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Introduction
This portfolio will introduce three Alternative Learning Environments and their role in the education of pupils today. The portfolio will critically evaluate three different Alternative Learning Environments and activities that could potentially develop and enhance a learning experience for students. The Portfolio will discuss Outdoor Education, Pupil Referral Units and Home Education. Alternative Education has its place and has firmly been embedded in the traditional education system and the alternative education provisions. England’s number of pupils in Alternative Provisions has increased since 2010. The biggest increase was from 2022 to 2023, where there was a 13% increase in pupils, up to an estimate of 67,600 pupils. Behaviour accounted for 56% of the referrals into an alternative provision (UK Government, ND). 
When we consider alternative learning environments—places that break away from the usual classroom setup—it’s worth revisiting some big thinkers who’ve shaped how we understand learning itself.
Rousseau believed that children learn best when they’re free to explore. In Émile, he imagined education happening in nature, guided by curiosity rather than strict instruction. That idea still resonates in outdoor and flexible learning spaces, especially for young people who feel boxed in by traditional schooling (Waite, 2023).
Dewey agreed, however focused more on experience. He saw learning as something active—something we do, not just receive. In alternative settings, where students might be working on real-world projects or learning through play, Dewey’s “learning by doing” feels especially relevant (Beames et al., 2023).
Bandura’s social learning theory adds another layer. He showed how we learn by watching others, and how confidence grows when we feel capable. In smaller, more personal learning environments—like pupil referral units or mentoring programmes—Bandura’s ideas help explain why some learners thrive when they’re supported and seen (Waite, 2023).
Margaret McMillan, who believed fresh air, movement, and care were just as important as books. Her open-air nurseries were designed for children who needed more than academics—they needed space to grow. That same mindeset is embedded in many alternative provisions today (Bilton, 2010).
These thinkers remind us that learning doesn’t have to look one way. Sometimes, stepping outside the norm is exactly what a learner needs

















Analysis of Terminology              Experiential Learning (EL):
MTA Learning (ND) defines Experiential Learning as a process where individuals learn through direct experience, rather than being instructed or shown. They also believe that age, ability, and background are not a factor within Experiential Learning. As an Experience world-renowned theorist, Dewey was an advocate of and spent his career supporting experiential learning. John Dewey believed that in a social context, children learn through hands on experience, and that experiential learning plays a key role in education. Inspiring a literal ‘hands -on’ approach, pupils in education will expand their knowledge and skills. David Kolb, an educational theorist, has expanded upon the foundation laid by Dewey’s theory of learning by doing (Morris, 2018). Kolb created a model of a four-stage learning cycle, known as Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle, the stages are as follows:
· The Concrete Experience – when a learner will experience a new situation. 
· Reflective Observation – this is when a learner will reflect on what they have experience and deduce the understanding of the new experience with knowledge from previous experiences.
· Abstract Conceptualisation – following reflexion, leading to a new idea or concept that has developed from their new experience.
· Active Experimentation – stage four is when a learner will use their new knowledge from their new experience in the world around them (Morris, 2018)
Experiential Leaning is found around the world, Leong and Ma Nang (2024) discuss EL in higher education. EL is applied to various subjects under different themes, such as woodwork and stonemasonry, which gives learners a ‘hands on experience’ By creating something with their hands the experience can be discussed in a more formal setting such as a lecture theatre or a classroom, which could inspire questions around their experience thus leading to the use of their new knowledge in a future endeavour. Their findings showed that when EL is implemented correctly and appropriately it can enhance a learner’s education more than traditional learning and teaching methods. Additionally, Dyson, Litchfield, Raban and Tyler (2019), found that experiential learning creates an environment where the student and teacher learn from each other as well as learning from the experiences they have encountered. Lewis and Williams, (1994) defined Experiential learning when a learner is completely engaged in in an experience, reflects on that experience and uses their extended knowledge for future experiences in their lives. Cantor (1995), McKeachie (2002) Lee (2007), Eyler (2009) all conclude that Experiential Learning is when a pupil is in engaged in learning in a different environment other than that of a typical, traditional schooling (Austin and Rust, 2019). McKeachie (2002) says that experiential learning is relevant in more than an educational setting, activities such as workshops, internships and even community service qualifies as experiential learning. For the purpose of this portfolio, Dewey’s definition of Experiential Learning will be used ‘the student learns by doing,’ (Autin and Rust, 2009).

