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Everyday teaching and outdoor learning: developing an
integrated approach to support school-based provision
Sarah MacQuarrie

Manchester Institute of Education, University of Manchester, Manchester, UK

ABSTRACT
In the UK, teachers are increasingly being encouraged to support and
undertake outdoor learning. Despite such support there is a paucity of
research that has considered how outdoor learning can be
implemented and offered on a regular basis by teachers. The lack of
empirical research that has centralised the role of the teacher is at
odds with the interest in this topic and the need for theory-driven
guidance suited to teachers. Research is reported that aimed to
support the provision of outdoor learning opportunities for children
aged between three and eleven at nine settings (pre- or primary
schools) in Scotland and England. A set of flexible guidelines that link
theory and practice were used by 14 teachers. This article focuses on
teachers’ reports of their activity. The incorporation of outdoor
learning within conventional teaching and learning approaches is
found to be feasible and the implications for practice and future
research are explored.
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Introduction

With recent findings reporting declines in young children’s engagement with nature and the out-
doors (Hunt et al. 2016; Natural England 2009), the importance of outdoor learning and environ-
mental education seems greater than ever. The research reported in this paper sought to explore
outdoor learning provision by considering how primary teachers implemented study materials
that supported making links between learning occurring indoors and outdoors.

Across the UK, outdoor learning has been included in policy or curricular-related documents in
England (Children Schools and Families Select Committee 2010; Department for Education and
Skills 2006; DfE 2012), Northern Ireland (Council for the Curriculum Examinations and Assessment
2007a, 2007b), Scotland (Learning & Teaching Scotland 2010; SCCYP 2010), and Wales (Depart-
ment for Children Education Lifelong Learning and Skills 2009; Estyn 2011). Yet, there is scant evi-
dence to suggest that the inclusion of outdoor learning within policy and curricular documents
has achieved the related outcome of increasing teachers’ uptake of outdoor learning. Advocacy
visible within policy and practitioner-related documents does not mean that outdoor learning
will be integrated within provision (Taylor, Power, and Rees 2009; Thorburn and Allison 2012)
and may continue to be erratic as historically learning outside of the classroom involved upper
primary or secondary pupils travelling to outdoor centres or taking part in prescriptive excursions
led by expert staff (Higgins 2002; Nicol 2002a, 2002b). Christie et al. (2014) offer tentative findings
based on an audit of outdoor learning in Scottish schools and suggest the integration of outdoor
learning is recognisable in pre-school and primary education but like elsewhere in the UK it
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remains sporadic. Essentially such provision is geared towards a school-based model that brings
with it a shift in the provision of outdoor learning and the expectations of teachers and prac-
titioners who are involved. This school-based model will require an adjustment that may clash
with teachers’ usual approach to teaching and learning (Stevenson 2007). The current study inves-
tigates the potential of a school-based model when teachers seek to implement outdoor learning
and integrate it within the everyday experiences offered to children. In line with this subsequent
sections look at known barriers to outdoor learning and the relative success of research that has
linked outdoor learning with regular school provision is considered.

Barriers to outdoor learning

Research reporting the barriers practitioners encounter when outdoor learning has been attempted
is of particular value when developing a school-based approach. A study considering the provision in
secondary schools reported a disparity in the attitudes of teachers (Power et al. 2009). Some teachers
were not enthusiastic about the provision of outdoor learning and some instances of access to
outdoor learning being revoked (as a form of punishment) were noted. This finding indicates
while outdoor learning may be offered it is not necessarily viewed favourably, may not have equal
status with classroom-based curriculum delivery and perhaps in some cases outdoor learning may
be regarded as a privilege.

