
Physical literacy refers to the development of fundamental movement skills and the 

knowledge and confidence to participate in a variety of physical activities throughout one's 

life. It involves the acquisition of essential motor skills, such as running, jumping, throwing, 

and catching, as well as the understanding of concepts related to movement, such as 

balance, coordination, and spatial awareness. Physical literacy goes beyond mere physical 

competence; it encompasses the motivation, confidence, and understanding needed to 

engage in physical activities for enjoyment, health, and well-being (Whitehead, 2013). 

The Curriculum for Wales represents a significant shift in educational philosophy and 

practice in Wales. It was designed to provide a more relevant, engaging, and inclusive 

curriculum for students (Welsh Government, 2019) 

 

 

Physical literacy is a multifaceted concept encompassing the development of fundamental 

movement skills, confidence, motivation, and knowledge related to physical activity. It goes 

beyond the acquisition of motor skills, emphasizing the integration of physical, cognitive, 

emotional, and social dimensions. A physically literate individual possesses the skills, 

understanding, and motivation to engage in a variety of physical activities throughout life. 

Importance in the Early Years: 

• Foundational Development: The early years are a critical period for foundational 

development across various domains. Physical literacy plays a central role in 

supporting the overall growth and maturation of children during this crucial phase. 

• Cognitive Benefits: Physical activities in early childhood contribute to cognitive 

development by enhancing brain function, promoting attention, memory, and 

problem-solving skills. These cognitive benefits have a positive impact on a child's 

readiness for learning. 

• Establishing Healthy Habits: Early exposure to physical literacy promotes the 

establishment of healthy habits. Children who engage in regular physical activity are 

more likely to carry these habits into adolescence and adulthood, reducing the risk 

of sedentary behaviour and associated health issues. 



• Motor Skill Development: The early years represent a prime time for the 

development of fundamental motor skills. Mastering these skills, such as crawling, 

walking, running, and object manipulation, forms the basis for more complex 

movements and activities later in life. 

• Social and Emotional Well-being: Physical activities provide opportunities for social 

interaction and emotional expression. Through play and group activities, children 

develop social skills, teamwork, and emotional resilience, contributing to their 

overall well-being. 

Developmental Considerations: 

• Individual Differences: Recognize and respect the individual differences in physical 

development. Children progress at their own pace, and interventions should 

consider the diverse range of abilities and developmental trajectories. 

• Play-Based Learning: Emphasize play-based learning as a primary vehicle for physical 

literacy development. Play allows children to explore movement in a natural, 

enjoyable context, fostering a positive attitude towards physical activity. 

• Inclusive Practices: Implement inclusive practices that accommodate diverse 

abilities and needs. Creating an inclusive environment ensures that all children, 

regardless of differences, can participate in and benefit from physical activities. 

 

 

Early childhood is widely recognized as a critical period for laying the foundations of physical 

literacy due to the rapid development and plasticity of the brain, the acquisition of 

fundamental motor skills, and the establishment of lifelong attitudes toward physical 

activity 

 

• Brain Development and Motor Skills: 

Early childhood is characterized by significant neurodevelopment. Physical activity during 

this period positively influences brain structure and function, impacting motor skill 

acquisition (Diamond, 2000). 

 

• Sensitivity to Learning: 



Young children are highly sensitive to learning experiences, and exposure to a variety of 

movement activities enhances their motor skill development (Gallahue, 2011).  

 

• Cognitive and Physical Integration: 

Physical activities in early childhood contribute to the integration of cognitive and physical 

development, promoting enhanced problem-solving skills and spatial awareness 

(Tomporowski, 2008). 

 

• Social Interaction: 

Physical activities in early childhood often involve social interaction, cooperation, and 

teamwork, contributing to the development of social skills (Lubans, 2016). 

 

 

 

The Curriculum for Wales is underpinned by a set of philosophical foundations that 

emphasize a holistic vision of education. The framework prioritizes the development of 

learners as well-rounded individuals, focusing on their intellectual, emotional, social, and 

physical well-being. The integration of expressive arts plays a crucial role in realizing this 

holistic vision. 

