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Analyse how a range of child development theories and international educational approaches influenced the Foundation Phase.  In particular examine these influences in relation to outdoor learning and the development of physical literacy. 
The Foundation Phase is the early years curriculum for children in Wales aged three to seven. It is a holistic, cross-curricular education which consists of seven areas of learning (DCELLS, 2008). The Welsh Assembly Government began implementing the Foundation Phase in 2008 with influences from early years educational approaches and child development theories from all over the world. These influences have made the Foundation Phase unique and ground breaking in developing children’s physical literacy I shall begin this essay by first analysing movement in the early years and the development of physical literacy. I shall explore what I believe are the key themes of this curriculum, which theory and approaches have influenced each theme and how they relate to outdoor education and the development of physical literacy. The key themes I shall discuss are: it is child centred; balance of child-initiated and practitioner lead learning; is play based; uses the outdoors as a resource for learning and; has a strong emphasis on experiential learning. For the purpose of this assignment I shall use Whitehead’s (2010, p.12) definition of physical literacy ‘the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to maintain physical activity throughout the lifecourse’. I shall also use Priests (1986) definition of Outdoor education ‘(1) is a method for learning; (2) is experiential; (3) takes place primarily in the outdoors; (4) requires use of all senses and domains; (5) is based upon interdisciplinary curriculum matter; and (6) is a matter of relationships involving people and natural resources’.
As Wainwright et al (2016, p.514) states, in schools the opportunities to ‘progress on the physical literacy journey are largely through Physical Education’. Sime and Taplin, (2011, cited in Waite, 2011, p.135) explain that especially in the early years physical education ‘plays a crucial role in helping children develop their fundamental movement skills’. Physical education also plays a role in developing ‘basic movement patterns, the foundation stones for more complex skill’ (Macintyre and McVitty, 2004, p.xi). Through physical activity children build ‘sensory pathways and nerve centres in the brain that coordinate and execute the vast array of movement’ (White, 2014, p.83) needed throughout life. In the early year’s children begin to develop their ‘trunk, shoulder, elbow and wrist’ gross motor skills that lead to them developing fine motor skills such as ‘development of tool use and handwriting’ (White, 2014, p.83). There is plenty of literature which agrees that physical education for early years is essential in developing their physical literacy however as Wainwright et al (2016, p.514) point out in the Foundation Phase ‘Physical Education’ as a separate subject on the curriculum disappeared’. They argue that instead of through structured Physical Education lesion the Foundation Phase now uses experiential learning, through play in an outdoor setting to develop children’s physical literacy. 
The first theme I feel encompasses the Foundation Phase is that it is a curriculum that claims to be child centred. The Foundation Phase framework states that ‘the development of children’s self-image and feelings of self-worth and self-esteem are at the core’ of the curriculum (DCELLS, 2008, p.3). This focus of personal development and the development of a healthy mind is perhaps an influence from Te Whāriki. Te Whāriki is an early year’s educational approach from New Zealand with the aims to ensure children grow up ‘healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society’ (Ministry of Education, 1996, p.9). Peters (2011) explains how the framework for this curriculum focuses on ‘holistic development’, ‘well-being, belonging, contribution, communication and exploration’ (p.213) rather than traditional subject areas. By focusing on these attribute Te Whāriki becomes a curriculum which provides an ‘integrated foundation’ for each child’s development (Ministry of Education, 1996, p.15) and enables them to become life long learners.
Research has found that a child’s feelings of self-worth, self-esteem and perception of their own abilities can have a significant impact on the development of their physical literacy. Goodway and Rudisill’s (1997) study explores the relationship between preschool children’s perception of physical competence and actual physical competence. The study group was of children who are at risk of developmental delay and found that these children typically had ‘low feelings of physical competence’ (p.322). In addition, Barić et al’s (2014) study found a correlation between perceived competence and motivation. They found that children who perceive themselves as competent are more motivated in physical activity and thus continue to develop their physical competence whereas those who perceive themselves as less competent have less motivation in physical activity. This would imply therefore that ‘at risk’ groups such as Goodway and Rudisill’s (1997) participant may be in danger of losing motivation towards physical activity. This would create a negative impact on their physical literacy throughout life as Whitehead (2010, p.30) explains ‘motivation is essential if there is to be the necessary application and concentration to thrive in the movement context, maintaining ability and making progress possible’. To combat this negative impact on motivation and physical literacy the Foundation Phase framework states that, like Te Whāriki the Foundation Phase ‘should be holistic with the child at the heart’ of the curriculum (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p.6). 