Outdoor learning does not occur in isolation, yet too often insufficient consideration is given to
concurrent teaching and learning (Dolan 2015). Not only does it become difficult to infer how
outdoor learning can support the curriculum it also raises the question of whether such opportu-
nities can be incorporated within provision. The emphasis on the regularity of experience is two-
fold. The first comes from outdoor learning programmes that tend to have a short-term duration
(Stern, Powell, and Hill 2014). Provision labelled as ‘Forest schools’ is an example that has been
successfully shaped to suit schools. A series of separate sessions are recommended and appear
to be set at a minimum of six sessions (‘What is Forest School?’ 2014), Knight, an advocate of
the approach, has called for this to be extended to 10 (2013, 73) and there are reports of 12 ses-
sions (Ridgers, Knowles, and Sayers 2012). For schools, sessional based provision conveys specific
advantages and is appealing as it offers ease of timetabling and economic viability. However,
adhering to a set number of sessions is at odds with evidence that offering regular opportunities
has the benefit of achieving a whole-school approach known to support implementation (Har-
greaves 2008). To be clear more research is needed, as what follows once a forest school
sequence of sessions has been completed is rarely reported and does not appear to have
been evaluated in any empirical form. Appreciating what forest school means in the long-term
for schools eager to engage in outdoor learning is the second aspect worth considering – in par-
ticular, who is involved? It is unlikely schools have a sufficient number of teachers with appropri-
ate specialised training that enable them to lead Forest School programmes (Ridgers, Knowles,
and Sayers 2012; Swarbrick, Eastwood, and Tutton 2004). Thus, while some teachers may be
involved, their role may relate to acting in a supporting capacity. Nicol (2014) notes opportunities
are missed to connect outdoor experiences to the curriculum or indeed that such experience is
regarded as supplementary to classroom learning. Perhaps such overlooked connections have
been the case, as in contrast to school teachers, specialist outdoor teachers are not burdened
by the concerns surrounding curriculum delivery or meeting outcomes that will later be assessed
(Nicol 2014). This juxtaposition helpfully brings clarity to the research question being investigated
– how are teachers to accommodate outdoor learning alongside meeting curriculum demands
and other educational pressures? If teachers routinely take a supporting role in the provision of
outdoor learning how can they transfer the subtleties of such experience and link such material
with other lessons? This is the niche that the present investigation seeks to fill and evidence from
examples of outdoor learning that support curriculum delivery are offered, prior to an overview of
the current research.
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International research into integrated outdoor learning

A project in Sweden looked at teachers from different disciplines who used outdoor learning over
nine months (Fägerstam 2014). Teachers undertook a professional development course and
showed that outdoor learning can directly contribute to supporting delivery of the curriculum and
valued making links between experiences. An example of integrated provision takes place in
Denmark, where outdoor learning for children aged between 7 and 16 years is labelled Udeskole
(Bentsen, Mygind, and Randrup 2009). Such provision has risen in the last 15 years and is offered
by at least 30% of schools (Bentsen et al. 2010). Learning that links to the curriculum; making
regular and reoccurring use of local spaces typifies the integrated approach (Bentsen, Schipperijn,
and Jensen 2013). Bentsen, Mygind, and Randrup (2009) argue the catalyst supporting this change
are teachers, spurred on to engage in such provision, despite encountering known barriers such
as limited available training opportunities. Thus, an integrated approach is possible and the commit-
ment from teachers is a vital ingredient.

Research undertaken with teachers in the United States (Ernst 2014; Ernst and Tornabene 2012)
suggests encouraging awareness of what is feasible is vital, rather than focus on changing attitudes
or ensuring that teachers have a positive outlook regarding outdoor learning. These suggestions are
valuable, yet for outdoor learning to fit into established approaches led by teachers (as opposed to
being led by a more knowledgeable other) such a school-based model ought to address potential
impediments. One barrier is teachers’ habits they undertake as effective teaching, whether such
usual ways of teaching support (or clash) with outdoor learning does need to be considered.
Theory in relation to outdoor learning is recognised as being under-developed (Nicol 2014; Thorburn
and Allison 2010) but there is agreement that outdoor learning calls for nuances in teaching and
learning. What may be effective in a classroom may not necessarily be as effective outside. Conver-
ging evidence indicates teachers need support to move away from fine-tuned, well-established rou-
tines, particularly when a change in the teachers’ role is involved (Fägerstam 2014; MacQuarrie, Howe,
and Boyle 2012) and that value is ascribed to the individual efforts made by teachers (Hargreaves
2008). An additional potential impediment is that outdoor learning is not immediately identified
as supporting curriculum delivery. Some value learning outside yet contrast it with the notion of
‘proper learning’ (Maynard, Waters, & Clement 2013) or report difficulties in knowing how to commu-
nicate what learning objectives have been addressed (MacQuarrie, Nugent, and Warden 2015). These
difficulties need to be addressed so that learning taking place outside is regarded as equal to class-
room learning and outdoor experiences are regarded as having inherited educational value. The sig-
nificance of this study cannot be underplayed. To date little empirical research has incorporated
understanding regarding the difficulties commonly encountered when teachers attempt outdoor
learning and used such knowledge to support implementation of outdoor learning by teachers. As
detailed in the subsequent section, the current study incorporates evidence from research within
the research design.

Overview of the present study

A central tenet of this research was the premise that outdoor learning does not happen in isolation, it
should be part of a wider teaching and learning framework. There is consensus across different litera-
ture and guidance documents (as mentioned at the outset) that acknowledge outside spaces as offer-
ing opportunities for learning, yet how such opportunities manifest in real, authentic practice is less
well understood. This was one aspect being considered – by offering teachers a means of implemen-
tation and executing outdoor learning sensitive to the wider schooling context, would teachers be
willing to address barriers and engage in outdoor learning? With this goal in mind regular, repeated
provision was aimed for and described within the study materials. Training was captured within study
materials enabling teachers to undertake the research and included discussion of barriers likely to be
encountered when considering outdoor learning. A component of the study materials provided
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guidance regarding contextual factors – supporting teachers to consider parameters that influence
learning – for example, the role of the teacher, how subgroups of children were arranged and
whether prescribed activities were given as lessons. This is a key aspect underlying the research –
teachers are aware in most cases of these factors when learning occurs in classrooms, yet situate
learning in a location other than a classroom and such factors are overlooked. In general, the research
literature regarding outdoor learning rarely acknowledges that children learn with others and have
relationships with their peers before they move outside.