Alternative Education (Alternative Provision)

Alternative Education is commonly known for an education that is not provided through the typical mainstream schooling system such as Primary school, Comprehensive schools, sixth form schools and three to eighteen schools. According to the Department of Education (2018), Alternative Provisions are used when pupils are at risk of exclusion from mainstream schools. Additionally, alternative provisions are utilised when a mainstream school cannot provide appropriate schooling and education for pupils with additional learning needs, mental health issues, and wellbeing needs. It can also provide a sanctuary for those who are at risk of being NEET – not in education, employment, or training. Power, et. Al. (2024) define Alternative Education provisions as an evolving provision of educational settings, of which are not bound by the constraints of mainstream education thus providing an environment that is more appropriate for some pupils who are not engaging fully in their education. Estyn, (2025) has reported, in a recent inspection of The Bridge, Bridgend, that of all the pupils on roll at the PRU provision have an Additional Learning Need, which shows that there is a need for PRUs.
Some of the alternative education provisions available in the UK are:
· Montessori schools – this type of school follows the Montessori approach whereby pupils have more hands-on play. Montessori Northwest (ND) believe that a Montessori education offers an environment where all pupils are comprehensively engaged in their learning and this type of environment will allow pupils to thrive through a non-traditional education pathway. 
· Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) – Blair, (ND) tells us Pupil Referral units are available for pupils that are on the precipice of exclusion or have been permanently excluded, it can also provide an education to those who have medical needs that are barriers to their education, including short and long term illness or even pregnancy. The Units provided a safe place for pupils to revise their feelings, attitude and experience of education as a whole, it can reacquaint pupils with their love for learning. 
· Forest schools – are an alternative, holistic approach to teaching using real world context. Cree (2023) believes it provides a sensory and more hands-on experience of the world. Knight, (2011), claims that positives of providing an outdoor education has shown improvements in concentration and self-esteem, since becoming an intervention with pupils that struggle in a classroom environment.




Chapter 1:
Alternative Learning Environment 1: Outdoor Education
This section will be looking at how a nature-based learning environment can strengthen and deepen a pupil’s learning engagement and contribution to their knowledge. Outdoor education can serve as an alternative or a complement to traditional education (Cook, 2023). Working outdoors can give a pupil a distinct perspective to a task, which may be considered mundane or pointless to a child in a school setting. An activity to consider is storytelling and reading. Luebbe (2024), states that reading allows pupils to gain confidence, can improve comprehension, literacy and open their minds to realms of alternative scenarios. Reading has a positive effect on a child’s education and understanding of the world. Mihret and Joshi (2025) concur that reading has a significant benefit to cognitive skills, the teacher should support reading to ensure this success. Their study indicates that a holistic approach can aid the socio-emotional learning for pupils. During research for this portfolio, the author experienced a story telling activity on the beach. The brief was to listen to a short story as a class followed by a walk on the beach to collect items available to recreate the story on a stick. Historically, the use of a story stick originated from Indigenous traditions and used to communicate and to tell stories, (Barkaskas and Gladwin, 2021). Garbett (2021) endorses the use of story sticks within education and concludes that the use of story sticks is most effective in outdoor learning, as it gives a pupil the opportunity to create a deeper more meaningful feel for a story. Furthermore, Advanced HE (ND), believe that when a pupil partakes in this way of learning, it can encourage them to feel safe to share a story, to feel some sort of control over how they tell it and give them time to share and process their experiences or interpretation of a story. They say that a pupil could be feeling emotions they are unable to express in a traditional manner such as speaking or a facial expression. Countryside Classroom (ND) provide a resource for story sticks, to use outdoors. The pupils used a story stick to create a story, following the activity the pupils drafted a story, through doing this it solidifies the learning and feeding into Dewey’s learning theory, where he believed that pupils learn through experience. Pupils gain a sensory view of the outdoors whilst using their creativity in an alternative setting to school. Pupils can feel the items they use to create the story, the sound that the items make. The activity encourages creativity which helps pupil develop problem solving skill and thinking freely. 
Although outdoor storytelling has advantages, its limitations must also be acknowledged. Kivirana et al. (2024) notes that limitations of outdoor learning include weather and noise. Rain or wind can have a negative sensory effect on a pupil, particularly those who have an Additional learning need coupled with sensory issues such as autism spectrum disorder. Notwithstanding the natural noise issues, such as the wind whistling, bird noises, and traffic. It could impact concentration and frustrate the pupil. Another factor to consider is physical discomfort of the unnatural seating positioning, the landscape can be uneven and uncomfortable. Boileau & O’Donoghue (2024), have also concluded that outdoor learning environments can be overstimulating to pupils, exacerbating their cognitive load. The effect being that pupils lose the ability to concentrate on the task at hand and could be distracted by their environment. Outdoor learning removes pupils from technological comfort; however, technology is effectively used to document experiences for reflection and lasting memories. Using a local and familiar environment can be a distraction, pupils may not see it as a learning environment from previous experience, which means that the teacher could have difficulty in engaging pupils in the task at hand. Evans & Acton (2021) speak of the limitations and pedagogical challenges that can arise from outdoor learning. Teachers are not always equipped to teach in an outdoor environment, which could deem their teaching ineffective. Training is optional and may have been completed by only a few educational staff members, which can result in additional responsibilities for those delivering lessons in alternative environments. They state that including outdoor learning can be difficult to justify in some educational structures, which additionally can put unnecessary pressure on an already pressured teacher. High tariff behaviour can be a challenge for staff, and the risk of disengagement can be significant however according to Szczytko et al. (2018) well-structed outdoor environments can reduce challenging behaviour. It can improve stress, and firsthand learning can be a tool to help those who are non-academic engage in their education in a productive and inclusive manner.


