Analysing how the playful pedagogical approach of the Foundation Phase with its emphasis on outdoor learning lays foundations for children’s physical literacy. 


I am going to be analysing how the playful pedagogical approach of the foundation phase with emphasis on outdoor play lays foundations for children’s physical literacy. The foundation phase is the name for the early years of education in Wales which has heavy emphasis on grouping together subject matter into learning areas rather than specific subjects (Wainright 2015). The 7 areas of learning are now: personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity, language literacy and communication skills, mathematical development, Welsh language development, knowledge and understanding of the world, physical development, creative development (Wainwright et al., 2019). Now that traditional subject matter has been revoked from the Welsh education it requires an equally experimental way of teaching. This where the playful pedagogical approach comes to use. Traditional teaching styles disconnects learning with play where children sit in a classroom learning specific subject matter and having play as a break from this. The pedagogical approach incorporates play and learning to lay foundations for children’s physical and cognitive development. However, in this essay I’m going to be primarily focusing on the physical aspect of this approach which is how it affects physical literacy. Physical literacy is defined as, “fundamental and valuable human capability that can be described as a disposition acquired by human individuals encompassing the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding that establishes purposeful physical pursuits as an integral part of their lifestyle,” (Wikipedia, 2023).
I’m going to start off by speaking about the theories of the German educationalist Friedrich Froebel. Detailed in the Welsh handbook ‘learning and teaching pedagogy’ Froebel is arguably one of the most influential educationalist who created the concept of kindergarten or more simply early education. He held a heavy bias on the concept of using play to the advantage to help the children. Using physical objects to allow early years children create their own stories or ideas that develop 4 basic but important ideas: play, language, actions, feelings, and thoughts (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). From doing extensive research I have found the original texts held digitally by the Froebel foundation however I have found it difficult to decipher his original academic works due to the complexity of his writing. I have however found a paper where extracts of his original texts have been interpreted. ‘Man teaches himself through the discovery of himself’, (Lilley, 1967). This is a quote taken directly from this interpretation and translation of his text that has stuck with me as it I think gives an insight to his philosophies of how development to oneself can be influenced by external people but ultimately must come from inside someone and their experiences. This is the foundation to why it has influenced the education system worldwide, allowing children to develop themselves by play during early years and having their own experiences without traditional subject matter intervening. As much as Froebel is an incredibly influential educationalist, his ideas are difficult to decipher. He had complex theories regarding consciousness and ideologies about oneself which makes it challenging to properly analyse his findings.
The foundation phase for children is the time in their life where everything is new to them, movement, speech, social skills, this is the time in their life where they should be properly encouraged and taught to use their body for learning. Simply telling a child to use their body to help them learn is going to yield less then favourable results. Allowing a child, the opportunity to explore via free play is going to be more effective. This is because it inhibits them to develop problem solving skills and gather a sense of place (UNICEF, 2023). Delving into more detail, Archer (2015) suggests that children using movement develops an understanding of spatial awareness which helps mathematical skills. Due to innate patterns, rhythm, sequencing, and space they can transfer this understanding towards a more academic standpoint. So, analysing this advocates that free play is important for locomotor development development specifically spatial awareness and using your body for movement learning. From a cognitive standpoint play is essential as it informally teaches patience, the idea of rules through the media of games. It also develops language skills whether its incomprehensible noises made by an infant or actual communications between toddlers (Paris et al., 2020). Not intervening in the process of learning through play could potentially damage the process of learning. As suggested by Avril Brock who observed a 5-year-old attempting to diffuse a situation in a ‘socially sophisticated’ manner. The observation showed that despite the child not having a fun playtime it is important that they have these potentially uncomfortable situations as it sets up the child for adulthood which is arguably full of uncomfortable and difficult situations (Avril, 2010). Its experiences such as this one observed that build the groundwork for social development in the foundation phase. Despite the clearly outlined benefits to using play as a pedagogy for learning with extensive research and theories backing up the idea, there are barriers regarding implementing it into the English school system. A study conducted over 203 English primary schools found that the biggest barrier to implementing it was concerns about staying on the curriculum, tracking academic process and the negative views of specifically senior staff (Stokes, 2023).
