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Physiotherapy, Functional Training anmndad Education

Primal Playground

The environment that many of us live in is not representative of the environment that our
bodies evolved to interact with. Put simply we no longer move by evolutionary design, but by
human design. Our generalised movement demands and characteristics have been radically
altered by the social, cultural and environmental changes brought about by agricultural,
industrial and “transport” revolution. There is a huge “miss-match” between our design for life
mapped by 6 million years of hominid development and the imposed design of 200 years of
recent socio-economic development. The impact of this upon our health, health systems and
wealth systems is becoming apparent. It is not within the scope of this article to discuss this
aspect of losing touch with our “primal movement and lifestyle heritage”, however this author,
among many, does consider that our cultural acceptance of the proliferation of degenerative
disease, diabetes, cardio-vascular disease, obesity related pathology and movement
dysfunction is unsustainable.

Primal Learning

Just as there is an obvious miss-match between our evolutionary design for movement and
our current movement characteristics, perhaps the same can be said of our “design for
learning”. If, by functional design, we perform to our optimum within a primal environment,
then learning to move and physically exploit this environment will be a major developmental
“educational” goal. Learning in order to move, and moving in order to learn. There has to be a
relationship between our primal environment and our learning environment, and at some
stages they are one and the same thing. Of course our understanding and utilisation of the
primal environment will extend much further than acquiring a physical education. We are
designed not only to move within a primal environment but also to exploit, respect and
overcome the challenges that it presents. Biology, meteorology and geography sit happily
with constructional skills, navigation, and nutritional knowledge. The primal gym is also a
primal classroom, and, of course, for our children it is a primal playground. Research is scant
but the suggestions are that put most fundamentally, this is the way we are designed to learn.
It does not take a great leap of faith to accept that our structural, physiological, neuro-
biological and psychological learning “apparatus” have been sculpted by our primal heritage.
Just like our current physical “state”, is there a rapidly developing “miss-match” between
learning by design, and our more recent designs on learning?

Of course there is an obvious counter standpoint. We live in a new environment, this is our
new functional profile, we should equip ourselves to meet its challenges appropriately.
For me, appropriate is not good enough.



Appropriate means no longer knowing when to take a coat with you.

Appropriate means not knowing if you can jump the dyke or not.

Appropriate gets you stung by nettles and frightened of blisters.

Not knowing how far away that tree is.

Over-estimating how much you can carry to the car.

Unable to appreciate shades of the same colour, estimate numbers within a group (herd), or
just gets you plain lost!

However, clearly an entirely primal based educational system is as in-appropriate as an
entirely “post-modern” one. As with most things, a balance needs to be struck. Letting the
outside into the classroom, and releasing the classroom into the outside is the beginnings of a
plan that can help us solve the developing “miss-matches” within our physical and educational
learning pathways. There are current initiatives that are doing just this, and the rest of this
article outlines my own vision. It is a personal vision, and by no means visionary. It could be
seen as naive, but to steal a phrase from US educator Frank Forencich, it is “Primal,
Practical and Playful’, and for my own children | feel this is appropriate.

The Setting

8 acres of semi-wooded grassland terrain.
A lodge.
Space to park a bus.

This is not a curriculum, it is a typical day trip:-

e  Children meet up, really unthreatening welcome. This is not a boot camp...far from it.
Before even introducing the plan | would want them to just wander straight from the
bus. Touch what you like, stretch your legs, come back in 20 minutes. The best way
of making children feel comfortable is to let them initially explore a new environment
themselves.

o Wooden lodge type building. Big space but low on chairs! Low tech but comfortable
though. Not a barrack room. Find your own space. A presentation on primal heritage.
Good quality, good images, good sound. Good eye candy history. Bit of a
juxtaposition thing going on. They are about to be taken out of the classroom, so
allow them to feel safe with their familiar high tech presentation media. From this
point on the toilets will still flush but that will be about it.



