Evaluate how Adventurous Activities Contribute to the Development Children’s Physical Literacy

The term Physical Literacy is a relatively new term, brought forward by Whitehead (1993), for a form of development that predates language and possibly even mankind. According to The International Physical Literacy Association (2014) and Whitehead (2010), ‘Physical literacy is the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge, and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life.’ It is an ability possessed by everyone however it then varies in degree due to the persons experience, confidence, and competence. PL is a skill gained through repetition and practice and cannot be directly taught, although it can be assisted through physical activities in sessions (Telfer, 2018). Schweizer (2009) suggests that movement is the basis for all development; ‘Children need movement to develop the brain, which is inextricably linked with body.’ 

Margaret Whitehead first pushed for the concept of PL to be an internationally recognised theory in 1993. She based the theory off of multiple personal experience and the findings of existentialists and phenomenologists, their work supports the importance of embodiment within human life (Whitehead, 1993). This looks at embodiment a way to contextualise how we as humans think, feel, and behave (Overton et al., 2008); this can be reversed to show how positive adventurous experiments can then in turn benefit our cognitive and emotional functions (Marshall, 2016). Terms commonly associated with those who are well embodied include: able-bodied, skilful, fit, healthy, well-coordinated, and physically educated (Whitehead, 1993) these terms are clearly focussed towards the physical side of humankind rather than the mental and intellectual aspects. It is only in recent years that the debate has been brought forward of whether the mind and body are one. Behaviourists believe that observable actions such as a stimulus and the physical reaction are completely independent of the mind and that the mind has no influence on physical actions or reactions; meanwhile, biologists run off the basis that the mind is the organ in control of any bodily functions (McLeod, 2018). An experiment was run in 1975 to determine whether the mind had power over the body. The experiment was comprised of a group of undergraduates who were highly susceptible to hypnosis, once they had achieved a hypnotic state the individuals were told that they were about to be touched with a red-hot metal rod; each individual was then poked with the blunt end of a pencil. As a result, multiple participants experienced a water blister where the pencil had touched them, the outcome of this experiment showed that the body was one with the mind and that they both work together to achieve good health (Hilgard et al., 1975). The insight this experiment gave us into the workings of cognitive and physical development allowed for Whitehead to enhance her theory. 

By understanding that both mind and body work together, it is a simpler task to understand the importance of PL within development. By facilitating activities for children to engage in it is easy to enhance their physical literacy. National Resources Wales (n.d.) states that ‘the natural environment can promote physical activity by offering a variety of activities that engage children and young people regardless of age, fitness level, or gender.’ Outdoor spaces provide opportunities for children to play and develop in their own way; walking along a felled tree can improve coordination and balance, exposure to a variety of landscapes increases variety of play, cognitive ability, and dexterity (National Resources Wales, n.d.; Schweizer, 2009). Adventurous activities among children are not necessarily as risky as adventurous activities encountered as an adult; for example, skiing, coasteering, mountain biking, etc. Adventurous activities consist more of basic movements such as walking, jumping, crawling and then combinations of these moves such as galloping, skipping and climbing (Pickup & Price, 2010). Children need the opportunity to have movement rich experiences as it gives them the opportunity to develop and mature as a whole. The number of children who struggle within school are increasing, it has been noted that they have difficulty focusing, poor balance, an inability to coordinate movement (Wainwright & Williams, 2021). 

Research into multiple studies both published and unpublished resulted in the findings that ‘physical activity has a significantly positive impact on children’s cognitive outcomes and academic achievement.’ (Fedewa, 2011). Research carried out by the Institute of Neuro-Physiological Psychology discovered that children who prior to taking part in a movement programmes, had delays with their sensory-motor abilities, had significant improvements after completing the program. The same children were then tested again three years later and continued to show developmental gains (Jandling, 2003). Since then, more studies have drawn the same conclusion, due to this, Natural Resources Wales is published its Children’s Rights Charter; the charter puts forward the rights of each child in terms of access and opportunities within natural environments (National Resources Wales, 2021). Primary school children from across Wales were asked which rights from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child they would like to prioritise and see a change within their school. Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child states that the education the child is placed within shall do their best to facilitate the development of the child’s personality, talents, and mental and physical abilities to the highest potential (United Nations Convention, 1990); within primary education this requires the schools to allow free play in natural environment on a regular basis. 

Fundamental movement skills (FMS) are the basis of any physical action made by a child or adult, these basic skills combine to create more complex movements that cannot be achieved without the basics. Below is a table showing the classification of FMS (Eisenmann, 2018), it is clear that these movements can be experienced very early on in life and by building up this ability, physical literacy can be improved. 
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By taking these movement skills outside into more difficult terrain, children get the opportunity to experiment by trying more adventurous activities: balancing and leaping enables the child to move across stepping-stones, hanging and pulling allows them to get into trees. By using combinations of locomotor, stability, and manipulative skills, the child’s physical literacy is given the chance to grow and develop as a whole and can then be transferred into daily life doing chores, or painting, or carrying (Hands, 2012). Children who have had time to enhance their physical literacy through FMS are often more likely to take part in activities, whereas children who are not confident in their fundamental movement skills will actively avoid participation in any forms of physical exercise or group activity (Hands, 2012).

Different educational systems view adventurous activities with a varying degree of caution; the educational system I grew up in (Steiner Waldorf Education) promoted being outside and active within the early years and only truly started to introduce classroom lessons at the age of six. This approach I feel gave me the opportunity to develop my physical literacy and explore boundaries without being in any risky situations. My advanced physical literacy enables me to pick things up faster, process thoughts and information quicker, and take part in activities that I knew I am capable of without prior experience. I believe that because I had access to an educational system that promoted experiential learning and free play, I am healthier and more confident than if I had not had that opportunity. With new insight into the importance of adventurous activities and human development, more educational systems, particularly across Wales are reaching out into a play-based education for early years. It is important that children are given the opportunity to experience adventurous activities, whatever level that may be for them, to enable them to grow and develop as a whole being. Without physical literacy, it is almost impossible for a child or even an adult to reach their full intellectual capacity; this is why it is essential that physical literacy is promoted and developed from birth and particularly throughout the early years of school and their education. 
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