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Physical literacy is a fundamental skill for anyone and can lead to a richer and fuller life. Arguably, the most important stage of life to develop physical literacy is as a child as the potential gains of this development can help in all future aspects of life. Whitehead (2010) explains “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”. Outdoor adventurous activities are an excellent way to develop one’s physical literacy as they promote various forms of movement and growth not limited to physical literacy.

Some of the benefits of adventurous activities for the participant are improved physical health, mental health, greater personal development, raised risk awareness and developed risk management skills.  These benefits can be found and facilitated in most adventurous activities and the varying activities focus on and develop different skills. Killingbeck et al. (2007) gives examples being: orienteering developing athletic abilities with motor skills. Rock climbing improves strength, agility, balance, co-ordination, and problem solving; all in engaging environments. Whilst traditional Physical Education can develop physical literacy, and is good for a person to do, outdoor adventurous activities can develop a wider array of skills and can be more engaging and inclusive.  Another benefit of adventurous activities is the use of a wide variety of environments which can stimulate and engage a range of participants. This can also lead to participants developing awareness of their surroundings and risk management, more useful life skills that can be taught early in a child’s development. Killingbeck et al. (2007) states that developing these skills are an integral part of adventurous activities as participants will need to traverse different terrains and environments. These skills can be implemented throughout life, beneficial to a child’s development, and enabling them to grow into competent and functioning members of society. 

Traditional Physical Education develops physical literacy, with team games being especially beneficial at developing the full range of physical skills. However, PE at times, may not be as effective as outdoor adventurous activities because it does not always engage all who take part. Physical education may not be as effective as adventurous activities as it can adversely affect participants self-esteem, confidence and mental health and ability to “fit in” if aptitude is lacking.  The evidence of this is in the work of Killingbeck et al. (2007) where they state, “Above all physical education must provide a positive and rewarding experience for all young people – whatever their ability”. From personal experience I can say this is not always the case, as I can remember a handful of times where I didn’t enjoy physical education and it did not provide a “positive and rewarding” experience.  At secondary level Physical Education was setted in the school that I attended:  those in the lowest set, including myself, found that they were treated differently to students in top set. Everyone remembers the terror of being picked last!

The facilitation of adventurous activities is important as the delivery of an activity can alter what an individual learns as well as how much is gained from the experience. Heron (1999) defines a facilitator as an individual who, in their role, empowers learners through experiential learning. The facilitation of an activity through experiential learning can promote the development of physical literacy as they often use fundamental movement skills. How facilitators present themselves and show their authority can also affect the delivery of an activity, for example a strict facilitator may be more difficult to approach which can make it difficult to ask for help as you are unsure about their reaction or could overplay the risk of a situation making it a more stressful working environment than need be. By contrast a laid back and easy-going facilitator may invite people to take advantage of their easy-going nature and play around instead of completing an activity or could underplay the risk of situation which can lead to injury. The three of kinds facilitator authority covered by Heron (1999) tutelary, political and charismatic going on to state the need for authority in a facilitator being that knowledge and skills of the facilitator can be passed on.

A person’s affordances can also affect the development of physical literacy, affordance is defined as what the environment offers an individual. Fjørtoft’s work on the effects natural environments have children’s play and motor development shows affordances in the natural environment can challenge and stimulate children in different way than a playground or other man-made environments. Fjørtoft states: “Natural environments represent different play opportunities for children. The rough surface provides movement challenges, and topography and vegetation provide a diversity of different designs for playing and moving.” This statement shows how the affordances of the natural environment can be more interactive and engaging to children. However not every child will be as fortunate to have a natural environment as readily available. This can be shown in the work by Kyttä (2002) which showed between Finland and Belarus, two countries with similar climate and geography, on average there were more affordances for children in Finland than Belarus due to Finland using public funds to invest more into outdoor recreation projects compared to Belarus. This evidence shows that if the affordances are there, children will use them and develop their physical literacy. However, as modern parents sometimes perceive the risk of injury through adventurous play, road traffic accidents or threats from other aspects of society to be very high they might affect the access to affordances that already exist.

Overprotective parents can have a detrimental effect of the development of a child’s physical literacy. The phenomenon of “cotton wool kids”, insulated from all that might hurt them, can actually have a detrimental effect on a child’s development causing them to be less well equipped to function in society. Mcburnie states her concerns that children are losing the ability to ask for help and have become overly dependent and reliant on adults to solve their problems, Mcburnie goes on to state her concern that “the long-term ramifications of such inability to communicate will have on these children and their peers as they become functioning members of society”. Another issue that stems from overprotective parenting is “paranoid parenting” and a “culture of litigation”, these things affect children partaking in adventurous activities as parent view them as higher risk they will “protect” their child by not letting them participate. There are instances where these fears are not unfounded, for example the Lyme bay tragedy (1993) came about because of negligence of the activity center owner, the circumstances on the day and a string of errors resulting in the death of four of the participants. Due tragedies like this in the eyes of parents, adventurous activities can be profiled to be high risk and dangerous and the benefit of adventurous activities can be overlooked. Mcburnie outlines:
“The ironic part is that as parents are shielding their children from risk and managing their lives for them, the very same parents also expect more of those children and that they be the best and brightest at everything they do.”
Whilst parents believe that removing as much risk as possible will help their children through life it instead hinders their development by robbing them of being able to learn through trial and error as well as developing risk awareness, risk management and problem-solving skills.

The culture of litigation is also a contributing factor in hindering a child’s physical literacy as with more rules and regulations being put into place to keep children “safe” there is evidence showing this is having a negative impact on children. Furedi (2006) states “Many of the things you could still do with children in 2001 you can no longer do today”. This highlights how the times have changed, that activities and ideas that were thought acceptable are now viewed as eccentric or high risk. Although it is understandable wanting to know who is looking after your children when partaking in an adventurous activity it is being taken to an illogical extreme and is “creating a new security state around children” (Furedi, 2006, p.5) which is hindering growth and development more than promoting it.

Another factor hindering the development of a child’s physical literacy development is the accessibility of technology. In current society, wherever you go, you can see children with technology; be it a baby watching a tv programme or a young teen checking social media:  technology has become a large part of their lives. Mcburnie states “Children have lost the imagination and power to occupy themselves without the crutch of these new technologies.” These are some of the impacts emerging from the integration of technology into children’s everyday life and over time these impacts will only get worse. However, children are not the only ones to blame it can be argued that parents also share the responsibility of these impacts as well. Mcburnie also states, “the additional time required for micromanaging our children’s lives, means that parents often welcome their children’s use of such media as it gives them a much needed ‘break’.” These actions are enabling children to interact with addictive things and can result in children struggling to maintain a train of thought as well as a less developed vocabulary. 

In conclusion, adventurous activities are an excellent way for children to develop physical literacy as well as other key life skills that can make them functioning members of society, and whilst physical education is a viable way to develop physical literacy there are some aspects that aren’t as effective when compared to adventurous activities. As traditional “playing outside” becomes less prevalent, PE needs to cover a greater range of literacies but would have to develop its model substantially to ensure that all children have similarly engaging and enabling experiences. Outdoor adventurous activities tend to be based around the concept of personal growth and development rather than competition and have different flavours to suit different aptitudes.  Modern technology gives children access to a huge range of information and experiences and can offer a wealth of advantages but does not promote movement and does not really offer actual risk.  Modern parenting could be improved by a realistic assessment of the dangers facing children in the world today... it could be that the danger of inadequate physical literacy and a poor ability to navigate risk might have a much greater detrimental effect on their children than grazed knees and bruised elbows.
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