Research design
The design of the research enabled teachers to take part and link their involvement with work
ongoing in their setting. One of the few investigations considering school-based outdoor learning
connected coverage of curricular objectives and outdoor learning within mathematics and geogra-
phy within secondary schools (Christie, Beames, and Higgins 2015). At secondary school it is appro-
priate to tailor opportunities for learning with particular subjects as this corresponds with the
timetabling and delivery of material whereas in primary school the separation between subjects is
less strict and many subjects can be interwoven into a lesson, allowing a range of curricular goals
to be covered. Accordingly the study materials were not tied to a specific curriculum topic,
meaning that primary schools who were a little uncertain could engage without being concerned
that delivery of the curriculum would be harmed. The main aim of the research was to explore tea-
chers’ use of materials that encouraged learning in and out of the classroom. This aim was achieved
by collecting teachers’ insight into their experience and gathering illustrations of the learning
environment during the project. The combination of these methods enabled a number of schools
to be involved, avoid any geographical restrictions and include rural and urban settings.

The study materials incorporated two aspects derived from cognitive psychology theory brought
together under the description of instructional support. Interleaving describes the timing of learning
and such layering of experience is argued to promote deeper, more developed learning (Carpenter
2014; Gluckman, Vlach, and Sandhofer 2014; Rohrer 2015). Having noted the limitations regarding the
duration of experience within outdoor learning practice, incorporating repeated, regular experiences
that support connections between knowledge acquired at different times was a central feature of
project design. The second aspect influenced the presentation of material as explanations and
specific advice were gradually reduced within the study materials. This has been termed fading
instructional support and reported to help provide appropriate guidance and facilitate learning in
different populations (Sweller, Ayres, and Kalyuga 2011). The expectation is that tailoring the gui-
dance prompts individuals to source their own examples to support themselves. Having used the
study materials participants were expected to see themselves as having ownership of the project
and being involved in the construction of their learning experiences, rather than following a set
plan or acting out prescribed activities. In this way, self-belief was addressed in the study materials.
A common observation within documentation and studies regarding teacher views is the variability
in confidence and beliefs regarding their involvement when learning goes outside (Passy 2012). Of
course, there is an overlap between teachers’ confidence in general and their confidence when learn-
ing goes outside. Such overlap is particularly relevant as policy that influenced early years provision in
England had the unintentional effect of diluting teachers’ confidence (Nundy, Dillon, and Dowd
2009).

Method

Sample

Fourteen teachers drawn from eight schools in Scotland (5) and North of England (3) self-selected to
take part with the knowledge there were criteria for participation: a minimum of one class and one
teacher were involved (in some cases participation extended to include multiple classes) and data
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collection would last a minimum of 3 months, to a maximum of 9 months. Following ethical approval
from the University1 recruitment begun and each setting and each individual practitioner was asked
to give their consent. Participants considered themselves novice or non-experts regarding outdoor
learning. Table 1 provides a profile of participating schools.

Materials and methods

Study materials comprised a 20-page booklet, a survey, and a mapping exercise. A review of materials
involved three assessors (two teachers with outdoor learning qualifications and experience as well as
a further qualified teacher) to ascertain the study materials were suitable. The booklet included three
sections that incorporated the theoretical basis underpinning the research project and provided a
context for the work to be completed. Across the booklet supportive detail reduced so as to move
from guiding participants and progress to allow participants to make their own decisions and
plans. Participants were encouraged to develop their involvement in relation to their setting and
prior experience. The first section encouraged participants to become familiar with the outdoor
space being used during the project and steps included participants completing a sketch of their
outdoor space, engaging with children about the outdoor area used for learning and examining
their objectives in relation to indoor and outdoor spaces. The second section focused on interaction,
who is working with whom and explored the role of the teacher in children’s learning. The third
addressed making connections in children’s knowledge and experiences. Each section incorporated
specific activities that acted as a place-marker of progress and supported data collection across each
of the sites. These activities explored factors known to act as impediments to introducing outdoor
learning. Prompts in the booklet acted as reminders for participants to complete two diary entries
per section. A brief survey was offered to participants at the start and end of their participation.
This document recorded key information about each setting and acted as a summary record per
school.

