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For Senior management of TSD Secondary School

Dear senior management team of TSD secondary school. This letter has the intention of describing the need for the school grounds to be developed in the name of adventurous activities and outdoor learning. As we know during this pandemic the outdoors has been championed as less risk of transmitting the virus and with no end in sight, I ask is it the right time to capitalize on this situation and implement some affordances that will allow for adventurous activities and outdoor learning? For example, some outdoor learning areas that can be used by all subjects not just our physical education department. Some tables under a clear shelter for use in all weathers, so if we as a physical education department are doing GCSE work or any partner work where results or feedback needs to be taken the pupils have somewhere they can work. This space wouldn’t only be available to the physical education department as other subjects could use the area such as science for outdoor experiments, geography for learning about different landscapes and art looking at different textures and colours outside of the classroom. We could also add other affordances such as climbing walls, bike tracks and obstacles that we could use to help support the adventurous activities that the students need to undertake as per the physical education curriculum. 

Physical literacy has been become and increasingly influential concept of recent years in a physical education setting with contributors agreeing that it is about the motivation, confidence, physical competence and knowledge surrounding lifelong physical activity (Whitehead 2010). Physical literacy is clearly very important from a young age as this is the age when they need to learn the fundamental movement skills as it is easier to learn these at a younger age as they need these skills to progress further in physical activities (McKean, Kriellaars, Cairney and Liu). Not just fighting a pandemic in COVID-19 we as teachers are also fighting an obesity epidemic sweeping the nation at an alarming rate with as many as 20% of school children coming into secondary school being classed as obese (NHS, 2020). As Cliff (2012) states “mastery of basic movement capabilities was already lower in overweight and obese children putting them more at risk of being unable to achieve basic movement requirements on a daily basis”. With this being the case then as a school we should be committed to giving these pupils the best chance to improve their physical literacy, whether this be indoors or outdoors. We as a school need to provide equipment and a space where we can help the pupils improve their physical literacy and at the present time, we only have the basics in a sports hall, Astroturf area and the grass field. If we could add more diversity to these spaces, we could allow the children to develop and have a broader range of physical literacy. Whitehead (2007) advocated a more holistic approach to developing children’s physical literacy by emphasising less on the skills and physical fitness and concentrating more on the competence and positive attitudes towards active lifestyles given for each unique individual pupil. Which is why I feel as a forward-thinking school we need to be able to offer the pupils many different activities and opportunities to help them find the physical activity that they find the most enjoyable. As per Jurbala (2015) ‘everyone who can move has physical literacy’ and as educators we must do our upmost to improve this for these pupils. Any other subject would never get away with not helping the students to improve within their subject so why as a physical education department should we be any different. The only difference is that other subjects may need books or online resources we need physical equipment with the sufficient surrounding space. Promoting adventurous activities doesn’t have to stop when the bell rings either, if we have the equipment or the space to allow for the adventurous activities the pupils can use these during break and lunchtimes which is the point of physical literacy by getting the children to take control of their physical activity in their own time. Physical literacy does more than just allow the children to take control of their physical activity, but it can also interlink the physical, psychological and behavioural skill learning in all subjects (Giblin & Button, 2014). With the news from the NHS (2020b) that only 47% of all children are reaching the recommended 60 minutes of physical activity per day then adding these spaces and pieces of equipment to help more children reach that target is a must. I would urge that part of the wooded area of the school be cleared out along with separate paths as such to create a “woodland walk”. This would allow students to have the opportunity to have a peaceful area they can walk around and explore and even as De Rossi (2015) suggests, allow them to have unstructured play in the area so they can create their own games as they enjoy this freedom more and are thus more likely to continue this physical activity.
 

Researchers throughout the years have shown that outdoor learning whether that be from a practical lesson, or a theory lesson increases children’s physical and psychological health (Scrutton, Clough et al & Harvey). This research has come after many other studies claiming that children who are not exposed to the outdoors enough suffer more with psychological and emotional problems. Louv (2013) highlights this as “Nature-deficit disorder” and states that this alienation from nature can include a “diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties, and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses”. Louv suggests that being outdoors is highly beneficial for the mind and body of all children and allows them to gain a holistic learning experience. Schneller (2017) concurred with his study showing that children that had more outdoor learning experiences had increased levels of physical activity and significantly helping the children to reach their recommended physical activity goals, which mentioned earlier less than half of all children are achieving. With being outdoors we can help these children become more active and increase their psychological health but if we also add adventurous activities into the outdoors, we can benefit them a lot more. As Clough (2016) describes if we can get the pupils doing something adventurous such as climbing, where they are not competing against each other they will more likely form a partnership based off safety and help each other instead of trying to hinder. By doing these sorts of activities we can get team building and communication skills higher than normal as they feel that their partnership is more important than being part of a team during a game of football for example. If we as a school could design some features that would allow for similar sorts of adventurous activities to take place more often than usual, then this would allow the students to be in control of themselves and others and thus giving them a sense of responsibility where they can thrive (De Rossi, 2015). Dismore and Bailey (2005) found that outdoor and adventurous activities can impact on children’s learning in school by addressing their intellectual, affective, and social development. Yet Dismore and Bailey also found that outdoor adventurous activities were slowly decreasing in and outside of schools as found by Malone (2007). Malone had found that with the increase of health and safety rules inside and outside of school settings that many teachers and parents were reluctant to allow the children to do anything that they had perceived as dangerous. Malone had found that children had a “drastic decrease in independent mobility and environmental play” and thus causing a lack of environmental awareness and physical ability to move through different environments. As adventurous activities there is always a small chance at risk, and we can never take that away but the more the children experience this the more skilled they will become, and they will be able to conquer the challenge posed. The more they experience these adventurous activities the higher chance they have of ‘minimizing and mastering physical obstacles through use of personal skills and competencies’ (Deci & Ryan, 2000). These adventurous activities could include tree/ rock climbing or biking to name a few and could be easily installed and implemented into our school grounds.  

