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Desks to Dens: A Child Case Study.

This child observation essay aims to explore how the holistic passed based curriculum in Wales supports and helps develop Physical Literacy in children. The main focus being, how use of outdoor space for learning and play offers a rich environment for children to interact with to develop their physical capabilities. Physical competence is one of the cornerstones of Physical Literacy. This can be described as the ‘motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the life course’ (Whitehead, 2010, p.11). Physical Literacy is seen as a journey unique to all; a concept that is embraced by the holistic, play-based nature of the Foundation Phase curriculum.  Observations for this assignment took place over three consecutive weeks at a school recognised for good practice in delivering the Foundation Phase curriculum. The Children took part in varied semi structured activities both in the school grounds and at a local beach.
Early years education in Wales saw a radical change in 2008 when the Welsh assembly government introduced a new curriculum for 3 to 7-year-olds called the foundation phase. This new holistic play based curriculum drew on best practices from worldwide education systems, which saw traditionally taught subjects being replaced by seven areas of learning that formed a holistic, integrated and cross-curricular approach to teaching (Wainwright et al, 2016). Well-being underpins the foundation phases holistic child-centred approach; with learning being taught through ‘first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of play providing the vehicle’ (DCELLS, 2008 p.4). One of the seven areas of learning covers physical development which focuses on the development of skills, such as gross and fine motor skill, balance and coordination. This coupled with its emphasis on using the outdoor space (DCELLS, 2008) is of particular interest to this assignment. Ouvry (2003) believes that in order to nurture mind and body growth, a child needs daily access to outdoor spaces. Research focusing on learning in natural outdoor environments has shown increased levels of physical activity in children (Mygind, 2007) and improved motor development (Fjørtoft, 2004).The dynamic nature of these spaces invites a greater variety of physical skills to be used and children are naturally drawn to engage in a more physically active type of play outdoors (Fjørtoft 2004; Fjørtoft and Sageie, 2000). This physical exploration of their environment allows the development of muscle strength and coordination. Maude (2010) states that these early movement experiences help develop motor proficiency. 
It has long been understood that play contributes to physical development; Gallahue and Ozman (2006) suggest that children learn about their bodies and movement capabilities, developing gross and fine motor skills, primarily through play. Garrick (2009) acknowledges that outdoor play significantly reinforces a child’s physical development. Although Brock et al. (2009) believe it is a misconception that physical development occurs naturally through play alone. Maude (2010) agrees stating that free play alone is not enough for children to realise the full potential of their movement vocabulary, that physical competency depends on a variety of factors, not maturation alone and needs to be improved through practise and instruction . The foundation phase advocates and experiential play-based approach to learning in which teacher directed activities are balanced with child led activities (Maynard, Waters and Clements, 2011; DCELLS, 2008). Early movement is of great importance in child development. Children are naturally active and curious they have an innate desire to explore their environment and develop their own physical capabilities, develop muscle strength and coordination gain confidence. 
The following observations will illustrate three examples of how interaction with the outdoor space enables children to realise their movement potential. ‘ motivation, confidence and physical competence, and effective interaction with the environment are the three attributes that form the kernel of the concept of physical literacy and are mutually reinforcing;’ (Whitehead, 2010. p.14).
Observation 1: Creating a walkway using logs and planks.
Child A bent down and lifted a small log, then carried it across the tarmac area to the grassy area. Child A positioned the log in the relevant space to allow for a plank to be laid from one log to another. The child then retraced their steps back to fetch a plank. This was carried and carefully positioned between the logs. Once all logs and planks had been used to construct a course the child then proceeded to walk across it with arms outstretched.  Physical development comprises of enhanced skills ad movements of the body, which start with gross motor skills. This type of outdoor physical activity gives the space and freedom to utilise gross motor skills. These can be defined as movements that come from large muscle groups and that involve the large (core stabilising) muscles of the body (Gallahue and Donnelly, 2003). Child A demonstrated a wide range of gross motor competencies, such as bending, lifting and carrying. These were done with the correct posture, bending and lifting from the legs not the back. The act of lifting and carrying an object requires the use of core muscle strength, balance and coordination. The vestibular system is responsible for maintaining balance and movement as we move through different environments (Ayres, 2005). When moving fluid in the vestibular organs moves and shifts constantly providing information regarding the position of our heads and bodies in space (spatial awareness) (Goddard Blythe, 2005). Stability/balance is the basis for all other gross motor skills as every movement requires an element of stability. Reaching lifting carrying bending and stretching are all fundamental stability’s activities. Emphasis is placed on manipulating equilibrium against gravity for each task (Gallahue and Donnelly, 2003). Balance has to be learnt and requires practice from birth. Child A showed good balance, poise and control when moving along the plank as they did not fall off, this shows good core muscle development. The vestibular system was engaged, receiving and processing visual input and proprioceptive information. Child A’s out stretched arms gave extra stability enabling more proprioceptive information to be received, This could indicate that the vestibular system is not fully developed, Many systems come together to master balance and stability (sensory integration), and the repeated strengthening of these systems is done through movement ‘the vestibular may be an expert in movement but it receives its training through movement’ (Goddard Blythe, 2005. p. 16). Practise of these movements will not only strengthen sensory motor integration (Ayres, 2005), but will also help develop ‘physical competence, the ability to move with control and coordination’ (p. 12) one of the attributes of physical literacy as defined by Whitehead (2010).
