine motor 



Moving lays the foundations for learning

• 7 or 8 yrs of moving and play are 
required to give the child a 
sensorimotor intelligence that can 
serve as a foundation for intellectual, 
social and personal and physical 
development
• Play consists of a series of adaptive 

responses that make sensory 
integration happen                                                
(Ayres, 2005)



Evidence from neuroscience 

• ‘Movement skills in childhood are inextricably  linked to core aspects of 
development including social, cognitive and psychological…. Language 
emerges as children physically interact with their surroundings…’

• Studies show movement skills are linked with early language and literacy, 
emotional regulation, social behaviour and academic self perceptions 

Diamond,A. (2000; 2015), Iverson, J (2010), Van der Fels et al., (2015), Bedard et al., (2017)



Early childhood lays the foundations for physical activity

• High Quality movement is 
needed to build the broad  
movement vocabulary needed 
for later physical activity



Competence in 
FMS are necessary in order to be 
able to engage in sports & games. 
Children must break through the 

proficiency barrier.

FMS

Secondary

Upper 
Primary

CRITICAL

Lower 
Primary



FMS  are the “base camp” to the mountain of motor development. Each 
child needs to develop MC to travel up the mountain to skillfulness. 

Mountain of Motor Development

FMS

Context Specific Sports 

Skillful in Sports/PA 

Clark & Metcalfe (2003)



Stodden et al. (2008)

Motor Competence’s Role in Influencing the Physical Activity 
& Obesity Trajectories of Children



Physical Activity and Motor Competence

• Movement opportunities in the preschool and early primary school years  (3-8 years) influences the 
ability to develop motor competence.  

• By middle & later childhood if a child is not motor competent he/she will not chose to be physically 
active. If she/he is not active then their motor competence will get worse.

TAKE HOME MESSAGE

• We need structured physical activity programs for young children that focus on developing 
fundamental motor skill competence. 

Motor
Competence

(MC)

Physical
Activity
(PA)

Early Childhood (ECH)

Middle & Later  Childhood
(MCH=Middle Childhood & LCH=Later Childhood)



Relationship Between PA, MC & PMC

Motor
Competence

Physical
Activity

Perceived Motor
Competence

EC

MC & LC

EC

MC & LCEC

MC & LC

Early Childhood – children have 
limited ability to accurately judge 
PMC. Weak relationship between PA 
& PMC & MC & PMC. This can be 
used as an asset to promote  motor 
acquisition in PE. 

Middle Childhood – Children’s 
cognitive capacity changes & PMC  
begins to play a more critical  role. 
PMC & MC more closely approximate 
each other. By 7 years of age, 
children with low MC & low PMC are 
vulnerable and be much less PA. 

Later Childhood – By LCH the interaction between these 
factors can strongly push children into a negative spiral of  
disengagement  with low MC influencing PMC & PA 
negatively.  It is hard to change the PA behaviors of these 
children at this point in time.

Perceptions of MC (PMC) become increasingly important





Play and engagement in learning
Play Work

Emotional cues Environmental cues Emotional cues Environmental cues
Voluntary

Under child’s control

Easy

Fun

On the floor

Lacks adult involvement

No adult evaluation

Can be continued-focus on 
the process

Physical 

Compulsory

Under adult control

Hard

Can be fun

At a table

Includes adult involvement

Includes adult evaluation

Has to finish-focus on the 
product

Not physical

Howard, J. and McInnes, K. (2010) ‘Thinking Through the Challenge of a play-based
curriculum, increasing playfulness via co-construction’, in Moyles, J.R. (ed.) Thinking 
about play, Berkshire: Open University Press



How did this relate to us in  Wales?

• PhD study of the Foundation Phase in relation to Physical Literacy
• Three  phase complementarity mixed-methods design (Greene et al., 1989).  

• What are the main learning outcomes of the Foundation Phase in 
relation to physical literacy and how are teachers interpreting these?
• Are these outcomes being achieved?
• What processes are impacting on the achievement of outcomes?
• What is the contribution to wider learning?
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The Foundation Phase supports PL but NOT object control skills



Motivation and engagement in learning

• Pupils were motivated to move in 
a variety of contexts during all 
aspects of their learning and they 
were highly engaged in their 
learning. (Mean Leuven score 3.7)

• In particular in choice activities 
and those that they perceived 

as play. (p= .021) 



Independence and Well-being

• Pupils were confident to move in a 
variety of contexts during all 
aspects of their learning; Pupils 
were highly independent in their 
learning they were confident and 
enthusiastic and able to make 
judgments about their own 
learning and achievements.