Philosophical Foundations: 

• Four Purposes: 

The Curriculum for Wales centres around the "Four Purposes," which serve as the guiding 

principles. These purposes emphasize the development of learners into ambitious, capable 

individuals who are also ethical and informed citizens, enterprising and creative 

contributors, and healthy and confident individuals. This comprehensive approach reflects a 

commitment to holistic education. 

• Skills and Knowledge: 

The curriculum recognizes the importance of nurturing both skills and knowledge. It goes 

beyond traditional content delivery, emphasizing the development of critical thinking, 



creativity, communication, and collaboration. This philosophy aligns with the holistic view 

that education should prepare individuals for diverse aspects of life. 

• Experiences and Outcomes: 

The curriculum places a significant emphasis on meaningful experiences and outcomes 

rather than a strict focus on content. It aims to provide students with relevant, engaging 

experiences that connect learning to real-life contexts, promoting a holistic understanding 

of education. 

• Progression and Continuity: 

The curriculum adopts a progression model, acknowledging that learning is a continuous 

and evolving process. It recognizes the uniqueness of each learner's journey and pace, 

promoting an understanding of development as a holistic, ongoing endeavour. 

 

 

Integration of Expressive Arts: 

• Interdisciplinary Learning: 

Expressive arts are integrated into the curriculum to encourage interdisciplinary learning. 

The curriculum recognizes the interconnected nature of different art forms, fostering 

creativity and a holistic understanding of the arts. 

• Personal and Social Development: 

Expressive arts contribute significantly to personal and social development. Activities such 

as music, drama, dance, and visual arts provide avenues for self-expression, exploration of 

emotions, and the development of a sense of identity. This aligns with the holistic vision 

that includes the emotional and social dimensions of learners. 

• Creative Thinking: 

The integration of expressive arts cultivates creative thinking and problem-solving skills. 

Students engaged in the arts develop not only artistic abilities but also a mindset that is 

valuable across various domains, contributing to the curriculum's goal of nurturing 

enterprising and creative contributors. 

• Well-being: 



Expressive arts are recognized for their positive impact on well-being. They offer 

opportunities for self-expression, stress relief, and a sense of accomplishment, aligning with 

the holistic vision of education that encompasses the mental, emotional, and physical well-

being of learners. 

Welsh Government. (2015). Successful Futures: Independent Review of Curriculum and 

Assessment Arrangements in Wales. 

 

The Curriculum for Wales emphasizes outdoor learning as a fundamental component of the 

educational experience. The principles of outdoor learning are integrated into the 

curriculum to provide students with meaningful, hands-on experiences that foster holistic 

development. While specific references to the Curriculum for Wales may not be included, 

the following principles align with the overall philosophy of the curriculum and are 

grounded in the broader educational literature: 

• Experiential Learning: 

Outdoor learning promotes experiential learning, allowing students to engage with their 

environment firsthand. This principle aligns with the curriculum's emphasis on providing 

authentic experiences that go beyond traditional classroom settings. 

 

• Connection to Nature: 

The curriculum recognizes the importance of connecting students with nature. Outdoor 

learning activities provide opportunities for students to explore, appreciate, and understand 

the natural world, fostering environmental awareness and a sense of stewardship (Waite, 

2019). 

 

• Holistic Development: 

Outdoor learning contributes to the holistic development of students, addressing physical, 

emotional, social, and cognitive aspects. It aligns with the curriculum's emphasis on 

nurturing well-rounded individuals (Prince, 2019). 

 

• Interdisciplinary Learning: 



Outdoor learning encourages interdisciplinary approaches, allowing students to apply 

knowledge and skills from various subjects in real-world contexts. This principle aligns with 

the curriculum's call for a more integrated and connected approach to learning (Higgins, 

2019). 

 

• Inquiry-Based Learning: 

Outdoor learning often involves inquiry-based approaches, where students explore and 

investigate their surroundings. This aligns with the curriculum's focus on developing critical 

thinking and problem-solving skills (Dillon, 2006). 

