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Carry out an in-depth analysis of their interaction with the outdoor environment in their learning and play. Focus in particular on aspects of physical development and how their interaction with the environment contributes to the development of their physical literacy.

This essay will look at aspects of physical development and the relation between the outdoor environment of a child from a local primary school. In particular looking at the factors of play, affordances, motor competency and physical literacy. The pupil being analysed will be referred to as child X, who is a four-year-old boy in reception that attends an edge of urban located school in south west Wales. The school is small with approximately 200 hundred students attending from various social backgrounds. These students follow a whole school approach known as the Leonardo effect, which is an “interdisciplinary teaching methodology based upon the synchronised integration of disciplines and incorporation of skills.” (Leonardo Effect, no date). The latest published Estyn report shows the school gaining an excellent rating in learning experiences and commenting that “throughout the school, there is a strong emphasis on experiential learning and the use of the outdoors.” (Estyn, 2014).
The first topic looked at in relation to physical development and child X is the concept of play. Play is an essential aspect of childhood with children and most adults participating in some form of play activities such as, physical play, symbolic play, pretence play and playing games with rules. People participate in play as they find the experience enjoyable, which implies it holds motivational value affiliated with learning. Play supporters assert that it increases learning, good metal health, aids emotional well-being, social and creative capability. (PEDAL, no date). Mclnnes et al., (2009) state that “Children who have practised tasks under playful rather than formal conditions have demonstrated significantly greater improvement in performance across a range of activities.” These proposed benefits contribute to the inclusion of play in the Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales stating that   
Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups. (Learning Wales, 2008).
On visits to the school it was noticed that child X spent most of their time playing outdoors, with toys, objects and the natural environment. However, most of the it was spent playing alone or next to other peers. On the play spectrum this links to parallel play, which is common in infants to begin playing next to other children without any interplay. At this stage children are paying attention to one another and formulate the inclination to play with other children. Another occasion child X was playing in the sand pit making a road, imitating the machinery used in road works. Many movements involved crouching low and manipulating their body in different ways, which required core strength and muscular strength to maintain their required shape. This observation lead to an altercation with other peers who were pretending to bake a cake that was destroyed in the process, which resulted in pushing and shoving. Play offers many outcomes that allow children to be physically active and develop movements naturally. Givler, states that
active play involving carrying, climbing, rough and tumble will help develop and maintain muscular fitness and flexibility and recognises the role of education professionals and play leaders to encourage children and young people of all abilities, shapes and sizes to take part in sports and activities that engage them throughout life.                              (Givler, 2003)      
The observation of child X playing in the sand pit also links with benefits of outdoor play, which can contribute different play experiences to indoors. The outdoors allows children exposure to participate in, gross and unrestricted movements, experience freedom and connections with the natural elements. “While playing outside, children benefit from being exposed to sunlight, natural elements, and open air, which contributes to bones development, stronger immune system and physical activity.” (Bento and Dias, 2017). Another observation made of child X whilst they were playing outdoors was an exercise encouraged by the teacher, which required the children to use logs, sticks, tyres, rocks and numerous other objects to complete a numeracy task. Child X showed good muscular strength when manipulating objects to solve the required numeracy task. The use of outdoors for a numeracy task as opposed to the classroom can allow children to engage more in the activity, as well as finding enjoyment from participating. This can also contribute to children’s physical development, especially in this task with the development of muscular strength. Dowdell, Gray and Malone, conducted research to see the impacts of nature on outdoor play and found that
a combination of elements is necessary for children's learning to be influenced by an outdoor environment. These include access to nature opportunities to be actively engaged with the space and the elements, when these aspects are present, children's play and learning is enriched. (Dowdell, Gray and Malone, 2011)
The outdoor environment can hold a host of benefits to children’s physical development, which is why the Foundation Phase in Wales stipulates that there should be use of the outdoor surroundings that should be enjoyable, appealing, challenging and safe to further children’s natural interest and development. “The Foundation Phase environment should promote discovery and independence and a greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning.” (Learning Wales, 2008). A theory that links with the outdoors and child development is Affordance theory. An affordance can be something in the environment that offers a person different meaning, or that reveals a possible function. The perception of the environment should lead to an action or a possibility for different use. Examples include a large rock could be viewed as a seat to one person or as something to climb on to a child, or a tree could be viewed as shade to one person or something to swing from to another. In the school visit child X was playing in the garden area when they began to move a rock and explained this is the house for worms and other insects. Firstly, child X showed again that they possessed good strength by bending down using his knees and picking up a large rock, keeping it close to his core for added stability. Secondly, they began digging and explaining about the different animals that live here and describing the colours, textures and appearances of numerous insects. The outdoors can offer children new ways of learning and to explore such as child X was in finding this home for insects. Maynard and Waters, state that “when outdoors children can construct on a bigger scale, explore the world at first hand and experience natural phenomena such as the weather, the changing seasons and shadows.” (2007). 