As a school we could start to look at different interpretations on outdoor learning by looking at how forest schools can help bring the pupils closer to the outdoors. Forest schools can help improve children’s “confidence, motivation and concentration, language and communication and physical skills” if the sessions are done regularly (O’Brien, 2007). Not only that but O’Brien also noted that by the children learning outside it reinforces the idea that learning can be done anywhere, not just in a classroom. A key aim of forest school is to promote lifelong learning which is similar to the aim of physical literacy. With these two programmes with the same targets, we could tackle more the issue of lifelong learning and lifelong physical activity with the same affordances in school. O’Brien also touches upon the statements made earlier by Malone, that children don’t get enough time outdoors due to social issues about safety and liability outdoors. Yet states that forest schools are important as they can “provide an important opportunity for children to gain access to and become familiar with woodlands on a regular basis, while learning academic and practical skills”. An inner-city school in Yorkshire found this interesting and travelled to Denmark to see for themselves how this scenario works in a school setting and found that the children were “accessing the forest environment regularly, playing in a variety of contexts” including den making, creating art, tree climbing and swimming in the sea (Elliot, 2015). The study also found that when forest school was brought back to the UK school to trial how successful it could be, 92% of children enjoyed and wanting to access the forest school more often. Forest schools also help children develop holistically as Tabbush (2003) found with children gaining and improved knowledge of nature, social skills, creative skills and confidence in learning. The forest schools could also take inspiration from the Reggio Emillia approach which is a child centred scheme of work where the children guide their own learning in an experiential and relationship driven environment (Edwards, 1993). In this outdoor learning environment, the children taking control of their own learning can have a positive benefit on how much they engage with unfamiliar surroundings and become interested in new experiences and environments (Dyment, 2005).  Williams (2019) found that outdoor learning in a forest school environment with a student led topic in each lesson found that there was ‘educational, personal development, and fluidity factors that need to be addressed by policymakers and school leaders’ to encourage teachers to make more use of the outdoor educational facilities at their disposal.

[bookmark: _Int_q56oy0Jf]To conclude this letter asking for you to consider using some of our outdoor space and changing it into something the students can use that would help improve their adventurous activities and outdoor learning experiences. I am asking for some areas of the grassy wooded area to be turned into a woodland clearing with multiple woodland walking paths leading off from the clearing as to promote free and unstructured play as De Rossi (2015) describes as beneficial to young people and their physical activity levels. This woodland clearing can also be used as part of the forest school idea mentioned earlier. This wooded clearing can be used to give the pupils their task and then they can use the many paths off to go and explore the area and complete their tasks before coming back and using a “star exercise” where as the teacher I can stay in the wooded area, and they can come back to me as start point for feedback and for any safety issues they know where I am. I would also ask you to consider a rock-climbing wall along with a bike track. The rock-climbing will help with the team building and communication as Clough (2016) described as the children are not competing against each other they will work together as a point of safety. The climbing does not have to just include a rock wall we could encourage the children to climb and explore the trees in the wooded area where they can make a trail through the trees if the trees grow to suitable heights and connect to each other. With the bike track it will allow children to be active during the day but also encourage active travel to and from school as they will be bringing their own bike to school. With this encouragement of active travel, we are increasing the children's daily physical activity while also improving their physical literacy. My final request would be to add some outdoor desks or benches so that if a teacher of any subject feels that their lesson would benefit from being outside, they would have the facilities to be able to cater their lesson to this. As Louv (2013) found, children work better when they are outdoors, and their physical activity improves as well as their holistic learning. With this being Wales I would also ask for there to be a shelter over the desks/benches as to allow the lessons to still take place even if the weather is not ideal. I feel these affordances will only benefit the school and its pupils in years to come and allow the PE department, and every other department, develop the children's adventurous activities and outdoor learning giving them a more holistic learning environment for them to learn. 

Thank you and I hope you take these considerations on board.
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