 

 

 

Research on outdoor learning consistently highlights numerous benefits for physical 

development among students. Here are some key findings from studies that have 

investigated the positive effects of outdoor learning on physical development: 

• Increased Physical Activity: 

Outdoor learning environments encourage higher levels of physical activity compared to 

traditional indoor settings. Students engage in activities such as running, climbing, and 

exploring nature, contributing to improved cardiovascular health and overall fitness. 

 

• Enhanced Motor Skills: 

Outdoor play and exploration facilitate the development of gross and fine motor skills. 

Activities such as climbing, balancing, and manipulating natural materials contribute to the 

refinement of motor coordination and control (Fjørtoft, 2004). 

 

• Improved Spatial Awareness: 

Outdoor learning environments, especially those in natural settings, provide opportunities 

for students to navigate and explore varied terrains. This exposure enhances spatial 

awareness and promotes a better understanding of the physical world (Gill, 2007). 

 



 

 

Outdoor learning activities play a significant role in contributing to physical literacy 

outcomes by providing students with diverse and experiential opportunities to develop 

fundamental movement skills, physical fitness, and a positive attitude towards an active 

lifestyle. Here are examples of how specific outdoor learning activities contribute to physical 

literacy: 

• Nature Trails and Orienteering: 

Physical Literacy Outcome: Spatial Awareness and Navigation 

Activity Description: Students navigate through nature trails or participate in orienteering 

activities using maps and compasses. This enhances their spatial awareness, map-reading 

skills, and the ability to navigate various terrains, contributing to the development of 

fundamental movement skills. 

 

• Climbing and Obstacle Courses: 

Physical Literacy Outcome: Motor Skills and Coordination 

Activity Description: Students engage in climbing structures or navigate obstacle courses 

outdoors. These activities challenge gross motor skills, balance, and coordination, fostering 

the development of fundamental movement skills crucial for physical literacy. 

 

 

Play is a critical component of early childhood education, offering a myriad of benefits that 

contribute to children's holistic development. Both structured and unstructured play plays 

vital roles in fostering cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth: 

 

Importance of Play in Early Childhood Education: 

 

• Cognitive Development: 



Structured Play: Activities with rules and goals, such as board games or guided educational 

games, enhance cognitive skills like problem-solving, memory, and strategic thinking. 

Unstructured Play: Open-ended play, like building with blocks or engaging in imaginative 

play, stimulates creativity, abstract thinking, and the development of executive functions. 

 

• Social and Emotional Development: 

Structured Play: Games with rules teach children about cooperation, turn-taking, and 

following instructions, fostering social skills. Structured activities can also provide a sense of 

accomplishment. 

Unstructured Play: Informal interactions in play, like pretend play or collaborative building, 

allow children to navigate social relationships, express emotions, and develop empathy and 

communication skills. 

 

• Physical Development: 

Structured Play: Activities with specific rules, such as organized sports, promote the 

development of fine and gross motor skills, coordination, and spatial awareness. 

Unstructured Play: Free play, like running, climbing, or playing on playgrounds, supports 

physical health, strength, and the development of fundamental motor skills. 

 

 

Balanced Approach: 

A balanced approach to play in early childhood education involves incorporating both 

structured and unstructured play. Structured activities offer guidance and specific learning 

objectives, while unstructured play allows for creativity, exploration, and self-directed 

learning. A combination of both ensures a comprehensive approach to fostering the diverse 

needs of young learners. 

In summary, play is not just a form of entertainment for young children; it is a powerful tool 

for learning and development. Both structured and unstructured play are essential 

components of early childhood education, offering unique opportunities for growth across 

various domains. 



 

 

Balancing structured and unstructured play is essential in fostering physical literacy within 

the curriculum. Physical literacy involves developing fundamental movement skills, 

confidence, and motivation for lifelong physical activity. Integrating playful pedagogy, which 

embraces the use of play as an educational tool, is a key approach to achieving this balance. 