The second theme to discuss is the role of the practitioner, the framework for the Foundation Phase states that ‘there must be a balance between structured learning through child-initiated activities and those directed by practitioners’ (DCELLS, 2008, p.6). Here we can see influence from the Reggio Emilia approach, an early year’s education from Northern Italy. The Reggio Emilia approach has no planned curriculums as the education is driven by Malaguzzi’s (1994) concept of children being ‘authors of their own learning’ (p.55, in Hewett, 2001, p.98). Within this approach there is a strong emphasis on cooperative learning, children work with practitioners, or sometimes more capable peers to reach as desired outcome and ultimately develop their learning. This type of learning happens in what Vygotsky (1978) called the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’. He emphasises the roll of practitioner in childrens development and states that for optimal learning there should be a cooperation and sharing of the learning process, children’s development can only go so far without intervention from ‘experts’. Vygotsky (1978) named this process of practitioners input into childrens education scaffolding, and I would argue there is evidence of scaffolding occurring in both the Reggio Emilia approach and in the Foundation Phase. This is a positive aspect as Goodway (2003, p.300) argues ‘the teacher can accommodate for the child’s developmental level by manipulating the instructional environment and equipment and modifying the task’ and therefore provide the best opportunity for the child to develop. 
Play is the next theme I shall discuss and is indeed a central theme for the Foundation Phase, as can be seen from the framework which states that a ‘serious business of ‘play’’, should provide the vehicle for children’s learning (DCELLS, 2008, p.3). The framework continues to explain that through play ‘children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large group’. According to Bennett et al, (1997, p1) ‘play is considered to be such an educationally powerful process that learning will occur spontaneously, even if an adult is not present’.  Child development pioneers such as Piaget (1962) have discussed the role of play in children development for some time. Piaget (1962, cited in Fjørtoft, 2004) divides play into three categories ‘functional play, construction play and symbol play’, which are, as Fjørtoft (2004) argues, all forms of play which ‘enhance physical activity and gross motor movements.’
Broadhead’s (2010) ‘Social Play Continuum’ recognises that children learn best through a continuum of play with cooperative play at one end and parallel play at the other. Wainwright et al (2016, p.514) recognise that ‘the notion of a continuum of play works well for the Foundation Phase’ and the playful nature of teacher-led tasks creates an ‘approach that can be described as playful pedagogy’. The nation of a playful pedagogy is very unique to the Foundation Phase but as Maude (2010, p.114) states: ‘Play environments, both indoors and outdoors, play resources, both natural and manufactured, playmates, both adults and children, are key to the promotion of physical literacy’.
The next theme I feel is present within the Foundation Phase is the emphasis on using the outdoors as a learning resource. Storli and Hagen, (2010, p.447) state that ‘children’s outdoor play is often associated with physical play where uses of gross motor skills dominate’. It is therefore reasonable to assume that allowing children to play outdoors can only lead to their physical development and thus the development of their physical literacy.   Despite this it is a common discourse that children are spending less time outdoors compared with previous generation which is having a detrimental effect on their physical development (Louv’s, 2008; Palmer, 2006). However, Hope et al (2007) recognise that while the ‘the clock cannot be turned back’ (p.329) the education system are creating opportunities for children to interact with the outside world. For example, the Foundation Phase provides an opportunity for children aged three to seven to learn outdoors, as the framework states there should be a ‘greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning’ (DCELLS, 2008, p.3). 
This element of outdoor education in the Foundation Phase could be influenced by Danish forest school approach to early years education. The first forest school in the UK was established in 1993 by Bridgewater College after an exchange visit to Denmark with the aims to explore Scandinavian concepts of outdoor learning in early years education. According to Maynard, (2007 p.328) the Forest School approach places a ‘particular emphasis on the centrality of learning through play in stimulating indoor and outdoor contexts, on children’s personal, social and emotional development and well-being’. This approach is based on early child development concepts such as Rousseau’s (1762, cited in Williams-Siegfredsen, 2012) notion that children construct their understanding and knowledge from the ‘real world’ around them.  Ouvry (2003, in Maynard, 2007) explains that children can gain some experiences in the outdoor environment that they would not be able to gain in the classroom; for example, searching for mini beasts or discovering shadows. If children are to construct their knowledge from the ‘real world’ then they must experience the natural environment around them. 
