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Select one of the pupils you have been observing and working with in the Foundation Phase.
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.


The child I was observing was a very energetic young boy who wasted no time in moving outside and utilised everything he saw out there for play. It was clear that this child enjoyed playing outside as he was very enthusiastic, he would play alone or with others but whatever the game, it would always include the natural environment they were faced with. According to Fjørtof (2001) children will intuitively use the environment they are faced with for play and therefore development. The affordances of the natural environment contribute to their perception of nature. This was clearly visible with the child I was observing – he saw a log which was small enough to pick up with two hands, so he picked it up and threw it. There was a small structure made up of different sized logs, this child perceived this structure as “climbable” and so preceded to climb up it and jump from the top. This child saw each object and structure in front of them and he would instinctively give it a purpose – whether it be to jump over, climb op or craw under – and so each time he would be faced with this object it would give him physical challenge. Through simply playing in the outdoor environment this child was constantly being faced with physical challenges which were developing his gross motor skills.
As mentioned, there was a small structure of logs of different sizes in the playground. The child I was observing and his friends were playing a role playing game and they defined this structure as the castle, because of this they were using this structure quite a lot. This child in particular enjoyed using this structure and would continuously come back to it. On some occasions he would slowly climb to the top and then climb back down, other times he would run up the first log and propel himself forward off of it again and a couple times he would climb up and jump from the top. The first time he climbed this structure, he did it slowly and took extra care to place his hands and feet however the more he did it the more confident he would climb. By the end of the session he was almost running up the logs. This was also the case for jumping. Initially he would only jump from the bottom log but the more he did it the more confident he was in jumping from a higher point. This was completely self-determined, no one was urging him on to climb higher and jump from higher – instead he was becoming more confident in his own movement and ability so he naturally began to challenge himself. It was also clear to see his balance was improving. Initially when he would land from jumping, he would sway back and forth and on one occasion fell down – later on however he was landing for gracefully and was quickly moving again after. This was a great development over on session and was easy to recognise. 
In the outdoor environment, instincts played a big role in this child’s actions. Due to the different affordances of this environment, the child was faced with a range of different physical challenges. When playing with his friends, they were running round very quickly – over uneven surfaces, through water and over mud – as well as going over, around and under objects. At one point the child ran towards a fence, at this point the fence was too tall for him to climb over so straight away he climbed underneath it. Later on at the same fence but slightly further down, there was a ledge on it so he climbed on to the side of it and traversed around it to get to the other side. Even though the purpose of this fence was to section off the sand pit area, it still presented the children with an opportunity for play and more importantly – physical development. The major theme present through all of the observations is play. This child is constantly running because he is playing a game with his friends and because he is always running he is greatly developing his running skills. I observed him to be a stage three runner, he was beginning to stride more and was almost using his arms to propel forward. Likewise when he was throwing a sponge toward the water he used an ipsilateral step throw consistently and on one occasion used a contralateral step. Therefore he was a consistent stage three thrower but was working towards stage 4. These are according the SKIP stages of physical development (Physicalliteracy.cymru, 2015). 
Simply by repetition through play, this child was improving his throwing skills. If a teacher took these children through throwing technique over a number of lessons they are presumably going to improve – however in this outdoor environment where the teachers facilitate the children’s learning and development through play, they will improve and develop their skills in a self-determined way, where nature and the affordances of the natural environment aid and encourage this development. Learning through play in the outdoors is an effective method for development – according to McInnes et al. (2009) learning through play promotes the development of many different aspects of learning, be it physical, social or emotional - however as Hope et al. (2007) explains, when children learn and develop in real spaces with real-life contexts they also become more so prepared for challenges and problems faced in later life. The development of this child’s gross motor skills – i.e. jumping – was also greatly assisted by their access to the outdoors. In the class room, the children aren’t presented with the opportunity to run, climb and jump so once they are taken into an outdoor environment they begin developing these skills. As Fjørtoft (2014) explains, the complexity of an outdoor environment and the “realness” of the outdoors results in children having a desire for challenge and exciting play. Therefore by substituting toys and manufactured areas for the outdoors, the children will greatly develop their physical skills. 
Another activity which this child was eager to take part in was the obstacle course. While attempting the course, this child looked very unstable and was going back and forth a lot. On the log structure he had good balance, however that was because most of the time he had three points of contact on it – feet and a hand – which made him more anchored and gave him more confidence which meant he was more stable while climbing. On the obstacle course he was only using his feet – the teachers were beside him offering extra support when he needed it, however for the majority of the course he was attempting it unsupported. He took the course slow and each step was thought about - unlike when he was running quickly across the uneven playground – at times when he was losing his balance he would throw his arms out behind him which threw him back into balance. This obstacle course was obviously fun for the children, but it also allowed them to develop the core and their vestibular system - and more importantly integrate these two systems to develop and practice good balance.