[bookmark: _Hlk514092776]In addition, another observation saw child X participating in an obstacle course type of activity outside using crates, tyres, logs, planks of wood, large rocks, pipes and numerous other materials. The children were moving freely around the course and using objects to add on extra pathways, child X showed that they have good balancing skills using their arms to steady themselves and hoping over obstacles on one leg whilst maintaining good balance with a strong core. Each child moved around the course in different ways tackling certain obstacles uniquely, child X tested their balance by standing on top of pipes as they rolled and correcting their balance as their weight shifted forwards. These types of outdoor activities allow children to move freely and take measured risks and learn from one another. Fjørtoft and Sageie, show that investigated learning effects from playing in a natural environment on motor development in children and found significant differences in coordinative skills between children attending normal pre‐school activities versus children playing in the natural environment. (2000)
Another aspect to look at in relation to children’s physical development is the SKIP program or Successful Kinesthetic Instruction for Pre-schoolers. The program from Ohio state university looks to promote fundamental motor skills, raise children’s perceptions of motor competence, employ and boost moderate to vigorous physical activity, develop knowledge of the body and the significance of physical activity to a healthy lifestyle. Motor skill competence is not naturally inherited and according to SKIP it follows five locomotor stages and four for object control. One observation of child X showed them throwing sticks into the woodland area to see how far they would go. The SKIP program would identify child X as a level two sling shot thrower, which consists of a horizontal wind up, block rotation and follow through across the body.  This emerging type of throw would require interventions to enable child X to become a proficient thrower with the correct wind up, propulsion and follow through. Throwing can be important as it can aid development in aspects of physical development such as balance, multi limb coordination and core strength. Further observations also showed child X playing with a large foam numeric dice in the school yard, where they would catch it from another child. Again, according to SKIP measurements child X identifies as a level three scooping catcher, which consists of scooping their arms under the dice to trap it in their chest. Likewise, catching can support the development of other physical skills such as hand-eye coordination, tracking skills and fine motor skills. Research into the delays of object control and the intervention of skip program shows that the main barriers to development of object control shown by
 parent reports suggest unsafe outside environments limit opportunities for their children to engage in physical activity around their home and outdoor environments. Another possible reason might be explained by their parents’ physical activity level or parents’ encouragement for physical activity participation. (Altunsöz and Goodway, 2015, p. 378).
However, the interventions from children in the SKIP groups showed considerable improvements with their object control skills compared to the control group who displayed similar low levels of object control. 
Furthermore, motor skill competence and perceived motor competence can be used to analyse children’s physical development. Motor skill competence can be seen as the ability to master physical skills and movements that allow gratifying involvement in physical activity. Perceived motor competence is how the individual views and believes what capability they possess to complete fine and gross motor skills. One of the noticeable attributes of child X from observations was their excellent ability to balance. An accurately functioning balance system enables children to move clearly, regulate speed and direction of movement, establish orientation regarding gravity and to alter body positions in numerous conditions. This is accomplished by an intricate sensorimotor control system, which incorporates vision, proprioception and the vestibular system. Balance is learnt through repetition and practice and this forms pathways from the brain to muscles to perform movements, this process is called facilitation and occurs throughout life. Child X at a young age shows that they already possess good balance and leads to believe that they have been exposed to numerous activities that enable them to develop these pathways and aid their motor competence. 
Clarke and Metcalfe, (In Stodden et al., 2008) developed an analogy of the mountain of motor competence, which shows that fundamental movement skills are the base of each peak that allows children to branch off into different skills for a variety of sports and physical activities. This theory suggests that by developing a good level of fundamental movement skills it allows children the opportunities and confidence to participate in physical activity throughout life. The observation from the school visit of child X showed that they already obtain good fundamental movement skills and was able to execute certain movements with ease such as: proficient running; can catch and throw; has good core strength; excellent balance; has good muscular development and strength. Khadaverdi et al., “suggest that having mastery of motor skills and positive perception of motor competence promote physical activity participation and as a result might reduce physical inactivity behaviour.” (2013). In regard to perceived motor competence child X seemed to possess high perceived competence and would often say to watch them under go certain tasks and comment how well they can complete them. “Often, children under the age of seven tend to demonstrate higher perceived physical competence which is linked to mastery attempts and task persistence.” (Robinson, 2010)
However, one aspect child X struggled with was tasks requiring fine motor skills. Fine motor skills require using the small muscles in the hand for tasks such as writing, using scissors and fastening buttons. To have efficient fine motor skills there are numerous independent skills that need to work together in order to control objects or perform a task. One activity in the yard required the use of tongs and small gelatine balls to create specific shapes and outcomes. Child X attempted this activity and found they struggled with the intricacy needed to complete the tasks and gave up shortly after. These skills could be developed further for child X by participating in outdoor learning activities that further fine motor skills such as, water painting, chalk drawing and sticks or stones assortments. 
Lastly, the over encompassing element that the above approaches link to is physical literacy, which is described by Whitehead as “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life.” (IPLA, no date). All aspects discussed above link to the physical literacy journey of child X and should enable them to have the confidence and ability to participate in sport or physical activity for life. It has been suggested that children who participate in sport and achieve greater levels of motor skill competence during childhood and adolescence will remain active participants in physical activity into adulthood. (Stodden et al., 2008). The outdoor environment can offer numerous opportunities for children to develop physical literacy. The free space enables the use of fundamental movements like running, balancing, jumping and hopping. Furthermore, forest school type of activities allows children to improve strength by lifting and moving logs, sticks and stones. There is also development of fine motor skills in these types of activities such as fastening a fort together or creating wind catchers with natural materials.  
In conclusion, observations showed that child X possess’ excellent gross motor skills, balance, catching and throwing skills for their age. Child X was active for the majority of the time spent at the school and really enjoyed their experiences learning outdoors. The learning experiences offered at the school allowed children to freely explore and learn about nature as well as developing numeracy and literacy skills through play, which showed as all children were engaged with learning and having fun at the same time.
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