How adventurous activities contribute to the development of children’s physical literacy.


Introduction 

In this essay I will discuss whether participation in adventurous activities will benefit the development of children’s physical literacy, or alternatively have a negative effect on their learning. I will analyse children’s engagement and development through physical literacy, assessing whether it’s worth being part of the curriculum. I will debate the two opposing views and conclude whether it’s beneficial to children’s learning or should be removed, using theories, research, and opinions to support my personal opinions, including Herron’s, Kolb, Clark and Metcalfe and others. 

Physical literacy (PL) is the “motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life” (Whitehead 2010 pg. 11).  Adventurous activities can be defined as ‘risky or exciting experiences that include challenge and thrill to participants’ (Concise English dictionary pg. 19). There are many models surrounding these activities including Gallahue and Jubler and others adapted from these. 

There are different models surrounding physical literacy and the impact it has on children’s development including Kolb’s experiential cycle a 4-step learning process: “concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation” (Kolb 1984 pg. 21). Another, Jurbala’s cycle of development with 12 stages; movement, environment, developmental participation, movement, repertoire, improved proficiency, adaptability and self-efficacy, retention to new activities, increased participation, improved health and quality of life. (Jurbala  2015 pg. 378). Finally, Galahue (2012 pg224) an hourglass, having 4 stages – initial stage, two emerging stages and a proficient stage, which build up confidence in the child with help from a teacher. 

The use of adventurous activities in developing children’s physical literacy is beneficial to the development of different skills, from soft skills like communication and problem-solving to hard skills, like reading and writing. Using physical literacy and adventurous activities allow students to build on these skills by learning in an engaging and proactive way, which increases their confidence, self-awareness and willingness to learn, which will benefit them later in life. In Robinson and Randall model (2016 pg. 44) it shows that “motivation and confidence, lifetime engagement, physical competence and knowledge and understanding” are all important for children’s literacy, and engagement in adventurous activities creates enjoyment, and helps them to beat their fears by stepping out of their comfort zones. Using the different modes related to these, which are behavioural, affective, physical and cognitive, allows the child to develop an understanding and gives them free reign to become creative. 

It also builds their fundamental movement and locomotor skills, enabling them to discover and play, figuring out which movements are best for different activities and allowing them to build on these hard and soft skills by using teamwork and working together, to generate a more exciting process to learning  a task. They can build their confidence and teamwork, enabling self-esteem to grow and leadership skills to develop. Through this play, they’re also able to problem-solve. This is vital for later in their lives, and it is better for these skills to be built in a team environment. These allow children to be more creative and engage more in lessons and play. Adventurous activities enable these skills to grow and develop, as they are demonstrated by the very process of completing them. Children in nursery/ reception should “Develop competence in fundamental motor skills that will serve as the building blocks for future motor skilfulness and physical activity.” It should be taught, practiced, and reinforced during their early years. This enables teachers and practitioners to determine the developmental status of the students to adapt to the different skill levels. (Goodway J et al 2013pg 31). 

 Without these skills children can’t develop good communication and teamwork as well as other skills. This can prevent them from being creative and thinking for themselves which can affect their development. These skills are frequently used in adventurous activities as its important to be able to pivot and problem solve, reflect, and effectively communicate allowing them to complete the activities unitedly and quickly. Children learn how to plan, evaluate, and complete actions to improve the quality and effectiveness of the tasks. This allows them to learn how to make choices to stay engaged with physical literacy and activity throughout life. (Doherty, Brennan pg9 2008). 

Physical literacy allows children’s brains to think outside the box and increase their cognitive skills whist also learning what works, and what doesn’t, by trial and error. It also allows them to enjoy play without being on technology and learn about the environment they’re in. This allows young people to reduce screen time, helping counter the negative effects of technology and inactivity. Children will try to figure out how to manage different ways of completing tasks “let me try go backwards or let me go on my stomach, let me try to climb back up.” (Lemasters A et al 2023 pg. 9) This allows them to think of other techniques allowing them to develop the ability to use later in life.  

However, some may argue there is a disadvantage to using adventurous activities for children’s physical literacy. This can be a barrier, as not all schools can cater to the requirements of them. My first concern relates to financial impact, as it can be expensive to run as most schools find it easier to use external providers, and this can cause financial pressure as many of these activities are expensive to run due to kit, venue and staff leading to expense. This can cause the children to miss out on being able to develop some of the key skills learnt in the unique environment, leading to not getting the full experience. An assessment of a programme found that low-income families were first identified as facing barriers to access those resources, due to financial issues, transport being limited and lack of time for participation with their children. (Yi et al 2018 pg995). Children’s access to these activities and the outdoors can be determined by their families socioeconomical context, which can influence what school or neighbourhood there in. (Annie, Masters et al 2023pg 1-2)
  
There is a lack of knowledge surrounding teacher training in this field, and the impact on facilitating these activities. Previously there was no training dedicated to specifically outdoor play or education, which has now changed in Wales with the new Welsh curriculum. However, for the remainder of the UK there is still no guidance on how to teach this key subject. I asked a student teacher whether she thinks outdoor learning is worth being in the curriculum, and if it should be added to teacher training? She stated” I’ve been taught a lot about the importance of teaching outside to give children a variety of experiences. I think we should be trained more in it to be able to have a better understanding and ideas on the way it should be taught.” (Keyse 2023)

The support and understanding of parents and educators is vital for effective physical literacy for students to be truly understood, and for participants to get the most out of the activity, and not be taught the wrong objective which can happen if not taught correctly or confidently. Many parents may feel scared, nervous, or concerned about what their child is learning through this type of teaching, and question the teacher’s qualifications and competence, leading it to be a less effective subject to teach for their physical literacy. There’s a concept called Cotton wool kids where McBurnie (pg24-25) talks about how “children have lost the ability to seek help with open communication” and how the ‘circle of security has too much protection for the child “parents these days too often provide their children with safe, protective haven at the expensive of exploration, investigation and experiential learning.” 
This might also be due to urbanisation, and not being used to the outdoor environment growing up, with parents fearful of taking them out of the familiar and into a new environment. Children tend to come out of urban environments to more remote areas to do these activities and feel scared, which leads to anxiety and stress amongst parents, preventing the growth of physical literacy.


To conclude, I believe that the benefits outweigh the disadvantages, making PL worth keeping in the curriculum. I think teachers need to be better prepared, through more advanced training, to supply these activities and developing physical literacy in the correct way. There needs to be more transparency and knowledge of the risks and more detailed information for parents to be onboard with these activities. These skills are so important in later life for the children, that they must be preserved and prioritised, allowing them to be used and developed. I believe using PL allows children to independently think for themselves and find out consequences that they may not otherwise discover, if they’re not exposed to the risks of these activities. 
Through my personal experiences I have found that its easier to develop the skills through doing more outdoor activities as it’s a new environment and for a dyslexic or ADHD learner, as the outside environment allows their brain to interact better allowing them to learn efficiently.  I was able to complete some teambuilding activities when I was younger through residentials and it allowed me to build on the skills learnt, making it easier to concentrate with other classroom tasks.  
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