The mapping exercise consisted of a modified version of a classroom observation instrument
(MacQuarrie 2013), this technique has been successfully adapted for use to observe children in
locations other than classrooms (MacQuarrie, Nugent, and Buchan 2015; Nugent et al. 2015). In
this project, it was used to gain an insight into the form of learning opportunities used in the
project, including the interaction taking place. Practitioners were aware they would be called upon
to provide these and requests to complete maps were timetabled at short notice.

Findings

In this section, an overall picture of project engagement is considered and examines practitioners
perspectives recorded in their reflective diaries. In this paper, analysis addresses the principal aim
by looking across the different data sources to gain insight into the implementation and practice
achievable by participants and excerpts are presented in line with this. A summary of participation
in the research project is reported and is followed by analysis of the reflective diaries.

The timing and duration of participants involvement was arranged on an individual basis. The
initial survey documented participant’s plans and was used to coordinate contact with each
setting. Participants were encouraged to use their professional judgement and consider the curricular
focus of their involvement in the project as the study materials was not tied to coverage of particular
topics or subject areas. There is evidence within five of the eight schools that involvement in the
project related to school-wide activity and a larger scheme of work. This suggests the project was
fit for purpose as the content of the study materials was sufficiently malleable to gel with ongoing
school activity. As evident in Table 1 a small number of entries were skipped as participants reported
competing priorities influenced their completion of documentation. However, the completion of
maps was skipped on fewer occasions as 49 (87.5%) maps were recorded. For the purposes of this
paper they act as a means of summarising activity undertaken during the project. Each map recorded
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Table 1. Participating school profiles.

Survey Maps Diary Activitiese

School & local authoritya Urban/ruralb FSMb Classes S1 S2 n % n % n % Teaching year (age)

Primary 1A Urban Above national average 2 2 1 7 87.5 12 100 6 100 Nursery (4)
Primary 1 (5)

5
17

Primary 2B Remote town Below national average 1 1 0d 4 100 1 16.6 4 66.6 Primary 6–7 (10–12)
Primary 3B Remote rural Above national average 1 1 0d 4 100 5 83.3 5 83.3 Primary 1–7 (5–12) 11
Primary 4C Accessible rural Below national average 1 1 1 3 75 6 100 6 100 Primary 1–2 (5–6)
Primary 5D Accessible rural Below national average 3 3 1 12 100 18 100 18 100 Nursery (4)

ASN p1–2 (5–6)
Primary 6 (10)

6
31

Nursery 6E Rural town and fringe n/a 2 2 2 9c 100 5 41.6 4d 33.3 Nursery school (3–4) 80 (40 AM,
40 PM)

Primary 7E Urban city and town Below national average 1 1 1 2 50 3 50 4 66.6 Reception (4) 30
Primary 8F Rural hamlet and isolated dwellings Below national average 3 0d 2 8 66.6 12 66.6 12 66.6 Years 3 & 4 (7–8)

Reception, year 1,
year 2 (4–6)

16
14

14 11 8 49 87.5 62 73.8 59 70.2
aFour schools withdrew during the study (school inspections and changes in school staffing were reasons offered for withdrawal).
bStatistics for schools in Scotland sourced from: Scottish Government education statistics. Statistics for schools in England sourced from: Educase (2011 census data urban/rural classification, 2015
census data school level statistics).

cAn additional map was provided by this school.
dVerbal reports provided as alternative to documents.
eSpecific activities completed by schools.
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three points of detail using an agreed code; an example of a completed map and a blank template
was offered to teachers. This included (A) key features of the outdoor space, (Bi) location of pupils,
(Bii) pupils’ group or solitary working arrangements intended by teacher, (Biii) pupils’ group or solitary
working arrangements as observed and (C) curriculum area/topics being studied. Teachers were par-
ticularly enthusiastic regarding these mapping exercises and reported them to be a valuable exercise
for their purposes. For the project, they provide an insight into the experiences offered to pupils and
is a helpful addition when seeking to profile the activity of project participants. From these maps, a
key consideration is the location of learning. Common across the schools was the proximity of the
different areas that were used and included school grounds, local woodland, and green spaces. Tea-
chers noted time constraints meant they preferred to adopt local spaces for use to maximise the time
children could experience being outdoors and this is supported by research undertaken in Scottish
primary schools (Thorburn and Allison 2012). More varied were the features within these spaces.
Figures 1 and 2 provide examples of the maps completed by participants.

