Does Play Based Curriculum For Wales Lay Foundations For Young Children’s Physical Literacy Development With An Emphasis On The Outdoors?
Perhaps the education system in Wales has been failing learners in recent times (Andrews and Barber, 2014). This potentially became evident when Wales participated in The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) receiving low PISA scores became a key element in the debate for curricular change in Wales (Rees and Taylor, 2015). Therefore, a new curriculum by the Welsh Government (2022) was launched after an independent report by Donaldson (2015). Creating a purpose driven curriculum as a reference point for all teaching in Wales (Gatley, 2020). Thereby ending prescriptive content heavy curriculums shifting emphasis on creative pedagogy allowing teachers to interpret the curriculum autonomously. Especially within the Foundation Phase which is purely play-based curriculum for three–seven-year-olds replacing traditional subjects with thematic areas of learning (DCELLS,2015). Although Grigg (2016 p.6) conveys that “the teaching profession in Wales still perceives that the Welsh Government is pushing too many initiatives too quickly” implying not all curriculum change is welcomed by some teachers. However, most commonly the “recurring view that the curriculum had become unwieldy, overcrowded and atomistic, and that it was inhibiting opportunities to apply learning more holistically in “real life” situations, or to use that learning creatively to address issues that cross subject boundaries” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 35). Notably, the new curriculum emphasises outdoor learning to “exercise the body and mind” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2003, p.1). Subsequently, the new Foundation Phase curriculum emphasises “experiential learning activities” with “play providing the vehicle” with particular focus on the outdoors (DCELLS, 2008, p.4).

Therefore, holistic learning extending beyond traditional subjects seemingly takes priority; consequently, physical education (PE) no longer exists in Wales for pupils under the age of seven (DCELLS 2008; Macdonald 2003). Subsequently, what the outdoor environment can offer each child has become a valued resource for pupils' holistic development in replacement of PE (Garrick, 2004). Notably, research into motor development emphasises the importance of laying foundations for lifelong physical activity (PA) during foundation phase ages (Barnett et al., 2016). Therefore, losing PE as a subject could be a cause for concern due to its perceived importance to developing physical literacy (PL) (Basoglu, 2018). However, Wainwright et. al., (2018) conveys the play-based nature of the curriculum centralises physicality to all learning consequently PL could be developed through holistic play-based approaches. With research implying the rough and dynamic outdoor playscapes can sufficiently challenge motor skills (Pretty et. al., 2005). The play-based philosophy of the new curriculum contradicts some pre-existing approaches to PL like LTAD which focuses on developing predominately physical competency through and for sports (Higgs, 2010). Whereas the Whiteheadian approach perhaps better aligns to play-based learning, which defines PL as “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life” (IPLA, 2017). Although the notion that PL could lay the foundations for lifelong PA isn`t supported strong empirical evidence (Carl et. al., 2023). Rather Jurbala (2015, p.1) argues such terminology plays on the “power of the metaphor” and the use of “literacy” gives the terminology false power. Whereas the philosophical underpinning of PL is where it attributes its so called “power” as an educational concept. Rather its ontological approach allows for phenomenological experiences. Thereby, children “create themselves as they interact with their surroundings” (Merleau-Ponty 1962, p.58). Thus, the holistic nature of outdoor learning can facilitate exploratory learning in meaningful contexts as Maude (2010, p.110) conveys outdoor environments creates “opportunities to becomes risk literate and physically literate”. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty (1962) conveys young children at play is one of the most obvious examples of the innate drive to interact with the world.