Chapter 2:
Alternative Learning Environment 2: Pupil Referral Unit (PRU)
A pupil referral unit is an alternative provision for pupils who have been excluded from mainstream education. Furthermore, it is utilised as a provision for pupils who have a medical condition that restricts full access to a mainstream education. Pupil Referral Units are designed to provide temporary placements that support students in returning to mainstream education or help them prepare for further education, vocational training, or employment opportunities. Due to smaller classrooms, a PRU can provide a tailored curriculum and timetable best suited to individual needs. A PRU is not constrained to a mainstream curriculum; however, they have a duty to ensure teaching in Mathematics and English (The Bridge, ND). Some PRUs offer alternative qualifications to GCSEs, these include:
· Agored Cymru Qualifications – the qualifications within Agored Cymru are split into modules, the respective educational provision can choose which qualification they offer their pupils. Thus, allowing flexibility in teachings for provisions such as a PRU. The Essential skills modules offer a qualification in Communication skill, employability skills and skills for work and life. This type of qualification is an opportunity for pupils within a PRU to have access to real world experiences and gaining an accessible qualification (Agored Cymru, ND).
· ASDAN qualifications are offered from Key Stage 2 to Level 3 – their motto is to ensure that all pupils regardless of background, needs or ability can succeed in their educational journey and can become their own creators. It encourages participation and engagement in those who have lost their ability to access their education (ASDAN, 2025).
· BTEC qualifications are widely available in PRUs due to their flexibility, many BTECs offer coursework as the qualification or at least a high percentage of the courses is coursework. Thus, alleviating the pressure on the pupils and eliminating the need to sit formal exams that can cause stress (Think Student, 2022).
Pupil referral units are better equipped to provide a comprehensive holistic approach for pupils with social emotional and mental health as their primary additional learning need. Due to the smaller classes, the teaching staff have the time and availability to ensure all the student’s needs are met. Halliwell (2024) states that the nature in of a PRU, using availability and flexibility of the setting has significantly improved emotional well-being. O’Sullivan (2024) also highlighted the benefits of PRUs in identifying needs of pupils, enabling a bespoke education and curriculum for all individuals. Halliwell (2024) also discovered that positive student- teacher relationships are imperative to the success of pupils within a PRU setting. By nurturing that relationship with teachers, pupils can feel more empowered by their education and about their education. Taylor (2024) concurred that the PRU setting can create a sense of belonging with students of similar needs, negating the isolation they may have felt in their previous school/provision. Additionally, The Welsh Government (2024) have suggested that PRUs are effective in preventing exclusions, providing the intervention is early, comprehensive and inclusive to all parties.
Although successful completion of qualifications is more likely for those with an additional learning need, there are drawbacks to the environment of a PRU. Taylor (2024) and Malmqvist (2021)both state  that there are some pressures on pupil referral units to ensure that the pupils who attend ‘catch up’ with the work and learning they have missed previously. This could affect their mental health by adding pressure to their day in education. Additionally, due to the necessary SEMH interventions, it leads to less time and emphasis on gaining qualifications. Although success can be achieved, pupils may feel isolated by their peers as PRUs can come with a stigma. They can be branded not normal in comparison to those in a mainstream, they may also have issues with self-identification and belonging outside of their peers in the world (Browne, 2013). Kaip et al. (2024) has noted that due to the pupils have a limited choice of peers to look up to in a PRU and if this is the case, it can lead to unfavourable behaviour and added confusion to the pupil. This could hinder their access to education. Whilst a PRU has its place, the provision is not always the best for the pupils who attend. 