Observation 2. A maths lesson on the beach.
The observation of particular interest was of child B who was running barefoot across the sand. The child moved confidently at a fast pace across the dry sand and continued onto the wet sand with ease. When coming to a patch of stones and shells child B instantly slowed and proceeded to tiptoe across the stones with arms extended sideways for balance.  
Fjørtoft (2004) suggests that the diversity of affordances in natural environments encourages a wider range of physical actions which helps develop motor competency. Natural environments, such as the beach, offer diverse and complex terrain and have a beneficial influence on physically active play (Fjørtoft, 2000, 2004). This use of the outdoor environment as a learning space can be seen as an important factor in developing physical competence, which is an attribute of physical literacy.  Changing from a full run to a slow tiptoe is categorised as a complex movement capability (Whitehead, 2010). It requires a mature level of sensory integration to be able to process the change in terrain, understand which physical action is needed and engage the correct muscles to facilitate this.
Observation 3. Maths lesson on the beach.
Children were again running barefoot across the varied terrain with confidence showing a maturation of the sensory systems. This group of children were collecting objects from the beach such as shells and pebbles to make sculptures child C collected various size shells from near the shoreline and carry them back to the sand sculpture. Once their child C sat down and started to delicately place the shells in a pattern on top of the sand sculpture. Child C communicated with other members of the group to gain knowledge and understanding of the best place to put them.
This children gain control of gross motor skills first before being able to develop fine motor skills such as dexterity and manipulation capabilities. The manipulative play demonstrated allows practice and enables refining of fine motor skills. This type of play also enhances physical dexterity and hand eye coordination. The coordination of fine motor skills is directly related to the growth of small muscles of the hand which are used for performing such tasks as writing. Maude (2007) suggests it is not until the muscles in the wrists and hands have strengthened that child will have sufficient finger strength to adopt a position grip and sustain this with control and sufficient power to make clear marks on the paper. Kirby and Drew (2003) agree, stating that ‘good muscle strength and joint stability are required for fine muscle control and can only be developed once children have a solid base of good motor skills’ (p. 37). The natural landscape of a beach also provides a greater quantity of ‘Loose Parts’ (Nicholson, 1972) for children to use creatively thus developing fine motor skills. Recent developments in neuroscience were highlighted by Fiskum and Jacobsen (2013) that suggest visual information is processed simultaneously by the visual cortex and the limbic system. The limbic system deals with emotion and responses to external to stimuli. In the classroom children are expected to sit still and be quiet this requires limbic regulation and being able to suppress the ‘tendency to actions given by affordances’ (Fiskum and Jacobson, 2013. p. 77). This may result in the child feeling stressful and manifest as bad behaviour. Outside gives children the freedom to act without fear of reprimand, this helps foster confidence and self-esteem, self-worth and self-esteem which is the core of the foundation phase curriculum and also an attribute of physical literacy. The limbic system is categorised as the system responsible for lower functions of the brain hierarchy if the child has not yet developed these lower functions they cannot function properly at higher at a higher emotional level needed in later school life.
Outside play enables a child to discover the world through movement, which is necessary for physical development and sensory integration. Outside play provides a series of adaptive responses needed to make sensory integration happen this allows children to develop awareness and understanding of their embodied dimension which is a fundamental aspect of human nature and physical literacy (Ayres, 2005; Whitehead, 2010). Through this constant interaction with the dynamic environment children will construct their view of the world and themselves. Movement is an important part in shaping the personality and feelings of a child and helps strengthen the relationship between brain and body (Goddard Blythe, 2005). It is hard to deny that the movement and gross motor development make an important contribution to the intellectual development of children as growth and development of the brain, body and feelings are inseparable (Ouvry, 2003).
Well-developed physical skills help children feel confident and foster self-esteem and independence.
These observations show examples of how the foundation phase and its emphasis on play with use of the outdoors enables children to develop their motor skills and physical capabilities. The use of the outdoors enables children to develop their motor competence through play and gives them confidence in their physical capabilities which fosters confidence with their place in the. Through this interaction with the environment children are able to learn about themselves and the world around them and feel at ease in the natural environment. The freedom to move and explore outdoors not only develops a child’s physicality but also enables refinement of the vestibular and limbic systems and enhances sensory integration ensuring children are ready to take part in the more sedentary tasks required of them during school. This outdoor play benefits children they can explore and learn through movement. The outdoors challenges children to develop their physical skills and through their successes self-worth, self-esteem and confidence will grow. 
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