Physical Literacy

“Movement is the essence of life; consistency equals a lifetime habit” (Henrich, B. April,24,2001)
How did the very first person learn to walk, run, hop, skip, jump etc? there was no manual, or teacher/instructor to learn from, the only possible outcome would be to observe and learn from the animal kingdom, where their unconditional physical literacy is a matter of life or death. In the animal kingdom, if you can’t move, then your chance to make a kill is diminished and will mean, they either starve or get eaten themselves. Dr Kelly Starrett (May,14,2015) writes in his book “The Supple Leopard”, That order to make a kill must go from laying half asleep on the floor, to running flat out at around 35mph in a few seconds in order to have a chance of making a kill. He explains how animals just naturally move, with constant repetition and good biomechanics. Take a human sprinter, they warm up for half an hour, jogging, stretching etc before even attempting to sprint. So, magnify that for the normal average person and it would be increasingly worse.
In today’s modern-day lifestyle, we unlearned physical movement and we evolving away from needing to move? More and more people’s day to day lives, involve being in bed for eight hours, then sitting at the table for breakfast, go to work in a car /bus (sitting again), then maybe sit at a desk in work 6-7 hours, the journey back home, then sit on the sofa for the evening, until bed. So, in 24 hours a person could be standing/walking for 3-4 hours.             (Sitting the new smoking. Aug,2019). Add in a poor diet and we are in a health timebomb. Humans literally are evolving to sit themselves to death (KRUCOFF, 2003, pp. 140). States, scientists say we're sitting ourselves to death. But there's an easy solution ... move! Prevention. 
Professor Frank Booth PhD proposed the name Sedentary Death Syndrome (SeDS, Nov,3,2001). SeDS may be slightly too scientific to be catchy, but this problem does need some attention because this level of “inactivity” is impacting on humanity. Since…. sitting has been attributed to killing more than 300,000 Americans annually. If SeDS was a real disease it would be the third biggest killer in the U.S. Physical activity recommendations in the U.K. for adults are to aim to be active daily and to undertake 150 minutes of moderate intensity per week (Chief Medical Officer,2011). 
“Lack of activity destroys the good condition of every human being, while movement and methodical physical exercise save it and preserve it” Plato (date unknown).
Whitehead (2010, p.12) describes “Physical Literacy as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the life course”. Physical literacy needs to be understood and practised from cradle to grave. The discipline for motivation…to move? needs to be instilled at a young age, to build the habit of a lifetime. Why do some people become skilled dancers, athletes, Olympians, acrobats etc? We are all born with the same bodily characteristics, a skeletal frame, muscles, tendons etc. Motor development has been defined as the changes in motor behaviour over the lifespan and the processes which underline these changes. (Clark & Whitall,1989, p.194). It is recommended that for the early years (under 5s) physical activity should be encouraged from birth (Chief Medical Officers, 2011). 
Parental affordances have a big impact on how a child develops its physical literacy, it can start as an infant, who would have a “baby gym” hanging over the cot, to begin the hand/eye coordination, then progress to a baby bouncer, to start the standing, then walking process. Learning Physical Literacy is further developed in the outdoor environment (natures gym) where a child can be exposed to the “Foundational Movement Competencies”: squat, lunge, push up, pull up, hinge, rotation, brace. (Tompsett, Burkett & Mckean,2014). Which can all be learned in a natural way, through play, rather than a constructed P.E. lesson or coaching session. “Evidence from across the world shows that the natural environment can promote physical activity by offering a variety of activities that engage children and young people regardless of age, fitness level or gender”, it seems that according to Natural Resources Wales (2020) a day in the woods allows children to be 2.7 times more active than a normal school day and 2.4 times more active than a school day with PE. They also state that 2 out of 3 parents believe that their children have less freedom to roam than free-range chickens. 
A child in the 70s/80s had much more outdoor free time, compared to today’s children. It is suggested that children’s physical activity from unstructured and unsupervised outdoor play towards structured and supervised activities, that mainly happen indoors. The creates a negative impact on the young minds of children, moving from a natural, to an unnatural environment, like prisoners in a cell. Middle class families seem to be responsible for driving their children everywhere, they are transported to school “The School Run” and back, also to their after-school activities, music lessons, football, netball etc. this then leads to very limited free time for children for outdoor play. Today’s children seem to be wrapped in “cotton wool”, The organization Generation Youth Issues, for example, convened their 2005 conference (provocatively titled Cotton Wool Kids) in order to impress upon policy makers and practitioners alike the need to ‘establish a balance between the freedom and safety necessary for the development of healthy young people’ (Generation Youth Issues 2004). Furedi (2001) takes the argument one step further, arguing that parents are currently in the grips of ‘paranoia’ in their attempts to reduce their offspring’s exposure to physical harm. It is morally wrong to protect children from all forms of adversity as this is detrimental to their physical and social development. With parents constantly worried about their safety from: strangers, gangs, being bullied etc, which leads to more children being indoors and a sedentary lifestyle. Backett-Milburn, K. and Harden, J. (2004) 
According to NHS figures, 28% of 2-15year olds were overweight or obese. 
As schools move away from traditional sports of Rugby, soccer, cricket, netball etc due to the councils selling off school playing fields, GMB, the union for amateur and semi-professional footballers, has warned England’s footballing future is at risk as it reveals the Government has approved the sale of more than 200 school playing fields since 2010. to private builders, also the risks to children’s safety, due risk of injury. What options can schools provide to enhance physical literacy? A good way for everyone to get involved is a climbing wall, which can be used by all abilities, without the higher risk of injury of the more traditional sports. Burnside. (16/06/2016) states, having a climbing wall in a school, not only boosts children’s climbing grade, but there are also amazing benefits to health, academic performance, and social skills as well. But not only that, it opens doors to an array of career pathways. Having access to a climbing wall, leads to a marked improvement in physical literacy, in terms of balance, agility and coordination. Regular climbing is a great form of exercise with many benefits. (www.thebmc.co.uk) The perpetual development of a child’s neuromotor skills are essential for body and mind growth. Why do motor skills matter? Motor skills are important because they support the ability to sit still, develop good hand eye coordination needed for writing and the eye movements needed to support reading, writing, copying and catching a ball. (Goddard-Blythe, July 2018). In 2004 (NEELB,2004) and 2005 (Goddard-Blythe,2005), the results of studies carried out in schools in the UK and Northern Ireland indicated that a significant percentage of children were entering the school system with immature motor skills and that there was a correlation between immature motor skills and lower educational performance using baseline measures of education.  
So, in conclusion, the importance and the benefits of having good physical literacy, for children through to older people can not be understated, the adage “healthy body, healthy mind.” The earlier in life that the movement patterns are learnt and practised, especially the added benefits of the calming, relaxing natural environment of the outdoors, leads to a healthy, well-rounded individual. The importance of knowledgeable teachers, facilitators, instructors, to give, guidance and instruction to motivate and instil confidence, to start and continue a lifelong journey of movement and neuro skills for all ages, plus government and local councils need to ensure that local facilities and outdoor areas are available to all, especially for children and adults in deprived inner-city environments. Parents also need to lead by example and afford their children the freedom and free time to just play and move.
“A long journey starts with one small step” Lao Tzu  
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