However, the definition of play is more complex as Wood and Attfield (2005, p.5) emphasise play “is always context dependent”. Moreover, despite Welsh Government rolling out a play-based curriculum they fail to specifically define what play means. Rivkin (1998) notes that expectations of play differ depending on indoor and outdoor environment and, that when outside children are expected to run around and make a noise contradictory to indoor play. Subsequently, children can push the boundaries of how they interact with their environment without fear of being admonished (Bilton, 2002). Similarly, Howard and McInnes (2010, p.34) suggest that “viewing playfulness, as an attitude of mind, rather than play, the outward act,” thereby is “providing a theoretical basis for implementing a play-based curriculum”.  As Malaguzzi et. al., (1993) implies children lose their full capacity when operating in a conformist education system. In countries elsewhere who centralise outdoor play have noted benefits as Fjortoft (2001; 2004) reports from Scandinavia, children who play in natural landscapes appear to be healthier, have improved motor fitness, balance and coordination, and demonstrate more creativity in their play. Similarly, the Reggio Emilia outdoor education approach draws on Vygotskian social constructivism concepts of play (Wood and Bennett, 1998; Stone, 2012) that “only as children articulate to others that which they believe to be true do they come face-to-face with errors in their thinking” (Staley, 1998 p.21). However, “play is not the predominant feature of childhood but is the leading factor in development” (Vygotsky, 1978 p.207). Thus, Broadhead (2004, p.89) conveys, outdoor play for children is “a holistic exploration of who and what they are and know”. Hence, aligns with a monist philosophical perspective of “viewing the person as essentially an indivisible whole”, which is “fundamental to the appreciation of the concept of physical literacy” (Whitehead, 2010 p.22). Hence The Foundation Phase in Wales is a play-based, holistic, approach to education for children aged three to seven, underpinned by the concepts and outcomes of PL. (DCELLS, 2008).

However, play alone fails to develop physical competency (Brock et. al., 2009). As Maude (2010) emphasises play doesn`t sufficiently develop a child's full movement vocabulary. Furthermore, Wainwright et. al., (2018) research into the implementation of Wales` new Foundation Phase play based curriculum highlights failure to development pupils' motor development where no notable improvement in object control skills were observed.  Yet developing motor skills in early childhood is vital to enable access to a range of PA opportunities (Barnett, Salmon, and Hesketh, 2016; Barnett et. al. 2009, 2016). However, as Kytta (2004) suggests outdoor play through diversity of natural affordances encourages wider range of physical actions including object control skills. Although the development of motor skills, is not in itself the development of PL, motor skills are a key aspect of physical competence (Whitehead 2010). As, research implies that fundamental motor skills are associated and predictive of future PA (Haapala, 2013). Subsequently, in the Foundation Phase in Wales, children with highest proficiency in object control skills during primary school are most likely to become active adolescents (Barnett et. al., 2008; 2009).
Consequently, in response to this research the Wales Institute for Physical Literacy implemented a programme of training across schools in West Wales. Leaning on Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction for Pre-schoolers (SKIP) (Goodway and Branta, 2003) and conceptualising playful pedagogy (Howard and McInnes, 2010). SKIP-Cymru aims to improve teachers' expertise in developing motor skills that should be embedded in playful pedagogy. Consequently, implications are that perhaps teachers in primary schools lack the necessary knowledge and understanding to deliver the new curriculum effectively to develop physical competency (Wainwright et. al., 2020). Notably 70% of head teachers in Wales say they prioritise literacy and numeracy as most important curriculum aspect in early years education (Waldron et. al., 2014). Despite research highlighting a “nature deficit disorder” amongst young children whereby they become alienated from nature diminishing development (Louv, 2005, p.36). Therefore, engagement in play is critical for motor development, providing the foundation for more advanced and specialized movement (Barnett et al., 2016). However, Thomas and Lewis (2016) suggest implementation of play-based learning won`t be easy consequential to limited training provided to staff to facilitate the pedagogical principles. Thus, the challenge is about moving from knowledge being delivered to knowledge being constructed jointly between adult and child. (Cox, 2012). Therefore, the development of PL through the outdoors is dependant of teacher's ability to co-construct learning with their pupils (Legge, 2022).

However, the relationship between play and PL is more complex as Maude (2010, p.111) conveys play can help the “establishment of many of the other attributes that are characteristics of a physically literate individual” notably “self-knowledge and self-expression" implying play develops one's ability to perceive the world.  According to Gibson (1979/1986), the purpose of perception is to perceive affordances, “the affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal” (p.127). Affordances demonstrate the reality of meaning, independent of language. PL, when perceived by affordances, highlights the centrality of movement to human life and embodied interaction as an ecological transaction. Hence the phenomenological approach to childhood development noting the importance of perception as each person perceives the world uniquely as an embodied self (Whitehead, 2010). Consequently, the variables of the wild outdoors are important factors in a child development of perception. Notably, Nicholson (1971, p.6) classifies this as the “theory of loose parts” implying in any outdoor environment creativity is directly proportional to the quantity of variables within that environment. Subsequently, the “loose” parts of the natural environment create more opportunities for children to perceive and interact with the world creatively (Hyndman and Mahony, 2018).