One explanation of how children construct their own learning from the natural environment is offered by Gibson (1986, in Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2013) who argues that the natural environment provides are wider variability of affordances.  Fiskum and Jocobsen (2013) conducted several interviews with children to explore the affordance they give to the natural environment compared to a classroom environment. The findings support Gibson as they found that there is a ‘variability of affordances in outdoor education’ (p.92). They attribute this to the different features a natural environment has, for example a natural environment can have softer surfaces such as heath or mud which can give ‘relatively more affordances for playing in the category of rough-and-tumble play’ (Fiskum and Jacobsen, 2013, p.78). 
Storli and Hagen, (2010) explored the activity levels of children in an early year’s setting on both a ‘natural playground’ and a ‘typical playground’. This study was conducted to investigate the argument that children are more motivated to play in a natural environment and therefore their physical activity levels are higher. Interestingly the study found that there was no difference between activity levels in the ‘natural playground’ than in the ‘typical playground’. Children who had high activity levels maintained them regardless of the environment they were in, and children who were less active on a ‘typical playground’ became no more active on a ‘natural’ one. This study however only focuses on physical activity levels and not the development of physical literacy, it may be more useful to look at the physical skills that can be developed in the natural environment.  Fjørtoft (2004, p.22) argues that the ‘natural environments represent different play opportunities for children’ and that in a natural environment with a complexity of landscape children can make the most of their opportunity to learn through play. For instance, in her observations she found that functional play took place in landscape with ‘mixed vegetation and a varied topography’ (p.39) which afforded ‘running and tumbling, climbing trees, and a variety of games involving physical activity’. On the other hand, symbolic play and construction play took place in ‘habitats dominated by scattered, mixed-bush vegetation that included trees as well as dense shrubs with open patches’ (p.39). This landscape typically held more ‘lose parts’ as the topography was ‘more broken’. For the children in Fjørtoft’s study group it was observed that physical activity play in the natural environment improved their motor abilities as well as their balance and coordination. This could perhaps be attributed to the landscape providing more opportunities for children to develop their motor skills and core stability through balancing on logs or climbing over rocks.
The final theme I feel is prominent within the Foundation Phase is experiential learning, providing children with the opportunity to ‘learn through first-hand experiences’ (DCELLS, 2008, p.3). Estyn’s (2009) ‘good practice’ document provided a ‘tool kit’ for schools and Foundation Phase practitioners, demonstrating good Foundation Phase practice through various case studies. One case study titled ‘Building a model fire engine’, describes a lesson for children aged 6, who were finding out about ‘people who help us’.  This lesson provides an example of experiential learning and reports that ‘after much trial and error, the children succeeded in fixing wing mirrors and windscreen wipers to the large model of painted cardboard boxes’ (Estyn, 2009, p.5). Dewey (1938, in Quay and Seaman, 2013, p.63) states that ‘there is an intimate and necessary relation between the processes of actual experience and education’. He argues that first-hand experience provides a richer and more meaningful learning experience. Dewey’s influence can be seen in the Foundation Phase as the framework state the curriculum should contain ‘first-hand experiences’ to ‘allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live’(DCELLS, 2008, p.3). 
It is reasonable to assume the Foundation Phase was influenced by the experiential learning that can be seen from the High Scope approach.  High Scope is an early year’s curriculum which was ‘born with the active learning at its core and the belief that children learn through key experiences gained from the world around them’ (Holt, 2007, p.6). Elements of Kolb’s learning cycle can be seen within this curriculum as throughout a typical activity children will be given ‘planning time’, ‘work (do) time’ and ‘review time’. Kolb (1984) stated that ‘learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’. He argued that this occurs throughout a four-stage process; ‘plan, do, review and transfer’ and learners must have an active involvement in each process for the learning to be meaningful. If the Foundation Phase uses this process of experiential learning, we may assume that children in the early years are developing their physical literacy in meaningful ways appropriate to their own stage of development. 
To conclude, I would argue that the Foundation Phase has been influenced by a variety of innovative educational approaches and developmental theories. These influences can be divided into five main themes: child centred approach to learning; active role of practitioner as a co-learner; play as a vehicle for learning; the outdoors as a resource for learning and experiential learning as a meaningful approach to learning. I have discussed each theme in relation to how they were influence and how they impact outdoor education and the development of physical literacy. However, I believe it is practitioners abilities to combine these five themes, that make the Foundation Phase a curriculum that champions the physical development of children aged 3 to 7. 
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