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Analyse how Curriculum for Wales lays foundations for young children’s physical literacy with its emphasis on outdoor and playful pedagogical approach


The role of play in early childhood education has been a topic for many educators and theorists. Friedrich Froebel was the first known educator to introduce play as a critical concept in a child's education. Friedrich (2020) stated that play is the highest expression of human development in childhood, for it alone is the free expression of what is in a child's soul. Learning through direct experience is how the child develops in the world; learning through direct experience connects to Kolb's concrete experience (Kolb, 1984); both express that to learn something, you must first have experience. Play-based learning has become more recognised; this can be seen by the shift of the Welsh Curriculum 2015 to the 2022 Curriculum for Wales; the change in curriculum has shown a trend towards a more holistic, skills-based approach to learning that is carried by research from other countries that have already implemented it. Play pedagogy, mainly used with outdoor learning, has evidence to enhance children's literacy, emotional regulation, social skills, and physical development. This approach develops a more rounded individual who can face the changes of the modern world by fostering more holistic lifelong learning. When viewed through the eye of Kolb's learning cycle, these approaches and theories reveal an interconnection between play, experiential learning, and comprehensive skills within physical literacy. This paper will explore how different international curricula have influenced the Welsh Curriculum and how play in an outdoor environment has a significant role in a young child's development.

Theorists such as Lev Vygotsky (1978) emphasise the importance of social interaction and play in cognitive development. The notion suggests that children learn best in a social context, where they can engage in play with their peers, leading to constructive knowledge collaboration, which has been a component of shaping the curriculum with the implementation of play in the Welsh foundational learning curriculum. Vygotsky came up with the concept of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978), ZPD suggests that children learn best through social interaction, this concept has influenced the 2015 Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015), and the 2022 Welsh curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022), both curriculums incorporated the emphasis on peer collaboration. Many theorists have influenced the curriculum for Wales; for example, Jean Piaget (1952) gives relevance to play and its significant impact on a child’s critical thinking and problem-solving. According to Piaget (1952), to incorporate play into a child’s curriculum, an educator must facilitate learning in an environment that supports learning through play. Approaching play as a fundamental contribution to an educational curriculum, Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences supports the benefits of using play as a vehicle for progressive learning, hitting all criteria of Howards nine intelligences, such as, kinaesthetic, emotional and naturalistic.

The integration of play in early years development has been globally recognised and adopted into play-based curricula by countries such as New Zealand and Finland (Ministry of Education, 2017). New Zealand's early childhood play-based curriculum, Te Whāriki, encourages educators to create rich, immersive, engaging environments supporting holistic development. Vygotsky's and Piaget's have contributed to shaping national education policies in numerous countries, championing the inclusion of play in an educational setting. Within the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2024) framework from England, they state that, to achieve an effective praxis, it utilises different approaches to learning; children learn through play, through adults modelling, observing each other and through adult-guided learning. This supports the evidence that play has been integrated into many countries' curricula. The English framework's model also relates to other similar countries that have developed the practice that children learn in many ways instead of the stereotypical ways that have been ingrained into society for a long time. Curriculums in Italy have long since been influenced by an educational philosophy, Reggio Emilia. Loris Malaguzzi and local parents created Reggio Emilia, and this philosophy is woven into the Italian curriculum, emphasising that children have 100 languages, relating to the numerous ways children can learn. This explains that children will not learn the same way as every child, as within those 100 languages, there are one or more ways that it will fail to educate the child (REA, 2019). Gardner's theory has influenced Japan's education system and their kindergarten word concept of "Yochien" (Shin Power, 2024). This concept incorporates play as a fundamental learning strategy, valuing the importance of children's diverse intelligences. The Welsh government used resources such as other curriculums from other countries, also used resources such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (OECD, 2020) to help with implementing the new strategy into practice; the OECD noticed the need to support schools, making sure educators had the skills and understanding to be able to deliver the Welsh curriculum effectively. The Welsh Curriculum 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015) is primarily focused on the content of the curriculum while the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) is focused on the competency-based learning, this change mirrors Piaget’s emphasis on active learning, Froebel’s view that play is crucial to development, and Vygotsky’s belief in social interaction.