Structured Play for Physical Literacy: 

• Physical Education Lessons: 

Structured physical education lessons provide a framework for developing specific motor 

skills, coordination, and fitness. Teachers can incorporate games, drills, and activities with 

clear objectives to enhance fundamental movement skills. 

 

• Organized Sports and Activities: 

Participation in organized sports, whether within or outside of the school setting, offers 

structured play opportunities. These activities emphasize skill development, teamwork, and 

sportsmanship, contributing to physical literacy. 

 

• Skill-Building Stations: 

Setting up stations with structured activities allows students to rotate through various skill-

building exercises. For example, stations for jumping, balancing, throwing, and catching can 

be organized to focus on specific physical literacy components. 

 

Unstructured Play for Physical Literacy: 

• Free Play: 

Unstructured play during recess allows children to engage in spontaneous physical activities. 

Free play on playgrounds, open fields, or natural settings encourages creativity, exploration, 

and the development of fundamental motor skills. 

 

• Imaginative Play: 



Allowing time for imaginative play, such as pretending to be animals, superheroes, or 

engaging in make-believe scenarios, promotes physical movement while encouraging 

creativity and social interaction. 

 

• Nature-Based Play: 

Unstructured play in natural environments, like exploring natural settings or engaging in 

unscripted outdoor activities, supports physical literacy by combining movement with 

exposure to diverse terrains. 

 

 

Examples of how playful pedagogy is integrated into the Curriculum for Wales: 

• Cross-Curricular Playful Projects: 

Teachers might design cross-curricular projects that encourage playful exploration and 

creativity. An example could be a project where students investigate an environmental issue 

by using creative mediums such as art, drama, or music to express their findings. This 

approach aligns with the curriculum's emphasis on interdisciplinary learning. 

 

• Outdoor and Nature-Based Play: 

The Curriculum for Wales may promote outdoor and nature-based play to connect students 

with their environment. This could involve activities such as nature walks, outdoor science 

experiments, or creative writing sessions in natural settings. References to outdoor learning 

and nature-based activities may be found in official curriculum materials. 

 

 

 

Implementing outdoor and playful pedagogy in educational settings can be highly beneficial 

for students, promoting holistic development and engagement. However, there are 

challenges related to resource allocation that educators and schools may face. Some of 

these challenges include: 



 

Limited Outdoor Spaces: 

 

Challenge: Schools with limited outdoor spaces may find it challenging to provide adequate 

areas for outdoor play and learning. Urban schools, in particular, may face constraints in 

allocating dedicated spaces for outdoor activities. 

 

Impact: Limited outdoor spaces can restrict the variety and scope of outdoor activities, 

impacting the potential benefits of outdoor and playful pedagogy. 

 

Weather Limitations: 

 

Challenge: Unpredictable or extreme weather conditions can impact the feasibility of 

outdoor activities. Harsh weather, including rain or extreme temperatures, may limit the 

amount of time students can spend outdoors. 

 

Impact: Weather limitations can disrupt planned outdoor lessons and reduce the 

consistency of outdoor and playful pedagogy. 

 

Professional Development Needs: 

 

Challenge: Teachers may require training and professional development to effectively 

incorporate outdoor and playful pedagogy into their teaching practices. This may involve 

learning how to design outdoor activities, manage outdoor classrooms, and integrate play 

into the curriculum. 

 

Impact: Without adequate training, educators may feel unprepared or hesitant to utilize 

outdoor and playful pedagogy, limiting its successful implementation. 

 

 



In the long term, the Curriculum for Wales has the potential to contribute to a generation of 

individuals who not only possess academic knowledge but also have a well-rounded 

understanding of their physical capabilities and well-being. The emphasis on holistic 

development, experiential learning, and a positive attitude towards movement can lay the 

foundation for a lifelong commitment to physical activity and health. It is essential to 

monitor the implementation of the curriculum and its impact over time to assess its 

effectiveness in achieving these goals. 
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