Chapter 3: 
Alternative Learning Environment 3: Home Education
In the UK compulsory school age is the year that the child turns age 5 (coram child law advice, ND). Brown (2025) states that homeschooling gives full control to parents or guardians over a child’s education and can provide a bespoke learning routine for that individual. Brown (2025) also states that homeschooling allows children to Be responsible for their own learning. Homeschooling, home educating or Elective Home Education (EHE) as it’s formally known in the UK, has become an increasingly visible alternative to mainstream schooling. Under Section 7 of the Education Act 1996, parents have the legal right to educate their children “otherwise” than at school, provided the education is suitable to the child’s age, ability and access. While the practice offers flexibility and autonomy, it also raises important questions about educational quality, social development, and policy oversight.
One of the most common benefits of homeschooling is the ability to personalise learning. Parents can tailor the curriculum to suit their child’s interests, pace, and learning style. This approach aligns with constructivist theories of education, which suggest that children learn best when actively engaged in meaningful tasks (Vygotsky, 1978). For example, Nelson (2014) found that many home-educating families in the UK adopt a mix of structured and autonomous learning, often incorporating real-world experiences and project-based activities. This flexibility can be especially beneficial for children with special educational needs or those who struggle in traditional classroom settings.
However, homeschooling is not without its challenges. One major concern is the lack of formal oversight. Unlike schools, those who educate their child/children at home are not required to follow the national curriculum or undergo regular inspections. Although local authorities have a duty to ensure children are receiving a suitable education, their powers are limited, and enforcement varies widely across regions (House of Commons Library, 2023). This inconsistency has led to debates about whether a national register of home-educated children should be introduced—a proposal that has been met with both support and resistance.
Another area of concern is socialisation. Critics argue that children educated at home may miss out on the social interactions that come with attending school. However, research suggests this is not always the case. Many home-educating families participate in local groups, co-operatives, and extracurricular activities that provide ample opportunities for social engagement (Rothermel, 2015). In fact, some parents choose homeschooling precisely because they feel their child’s social and emotional needs were not being met in school.
The reasons families choose to homeschool are varied. Some of theses reasons include dissatisfaction with the school system, bullying, or unmet SEN provision (Rahman, 2020). These reactive decisions often reflect broader issues within mainstream education, highlighting the need for more inclusive and responsive schooling options.
From a policy perspective, the government has made efforts to clarify guidance for both parents and local authorities, but gaps remain. Nelson (2014) recommends better training for local authority staff and improved access to resources for those who are responsible for home education, including exam support and additional leanrning needs services. Without these measures, there’s a risk that home schooling could exacerbate educational inequalities, particularly for families with fewer resources.
In conclusion, homeschooling in the UK offers a valuable alternative to traditional education, especially when it is well-supported and thoughtfully implemented. However, it exists within a complex and often under-regulated landscape. A balanced approach—one that respects parental choice while safeguarding children’s rights to a quality education—is essential for the future of home schooling. 
Interest-led learning is a popular approach among home-educating families, where children explore topics, they’re genuinely curious about. This method often leads to greater motivation, deeper engagement, and a stronger sense of ownership over learning (McLeod, S., 2025). Whilst homeschooling, interest-led learning allows children to follow their passions—whether that’s dinosaurs, coding, or creative writing—at their own pace. Liberto (2016) found that this approach can be especially beneficial for children with learning differences, as it supports well-being and reduces stress compared to rigid, one-size-fits-all schooling. However, there are challenges. Without some structure, children may miss out on essential subjects like maths or literacy. Kulkarni and Chu (2024) highlight the need for balance—interest-led learning boosts confidence and independence but still requires scaffolding to ensure academic breadth. The UK Department for Education (2025) also reminds parents that home education must still be “suitable” and “full-time”. Interest based education can be a great asset to home education however it does require some forethought and long-term goal/ gain considerations from the home educators to ensure a comprehensive and worthy education.




Conclusion:
This portfolio has explored three alternative learning environments—Outdoor Education, Pupil Referral Units (PRUs), and Home Education—each offering distinct responses to the limitations of mainstream schooling. What emerges across these contexts is a shared commitment to learner-centred practice, relational pedagogy, and the belief that education must adapt to the diverse needs of its pupils.
Outdoor Education, grounded in experiential and constructivist theory, invites learners to engage with the world through movement, creativity, and sensory exploration. It offers a powerful antidote to classroom rigid structures, though it demands careful scaffolding to ensure safety and inclusion. PRUs, meanwhile, provide sanctuary for pupils navigating complex emotional and behavioural challenges. Their strength lies in flexibility, trust-building, and the capacity to reframe learning as a meaningful, achievable endeavour. Yet they remain vulnerable to systemic pressures—academic catch-up, social stigma, and resource constraints—that can undermine their transformative potential.
Home Education offers perhaps the most radical departure from institutional norms. It empowers families to tailor learning to individual rhythms and interests, often fostering deep engagement and autonomy. However, it also raises questions around equity, oversight, and the social dimensions of learning.
Taken together, these environments challenge the assumption that mainstream schooling is the default or ideal. They remind us that education is not a fixed structure but a living practice—one that must remain responsive, inclusive, and imaginative. If we are serious about meeting the needs of all learners, we must continue to invest in alternative pathways, not as marginal provisions but as integral parts of a diverse educational ecosystem.
Crucially, this also means listening to the voices of learners themselves. Their experiences, aspirations, and struggles must inform how we shape educational futures. Alternative environments are not simply places of safety—they are spaces of possibility, where new models of learning can thrive and where education can be reimagined with empathy, creativity and purpose.
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