Developing balance is a very important aspect of a child’s early education. Firstly, good balance is required for a child to develop their gross motor skills – which are vital skills for a child to learn. Also with good balance, children are more able to be involved in sports and exercise – whether it be for health and leisure or as a profession in the future – which is a very important aspect of maintaining a healthy lifestyle. Finally, a child with good balance and coordinating has a lower likely hood of injury. This is also very important for a healthy lifestyle, it is recommended for children to play sport and exercise – such as riding a bike – however it wold be counter-productive is a child is likely to fall off and injure themselves, which would have a knock on effect on their ability to find opportunities to exercise in other places.  (Kid Sense Child Development, 2018).
Clearly, balance activities such as this are essential in developing children’s physical literacy. ‘Physical literacy can be described as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life’ (IPLA, 2018). Is short, children should develop their physical literacy in order to maintain a lifetime of physical activeness, for leisure and health purposes. As stated, having good balance can have a big impact on children’s ability in certain areas of physical activity, therefore a major foundation of being physically literate is to develop balance – i.e. a well-integrated core and vestibular system. An activity like this however could be easily conducted inside using gymnastic equipment, benches, cones etc. so how significant is the outside setting for this activity. 
As mentioned earlier, Fjørtoft (2014) explains how the realness of the outdoors as well as substituting toys and indoor equipment for this outdoor obstacle course results in greater and more efficient development. Also, Bilton (2010) explains how children – especially in the early years – respond very positively to begin outside of the classroom and leaning outdoors. She explains how outdoor learning is a positive and fun experience for young children. This is an important point to take into consideration when looking at the work of Ayres and Robbins (2005). They discuss the idea that children having fun plays a large role in sensory integration. They resent the idea that when children are having fun they are more efficiently developing their sensory functions. Therefore, when this child enjoys attempting this obstacle course, the fact he is enjoying himself in this outdoor setting means he is very efficiently integrating his core and vestibular system. From this it is clear to see how learning in the outdoors can play a large role in the effective development of physical literacy. 
As well as observing this child’s physical ability, I also made an effort to observe how he reacted in different environments – i.e. in the classroom and in the forest section. Inside the classroom this child was still relatively active, he was playing a role playing game using their model fire station and fire truck. During this game he was constantly moving around the classroom quite quickly however no-where near as much as he was allowed to outside. This clearly indicates how important access to the outdoors is in the foundation phase, by taking away the barriers of the classroom – tables, chairs, cupboards, draws etc. – the children are presented with the freedom to fulfil their energetic needs and were allowed to experience things on different levels. Obviously this child, as well as a lot of the children in the class, want to be as active as they can. This access to outside give them multiple things; it gives them a wide range of choice of activities, it allows them to use up all of their excess energy which will keep them focused and more productive throughout the day and more importantly it allows them to develop their physical literacy (as mentioned before). 
In the forest section, this child acted similar to how he did in the playground – he was still very energetic and was enthusiastic to keep active however it was different. In the playground he was sprinting around without much thought to each step, this was because he was playing on a smooth, level concrete. The forest trail was all natural, the ground was uneven and bumpy – and was littered with sticks and twigs. The path was winding and undulating and when he was amongst the trees he was presented with low branches and a maze like environment. This comes back to the work of Fjørtof (2001), when this child was in the forest trail he was forced to learn and adapt to this natural, un-manufactured environment – more so than in the playground. There was natural and purposeful development which will not only improve this child’s physical skills but could also improve their appreciation for nature. Moreover, when children are subjected to an environment like this during the foundation phase, it will give them a contrasting outlook into their environment – this will hopefully inspire them to stay active as they grow up, especially in nature like this.
When observing this child I saw different abilities across a range of physical skills, including running, throwing, catching and balance. This child was more advanced at running and throwing but struggled when catching. That being said he was constantly improving throughout the session. I also saw first-hand the impact the outdoors had on this child’s development, he was not only presented with opportunities to develop his skills but enjoyed himself during the entire session. I agree with the work of Ayres and Robbins (2005) and Bilton (2010), the outdoors play a huge role in the development of physical skills and when children are having fun it can be very positive towards their further development. 
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