 I’m now going to briefly contextualise this my own experiences of working with children. Having worked in a mainstream primary school in the southeast of England, dealing specifically with SEN children from the ages of 5-11 I have made some observations regarding this topic. I’d like to preface this by saying that my experience is not a necessarily accurate portrayal of the education system, just my experience of it. Nonetheless I think it’s important to include as I believe its relevant. I have touched on the barriers of implementing play as a pedagogy and during my time at this school it was very apparent. This was due to the higher proportion of senior staff to younger staff members. It appeared that the senior staff held especially traditional values of learning through sitting down and listening to the teacher with little to no hands-on work. However, it seemed that the younger members of staff had a more liberal way of teaching allowing for rest breaks and more hands-on learning, especially when attempting to help the children with SEN self-regulate. Observing this showed me that at least in the context on SEN, children were more likely to be willing to do academic work when they were properly regulated through movement. Or when the work was play based. It is also suggested that play for children can even be used as a tool for assessing if they exhibit tendencies for SEN (Kilburn et al., 2018). 
Upon research I have found various extracts and academic papers that detail the different international opinions regarding outdoor play as a pedagogy and their different practices. The first I’m going to speak about the international partnership between England, Australia, Denmark, and Singapore in which they compared and collaborated sharing their policies on outdoor learning. They presented their findings to the United Nations Conventions for the Rights of the Child to which they were supported. They found that there are 5 main areas that are improved by outdoor learning: The development of the child’s personality, the development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms the development of respect for the child’s parents, his or her own cultural identity, language and values, the preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, the development of respect for the natural environment (Waite, 2020). As well as this study it states that there is at least a certain aspect of outdoor learning that is touched on in the United States and Canada, more predominately at a state level but still present (Waite, 2020). There seems to be a correlation between more affluent westernised countries and their willingness to either implement outdoor learning to their education system or expand on systems that are already in place. The issue nonetheless is that it does not give a particularly diverse breadth of information for the world. For example, Brazil has 89% of its population living in densely urbanised cities with a distinct lack of green space, most green spaces that are available in these areas being developed to make room for further urbanisation and a huge divide in wealth (da Costa et al., 2021). Whereas the worldwide figure is only 40% of people live in urban areas which is a vast difference (GOV, 2021). Not only this but the distinct gap in class means that green spaces are only available to people how have the wealth to afford private residencies. Considering that Brazil is the biodiverse country in the world (CBD, 2023) it is not an issue of how diverse a country’s biome is. It appears to be a fundamental issue in the class and wealth system. There appears to just not be enough funding or education being granted to the children of Brazil.
Evaluating everything I’ve covered there is some points I’d like to make. Regarding the information I’ve found reading this essay it is clear to me that there is a very strong argument to implementing play as a pedagogy not only everywhere in the UK but everywhere in the world. With extensive evidence backing up ideologies made by the likes of Froebel as well as new theories and ideas made by Wainright. If used correctly it can enrich children’s lives. Strengthening their social skills, physical literacy, language, and cognitive ability to transfer into the academic sector. With research also suggesting that it is useful tool for SEN. With Wales taking big steps with their education system, ditching traditional subjects, and implementing more broad subject matter to induce creativity and forward thinking (GOV Wales, 2023). this is shown to be working effectively by Tavernspite primary school in Pembrokeshire which I have visited and observed. It has a heavy bias on outdoor learning and healthy living which earnt them an outstanding rating and ‘National Quality Award (NQA)’ (Tavernspite, 2023). Despite all this there still is an issue of it being implemented into all schools. Due factors such as funding, access to green space, traditional teaching practices effecting the opinion of play based learning and education surrounding the topic. It would be incredibly beneficial to children’s wellbeing if it could be implementing but the categorically poor government spending and surrounding opinions of those in power hugely affecting this, it makes it especially difficult to allow it to happen. Without proper reform and overall support for this concept I believe that change will be slow.
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