Play-based sessions included in curricula have clear evidence that they support a child's development. Welsh curricula are adding outdoor-centred play-based sessions due to their benefit on the cultivation and development of children. Outdoor environments have beneficial impacts on health and wellbeing. On the other hand, the benefits for children are accentuated; between the ages of three and seven, the child's development is at its highest; countries such as Sweden and Norway see outdoor play as essential for developing skills and fostering teamwork amongst their peers. Outdoor play allows children to interact with other children, work collaboratively, and negotiate rules, which are crucial skills for their social development (Fjørtoft & Sageie, 2000). New Zealand's educational policies put forward the importance of outdoor play, encouraging children's curiosity and creativity; this has been found to develop problem-solving skills (Kiviranta et al., 2023). Growing recognition of the impact of play in Canada shows a significant impact on emotional wellbeing and resilience (Gill, 2014). Outdoor environment affordances provide rich holistic development and cognitive, social, physical, and emotional growth opportunities. Nature settings allow creativity, problem-solving, and exploration to evolve and adapt to the child's imagination. Letting the child perceive nature as a tool rather than a chore will increase the affordances the child will create. Creating the environmental space around the child, adapting the surroundings and guiding the child to a more holistic learning approach is the essence of the Welsh curriculum, and many other countries' curricula are achieving in their endeavour to provide the resources to develop a well more rounded child, physically, mentally, and socially. 

Physical skills are crucial to a child's development; engaging young children in outdoor activities reduces sedentary behaviour and increases the gross and fine motor skills that benefit daily life. Bending, crouching, walking, and running are only a few physical movements within a typical day for a young child; adding the influence of the outdoors brings new features to physical activity. Uneven terrain and natural obstacles like branches and tree stumps will encourage the child to use different muscles and more complex movements than children would typically use if they were doing the same activity indoors. Formulating a base level of motor development, using fundamental motor skills (FMS) as the foundation of their physical literacy journey, using it as a foundation will allow the child to develop a wide range of skills that would allow them to express themselves in physical activity (Clark, Humphrey and NASPE). High quality movement is paramount to build a vast amount of movement vocabulary, not only does it give the physical benefits but also develops emotional regulation and cognitive abilities through being able to concentrate on tasks instead of having to maintain their body through complex movements that three- to seven-year-old might find hard without being fully integrated through FMS. Movements like crossing the midline require many muscles to achieve this movement, being able to cross the midline of the body will show that both side of the brain are able to work at the same time, developing the ability to write more efficiently, stand up from a kneeling position, and skills used in sports (Saidmamatov, Rodrigues and Vasconcelos, 2022). 

Play pedagogy and physical literacy work in harmony with each other. For children to have fulfilling experiences and create in-depth physical literacy, they must be guided by an educator. Play pedagogy is an education approach that centres around play as the staple learning mode, especially in early childhood. Play pedagogy roots itself in its belief that young children learn best when they actively engage in playful concrete experiences (Kolb, 1984); the educator uses play as the tool for child-centred learning, just like the Italian and Finnish education, the child will have a massive influence on what they learn, and the teacher will guide them on the child’s learning direction. Physical literacy not only consists of tracking motor skills but also includes social and emotional competencies, for example, how they were integrated into teamwork, communication, and communication situations, as well as emotional competencies such as self-regulation, all of which contribute to a child’s holistic development.

To conclude, the Welsh curriculum's evolution reflects a significant movement in educational philosophy, with growing areas on holistic, competency-based learning and play pedagogy. Critical educational theorists such as Froebel, Vygotsky, Piaget, and Gardner have significantly shaped the transition from one curriculum to another, primarily as these ideas advocate for experiential, play-based, and socially engaging learning environments. Emotional, social, physical, and personal development and academic skills are fostered by the foundational knowledge influenced by those theorists. The Welsh Curriculum 2015 was knowledge orientated, centred around a more traditional approach to teaching and learning. It allowed for play-based learning, focusing on subject-specific areas, and a very content-delivered curriculum. The foundation stage was introduced in 2010 and finalised in 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015); it was explicitly for three to seven years and had minimal play-based pedagogy and experiential learning, drawing from inspiration from educators like Froebel, who emphasised play as a crucial part of child development. The overall curriculum, however, operated on a more rigid framework that prioritised knowledge acquirement and assessment focused. The 2022 Curriculum, in contrast, sees a shift from the traditional teaching and learning structure by utilising a competency-based approach. This movement is rooted in the idea that learning is most effective with concrete, real-world experience and when children are free to engage in sessions and activities, they can be creative and spark their curiosity. Cross-curricular learning through six areas of learning and experience (AoLEs) facilitates change, as it encourages educators to think outside the box compared to the original 2015 curriculum. Together, the Welsh Curriculum has taken a step further to create a well-rounded curriculum that focuses on the child's development instead of the educator, becoming a diverse curriculum that inspires other countries to encourage play-based pedagogy into everyday life.
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