Two of the eight schools incorporated a local woodland space into their outdoor learning. From
the completed maps and commentary provided by teachers relatively little materials were carried
into such areas and there was a reliance on the naturally occurring features for learning (e.g.
paper was taken to complete tree rubbing). The remaining schools relied on their immediate
grounds, five of whom reported the use of a wildlife area. This type of space has become more com-
monplace within school grounds and has a deliberate, unkempt appearance. Younger children
accessed specific nursery only areas (and this included expansive protective surfaces), whereas
older children accessed conventional playground areas. School grounds vary considerably in the fea-
tures and space they provide (Casey 2003; Dyment 2005; Lucas and Dyment 2010; O’ Donnell, Morris,

Figure 1. Completed map from participant 4C.
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and Wilson 2006) and this was evident in the size, shape, and form of the spaces recorded by tea-
chers. Features available were mixed, including those naturally occurring (e.g. tree stump) and
those added to the area (e.g. bench). Some areas offered sheltered areas and different types of
seating other than benches. A range of curriculum areas and topics were studied and included
core subjects such as English, mathematics and science as well as other topics including science,
art and design, design and technology, geography and music. In one example, computing was
also covered when children followed up an investigation that started outside upon their return to
the classroom to learn more about life cycles of plants and animals.

There was a mixture of group work (cooperative work where pupils had little input from teachers),
guided interaction (where teachers offered support to pupils working in dyads/groups) and individ-
ual pupil work. This separation between group working and guided interaction was used to help
identify the variety of interaction occurring during learning and helped teachers to identify any sep-
aration between intended working arrangements and actual working arrangements. The content
recorded onto such maps is valuable as an illustration of the activity schools, teachers, and pupils
engaged in during the project. Content from the reflective diaries helps to offer insights from the per-
spective of teachers who were involved.

Reflective diaries

Reflective diaries from 14 participants were analysed to consider teachers’ perceptions when imple-
menting outdoor learning. The data was analysed into five themes. Cyclical coding was used in two
stages (Saldaña 2009) within the six phases of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) that involved
inspection and consideration of the transcript, developing and revising codes, focusing on what was

Figure 2. Completed map from participant 6Ei.
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reported rather than the frequency of statements. Any inconsistencies were resolved through further
review of the transcript accompanied by verification sought from a participant’s project participation.
Analysis and theme development was supported by the research aims, literature and the data (Ryan
and Bernard 2000). The content of the diaries revealed completion of a reflective account helped to
capture the authentic experience of being involved in the project as participants recorded challenges
as well as successes. As illustrated in this section and the excerpts that follow participants recorded
insights regarding their experiences, commenting on the effects of the project materials in preparing
them for their role and at other times exploring their thoughts and perspectives regarding their prac-
tice that involved outdoor learning.

Shared understanding and consultation
Emphasis on the shared understanding held between pupils and teachers was evident throughout
teachers’ reflective accounts. Children’s voices were sought through conversations and discussions
about areas available to them. A range of consultative strategies were used and included some
overt and more subtle efforts:

Children worked in mixed ability groups to decide what they would like to do with our outdoor space. The chil-
dren went outside to sketch a birds eye view of the school grounds. (Participant 3B)

I asked the children to take me on a tour of the wildlife garden. Each child seemed to have their own special areas
of interest but a common theme which cropped up time and again were our climbing trees. (Participant 4C)

I have set up an ‘outdoor learning suggestion box’ in my classroom to gain input as to which activities, areas,
subjects, etc the children would like to work more on. (and later during the project) I have noticed several
more ideas going into the suggestion box. (Participant 5Diii) (emphasis added)

Children were told I needed ‘detectives’ to go onto the yard and draw maps or take pictures of what we had out,
what did they see, what did they like or dislike. (Participant 7E)

These excerpts reflect a shared understanding was achieved in different ways and the exchanges
between pupils and their teacher were valued. The discrepancy between pupils and teacher views
was clear in a number of participating schools. Teachers appreciated pupils’ views, using them to
reconsider their own viewpoints and the divergence between teachers and their pupils appeared
to be a valuable outcome of the process:

Areas which I found interesting were often ignored and the children went to areas I would not have noticed, such
as running down the hill and watching traffic at the fence. (Participant 5Dii)

In terms of places of interest, the children did not really recognise the paved area as an area of interest, even
though I see them playing there most days… (consultation) was very useful to glean information about how
we as staff regard the outdoors in comparison with how the children view it. (Participant 8Fi) (emphasis added)

We expected some of the children to chose enhancements like the bikes but were surprised that they didn’t
choose areas like the woodland area or the hill. Observing the children may demonstrate that they do like
those areas but when asked they choose a specific object/manmade additions. (Participant 6Eii)

One teacher noted ‘With this age group it is hard to tell is this is true reflection of their own thoughts.’
(Participant 1Aii) indicating consultative methods adopted for use need to be sensitively applied but
may not accurately reflect children’s viewpoints. Participant 1Aii was referring to children aged 4–5 in
their first year of primary school and it is difficult to ascertain precisely the issue being raised. Differ-
ent interpretations are possible but two seem most pertinent: the teacher may have had concerns
that pupils were echoing what they had overheard from their peers (even so pupils’ voices are
being reported). Alternatively, pupils may be sensitive to questioning and provide answers they
believe teachers would appreciate, and such social classroom expectations are well-documented
within traditional learning environments (Tharp and Gallimore 1991). The second interpretation over-
laps with the excerpt from participant 6Eii where teachers identified inconsistencies between pupils’
reported use and their actual use of outdoor areas. Such ambiguity is an inherent feature with the use
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of reflective diaries, there is the potential for some points to be under-represented as the reflective
account from teachers is based on the transparency of their writing and triangulation available with
the wider data collected. Fortunately, this was the single source where a lack of clarity was a concern.