Therefore, to be physically literate one must possess the concept of self as being embodied in the world competent to self-express (Whitehead, 2007). Whereas, Mead, (1934) regards the self as arising from the process of social experiences where “taking the attitudes of other individuals toward himself within a social environment” (p. 138). Subsequently, Mead (1934) implies the two important social environments play or games are where learning of embodied movement occurs. However, play specifically in terms of role-taking. Consequently, this myopic interpretation fails to recognise other characteristics of the developing self that physical play generate. As Waite (2017) conveys outdoor learning enables children to behave naturally. Therefore, easily facilitates each child to develop a greater understanding of their embodied self. 

 Similarly, Whitehead (2001) identifies two types of play environment, those that are natural and those man-made. As Heft (1988) conveys, children perceive the functions of the environment and intuitively use them for play. Fjørtoft (2000) maintains that environmental complexity and diversity in nature are highly associated with increased play opportunities. While the outdoor environment is an important influence on physically active play, little is known about whether different environmental components lead to different levels in physically active play benefits in children (Gebel and, Bauman, 2007). However, embodiment of oneself in their environment is "in practical reasoning that which combines sub-conscious and conscious levels of motor control" (Whitehead, 2001 p. 135). Therefore, Whitehead (2007) claims that a sense of self begins with "body awareness" in childhood through movement experiences with environment (Lewis, 2017; Aartun et. al., 2022).
Although Critics have contested the new curriculums prevalent “skills versus concepts bifurcation” (Rata, 2019, p. 1). Whitty (2010, p. 34) emphasises, “knowledge is not the same as school subjects and school subjects are not the same thing as academic disciplines”.  Subsequently, allowing for child-centred learning that overemphasises the ‘how’ over the ‘what’ of education (Biesta, 2007; Priestley & Sinnema, 2014). Thereby creating opportunities for play-based movements which are how a child experiences and interacts with the world (Taylor and Boyer, 2019). Therefore, the human embodied dimension can be considered fundamental to life and its meaning (Durden-Myers et al., 2021). As, Brighouse (2005, p. 23) conveys “an autonomous life cannot be led without the information about the world in which it is led”. Thus, in the Foundation Phase movement and development are inextricably linked. Essentially, PL is the understanding, development and nurturing of embodied experiences, through PA, to enrich and enhance quality of life (Durden-Myers et al., 2018). Therefore, learning creates interconnectedness where a physically literate person understands learning through personal meaning (Nilges, 2004). Of which could potentially be enabled through outdoor play due to the correlation between physicality of play and interaction with the natural environment (Little, 2020).

To summarise the new Foundation Phase Curriculum (2008) in Wales was progressive (Donaldson, 2015). Consequently, the new curriculum - Curriculum for Wales (2022) has the potential to facilitate PL development as noted by Wainwright et. al., (2018) conveying play-based learning naturally promotes physicality enabling motor development. Moreover, the thematic curricular approach provides teachers autonomy to take learning outdoors. Notably global empirical evidence from similar curriculums highlights the benefits in early years children who play outdoors having improved; health and motor skills (Fjortoft, 2004). Moreover, outdoor play can facilitate development of philosophical PL elements so “individuals will have a well-established sense of self as embodied in the world” (Whitehead, 2010, p.13). However, the curricular structure means teachers are solely responsible for curricular design and delivery (Grigg, 2016). Subsequently, insufficiencies in teacher training causes a deprivation of knowledge necessary to deliver physical playful pedagogy. Although initiatives like SKIP-CYMRU (Goodway and Branta, 2003) could help elevate knowledge deprivation. Perhaps the Welsh Government should set more detailed guidelines and evolve teacher training requirements nationally to align with the needs of the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2016). Only with effective teaching can the new play-based curriculum meet its potential to develop physically literate children in Wales (Wainwright, 2014).
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