Physical Competence

• Children had good gross and fine motor skills
(GMQ 61st percentile, BOT 71st Percentile)

• Children improved their locomotor skills 
significantly (p<. 001, Eta squared .75) …but not object 
control skills.
• Children had high levels of perceived physical  

competence (mean score 3.34 at T3.  T1 – T3 p= .016 ) 

• Children were accurate at age 6 in the judgment 
of their physical competence. (Spearman correlation rs=.56, 
p=.014). 



Why do object control skills matter? 



Many Children Start and Remain Inactive
• Baby prisoners (gadgets)
• Increased time in buggies 
• Screen time
• Risk Aversion (Gill, 2007)
• Lack of green space / time in 

nature   (Louv, 2008)
• Lack of active transport
• Busy working parents
• Playgrounds are often empty



Project “SKIP” Professor Jackie Goodway
• Successful Kinesthetic Instruction for Preschoolers
• Motor skill programs in preschools
• Focus on FMS, MVPA, & movement knowledge

• 9-12 weeks in length
• 2 X per week for 30 to 45 mins/session 

• Each sessions consisted of:
• 10 mins of sustained activity introduction (games, dance)
• 30 mins (3 X 10 mins) of skill instruction stations

• Participants - 4-6 year olds
• African American, Hispanic, low income



SKIP-Cymru© (Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction for Pre-schoolers in Wales)

• Advocacy with leadership
• Training modules at level 3 and 4 
• Parental engagement sessions and parent bags
• SKIP-Cymru©  developed to fit a playful pedagogy
• Not resource driven
• 2 x 45 minute sessions per week / several 20 min sessions for 

youngest children



SKIP-Cymru develops children’s motor competence



SKIP Cymru data 2018- 2019     (Dr Amanda John) 
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Mirrors international data 



Active Healthy Kids (AKH) 2021 report card



Recommendations from motor development

ALL kids need early Intervention!!!
It is 4xs harder to change behaviors in 4th grade than in pre-k/k15-18
• Neuroplasticity
• Intervene early to create positive developmental trajectories for health

Brian et al., 2019 



SKIP Cymru has gained national recognition 



Building expertise for high quality & consistent messaging  

• https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/wahpl/training-courses/

https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/wahpl/training-courses/


Principles of SKIP underpin a range of work 

• Footie Families  

(Anna Stevenson PhDc)

• Foundations for Sport 



The MiniMovers App
• The MiniMovers (MM) APP 

enables parents to support 
their children’s motor 
competence (MC) with 
developmentally appropriate 
activities and equipment. 

Mini 
Mighty
Mega



MiniMovers

• Supporting parents to support their children 

• https://minimovers.org/

https://minimovers.org/


Physical literacy and the outdoors

Remember this from earlier ? 

It is through physical  ‘embodiment’ 
that humans ‘create themselves as 
they interact with their surroundings’ 
(Whitehead, 2010:26).



Affordances

• Affordance theory states that the world is perceived 
not only in terms of object shapes and spatial 
relationships but also in terms of object possibilities 
for action (affordances) — perception drives action.                
J. J. Gibson (1904-1979)
• We need to ensure that children are given the 

opportunities to experience a wide variety of 
affordances from early childhood to ensure good 
motor development.



The theory of affordances 

• ”The affordances of the environment are what it offers to the animal, 
what it provides or furnishes…”

• However they are relevant to the animal...eg. Solid ground give 
support for animals to stand, walk run etc. But a marsh land and 
water is sink-into- able into depending on the weight of the animal 
...or supporting of weight if you are a bug 

• Gibson p 127





Task 

• What are the affordances of these for adults, children and animals ? 

• Lake 
• Beach
• Tree
• Carpark

• Can you think of some more?





How does this relate to physical literacy?

• Discuss in pairs …..

• Considering the theory of affordances …..how does the outdoors 
make a unique contribution to physical literacy?



Interesting article on moodle



Next week

• When you are in Cynefin
consider the range of 
affordances at the site, and 
think about what 
opportunities for physical 
development are at the site 
from the range of 
affordances 



Thank you – Questions?  

• N.wainwright@uwtsd.ac.uk @naldaw @Phys_Lit_Wales

mailto:N.wainwright@uwtsd.ac.uk