Integration of children’s ideas into activity
Consulting children is a key step within such practice but of equal important is what happens next.
There are examples within the reflective diaries that indicate teachers’were eager to explain how and
when ideas given by children’s were realised and acted upon. In some instances, there was a direct
outcome between pupils’ views and children’s experiences. In others, teachers reported foreground-
ing certain points and shadowing other ideas. Teachers’ reported a variety of engagement with
pupils’ contributions that fuelled how experiences offered to children were shaped:

Work at the sandpit was a direct result from the research project activity when pupils consulted on what they
liked to do outdoors. (Participant 1Aii)

The children said the playground is better now that they are allowed to use the wildlife garden at playtimes. (Par-
ticipant 4C)

The plans for extending use and adding to our outdoor area were wholly based upon ideas generated by the
children. (Participant 3B)

Curiously, such reflection about recognising pupils’ ideas and creating learning opportunities based
on these ideas predominantly appears to come from teachers supporting younger children and is
accordance with pedagogical techniques common within early childhood education, where children
follow their interests and are encouraged to think around a topic.

Outdoor learning and curriculum coverage
A broader range of responses across teachers was evident when learning opportunities and the cur-
riculum was considered. Another teacher revealed an interesting tension. They showed enthusiasm
about going outside and could clearly identify the benefits for pupils and the teaching and learning
experiences being offered:

The class had some great times this year when we ‘just decided’ to go outdoors. They really developed some lea-
dership qualities and were so proud of themselves. Even in the extreme winds we had this year, we popped our
heads outside to experience it and they’ve still not stopped talking about it. Prescriptive themes are much too
overrated for activities like that. (Participant 5Diii)

The same teacher emphasised that ensuring curriculum coverage was laborious and necessitated
input and steering from the teacher:

I did find it hard at times as sometimes the links with curricular work seemed quite tedious. I was glad however
that I did know my intended outcomes however for each lessons as I could ‘guide’ the learning in the direction I
wanted. Had I not been aware of the required learning (desired learning) the outcomes may have taken a com-
pletely different route (Participant 5Diii)

These excerpts suggest children’s contributions are sought time and again and are meaningful for
both teachers and pupils. Teachers offered opportunities for children to explore where learning fol-
lowed the discoveries and ideas unearthed in the experience, in contrast to opportunities where a
pre-determined learning objective has been established and teachers are geared towards achieving
particular goals. Such reflection and inclusion of their contributions signalled to children their
opinions and experiences are important, and have meaning for them and the adults involved. In
essence, an exploratory approach is a specific strategy being adopted in order to make the most
of experiences that are not planned for and helps to give an insight into project activity. The least
common approach was when outdoor learning was included within structured lessons that included
strict priorities:
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I recently introduced the topic of WW1with children linked to Remembrance Day…We also followed this up by a
Remembrance Day assembly and we all went out as a whole school and each class planted poppy seeds in a
designated planter. (Participant 1Aii)

Most frequently reported was when exploration featured but was connected with improving chil-
dren’s experience, prior learning and could involve the influence of teachers’ ideas:

The children successfully made the ball run and have had great fun using it and experimenting with different
sized balls, and arranging guttering indifferent ways. The whole school use this area and the ball run has
proven very popular. The activity was extended by the children’s interest in the various mini-beasts that were
found while digging to make the ball run. This interest was extended indoors with books, painting pictures,
making models, etc. (Participant 5Di)

We sectioned off part of the yard and only allowed bikes out on 5 afternoons. When they used the bikes children
had to plan a route or use their imagination to turn the bikes into something else e.g. police cars, taxis, etc.
We found children enjoyed this much more than riding around. From this children set up a garage and
car wash. We were able to bring numeracy into this activity as children had to pay for a service / wash, etc. (Par-
ticipant 7E)

Innovative teachers and collaborative action
Teachers focused on a range of curriculum topics within the project suggesting that teachers were
linking their understanding of what learning was occurring with content encountered on a separate
occasion. Making connections between experiences is not likely to be a new skill for teachers, it is a
crucial aspect of teaching inside or outside. Rather teachers were keen to report and emphasise the
value of learning outside the classroom and this included some detailed reflection about their con-
tribution as a teacher. Teachers’ referred to the flexibility they could encourage when learning in
nature, being responsive to children’s interests as well as addressing the curriculum. This is a key
outcome as being able to evidence curriculum coverage is an established, concern voiced by teachers
regarding outdoor learning (MacQuarrie, Nugent, and Warden 2015; Waite 2010).

When I have taken the class outside I have often had a specific task in mind and been quite focussed on my
outcome however taking part in this project has reawakened my old values that there is much to be gained
from spontaneous play and child led learning. if something really absorbed the children I took time to tease
out the learning in the moment and facilitated some individual or group exploration. (Participant 4C)

I now think about how I can transfer an activity outdoor, and do not feel as restricted to sticking with curricular
activities when we do go outside, instead allowing the children more time to explore and lead activities… I am
now more open to the children leading learning, or to simply experience being outdoors. The theme of such
opportunities can vary, depending on what the children show interest in that day. (Participant 5Dii)

My heart tells me the children have had a wonderful year but my head asks me how I measure that and evidence
it so I guess if I need more support it is in developing these key areas. (Participant 4C)

The contribution of teachers was also noted in the interaction recorded during the project. The first
excerpt notes the practical difficulty of changing an established routine when working with pupils
with additional needs and the intricacies of teacher–pupil interaction is echoed by a different
participant:

As our children require 1:1 support for the majority of the time, it has been a challenge to encourage staff, and
myself, to take a step back to encouraged strengthened child-child interactions. (Participant 5Dii)

it became very apparent that it is important sometimes to step back as the adult, to let children ‘get on’ with
finding things out for themselves. This is especially the case when working outdoors as children have been so
motivated! (Participant 8Fi)

Reviewing as a bridge between spontaneous and guided learning opportunities
The final theme linked to the role of the teacher was reviewing. Teachers were encouraged to review
and include children’s views within the project and acknowledged the skills needed to support
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reviewing ‘when to question, when to add a resource or idea and when to leave well alone’ (Partici-
pant 4C). One participant explained ‘it is a different person each week that goes outdoors with chil-
dren. Observations are noted and shared with the team’ (Participant 5Di). In this example, sharing
accounts was essential to support pupils but there was little indication of the role of pupils and
their voice in this form of reviewing that seemed to be focused on the adults involved. More fluid
approaches to reviewing, both in terms of the timing and who was involved, were noted by other
teachers:

Reviewing of activities can vary, often with a short discussion straight afterwards, followed by a more detailed
evaluation at a later date. (Participant 5Dii)

Reviewing traditionally happens at the end of lessons, blocks of learning and end of topics. However, I find it
useful to have many reviewing opportunities like ‘mini plenaries’, during lessons. This ensures the children con-
solidate learning frequently and allows me to check that there are no areas of uncertainty. (Participant 8Fi)

These examples help to identify the different approaches used by teachers. The differing contexts of
reviewing are likely to influence teachers’ aims and objective and subsequently, how they approach
reviewing:

Depending on what you want to get out of reviewing different times work better and don’t really matter. For
example, if I wanted a true and accurate reflective I found I had to do the review immediately after otherwise
the children had forgotten or distorted their memories. At times when I asked children to think back to
outdoor lessons carried out previously they had a much deeper understanding as they’d had time to reflect
upon it. (Participant 5Diii)

This analysis of participants’ reflective accounts helps to demonstrate how outdoor learning can be
integrated by teachers and blended with regular school provision. In this regard, a positive
impact accompanied participants’ involvement in the project and this was identified early on as
teachers noted the benefit for interaction amongst pupils, including those who were quieter or
found it difficult to engage with their peers who were encouraged by their experiences learning
outdoors:

Children that struggled socially at playtimes were happily taking part in their group and begin encouraged by
peers. It would appear outdoor activities take some of the tension off children who struggle to mix in the class-
room. (Participant 3B)

I have noticed that some of the more dominant classroom characters are less intrusive outdoors and almost take
on a more positive leadership role and a few of the really quiet children have proved to be more engaged and
confident when applying skills learned outdoors to new situations. (Participant 4C)

Within four of the eight participating schools, at least two and sometimes three teachers were
involved. Each teacher related to a separate class and this level of collaboration is commendable.
Having support, guidance, and a source of feedback are identified as crucial factors contributing
to developing practice (Thurlings, Evers, and Vermeulen 2015). Additional analysis could be
applied to consider if collaboration and/or the guidance available as project documents
appeared to be more or less helpful for participants. Project duration was arranged on a school-
by-school basis and participation in a research project such as this stimulates innovation and
encourages regular reflection across a period of weeks, and in some cases an entire term, could
run the risk of creating stress for teachers. However, teachers were encouraged by their involvement,
noting the benefits to their practice, their pupils and in some cases at a wider school level. Looking
ahead they offered some indication how they would continue their engagement with outdoor
learning:

The school improvement plan, policies and funding all play a part in shaping what teachers and pupils take
forward with outdoor learning. (Participant 4C)

This project has highlighted how much learning takes place in this natural area and we will make changes to
ensure the children use this area more frequently. (Participant 5Di)
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Implications and directions for future research

Traditional learning environments are classrooms, driven by pedagogy and processes that are well-
documented. In contrast, the considerations teachers undergo when engaging with outdoor learning
is under researched. The project targeted this need and the main aim of the project was achieved as
outdoor learning was undertaken by teachers and integrated within their regular classroom pro-
vision. This project provided specific materials that filled a dual role of providing participants with
knowledge regarding their involvement but also supported data collection and helped gain an
appreciation of the experiences that were cultivated in response to being involved in the research.
Participants reasoned and deliberated about their use of outdoor learning and made links with
pupil’s prior learning. Attempts by teachers to contextualise learning occurred before and after
outdoor learning activity and drew on a range of different disciplines.

Reflective accounts

Reflective diary entries have been reported in this paper. Such diaries allow the practitioners’ voice to
be heard and were a valuable contribution to this research project, giving a contextual perspective of
how outdoor learning was incorporated by teachers within their regular practice. Future research could
address the limitations noted regarding such methodology by including participant interviews within
similar studies and consider additional research questions. From teachers’ reflective accounts it is
evident they used the materials and ensured they were the main person involved and they
engaged in outdoor learning over an extended period of time. It is the duration of experience that sep-
arates the activities and experiences occurring during the project from earlier attempts of outdoor
learning by teachers. Consideration of such change or adaptation could be achieved more conclusively
within a longer term project, that could consider how teachers could be best supported when they seek
to extend their repertoire of skills; including for example specific activities such as the use of a fire pit are
noteworthy in the outdoor learning literature but are rarely reported within nursery and primary school-
ing (the exception being specialised provision such as nature kindergarten or forest school). Such
further investigation is warranted to identify the characteristics that enhance outdoor learning oppor-
tunities for both pupils and teachers. A volume of literature has considered the barriers encountered by
schools and teachers when seeking to engage in outdoor learning. In contrast, fewer studies have docu-
mented the challenges when teachers attempt to further outdoor learning provision. One candidate
area is how practitioners identify themselves in relation to experience. Identity within informal learning
has been noted as a key criterion when teachers engage in professional development that involves
reflection regarding their role and the processes that occur at the individual and school levels
(Kyndt et al. 2016) and would be a valuable inclusion to future studies.

Linking theory and practice and potential directions for future research

The separation between theory and teaching practice is often scrutinised and given critical comment,
however, the practitioners involved in this research are amongst those striving to achieve a conver-
gence. It is possible to set out a research programme that can be integrated within regular schooling
and does not overstretch those involved. A further strength of the research relates to the approach
taken regarding outdoor learning; teachers were encouraged to incorporate outdoor learning within
everyday practice. Indications the theory underlying the project materials has relevance in edu-
cational settings include that practitioners strived to consult children in meaningful ways and regu-
larly sought children’s opinions. It follows the knowledge and understanding stemming from
participating in the project is tied to their workplace and experience of education and accordingly,
different outcomes can be expected for different teachers (Eraut 2004).

Teachers in the current study undertook outdoor learning within a broad range of curricular topics
and it is likely such experiences contributed to children’s learning across many domains. Looking

EDUCATION 3-13 357



ahead, outdoor learning is identified as a source of affordance rich environments where objects have
little fixed purpose and can take on any role attributed by a child (Kernan 2010; Sandseter 2009).
There is scant research looking closely at such interaction and the role it may hold for young chil-
dren’s category development and knowledge acquisition. Perhaps such studies could be inspired
by creative approaches presented in word learning research (Buchsbaum et al. 2012; McMurray,
Horst, and Samuelson 2012) that have sought to explore complicated knowledge acquisition in a
practical fashion. A potential avenue for exploration would be children’s acquisition of biological
knowledge relating to their engagement with authentic and realistic examples. A theme of related
research has focused on children’s engagement with animals (Geerdts, Van de Walle, and LoBue
2015a, 2015b) and comprehension of science curriculum (Gluckman, Vlach, and Sandhofer 2014).
Such research would explore the role of outdoor learning in supporting children’s cognitive
development.

Achieving interdisciplinary connections is foregrounded within policy documents but is also ident-
ifiable within psychological theory as a feature likely to support the educational value of experiences
and warrants further consideration. Outdoor learning is well suited to support interdisciplinary con-
nections (Thorburn and Allison 2012), as meaning derived from an experience can support children’s
wider understanding. Particularly in the study being reported teachers controlled the timing and fre-
quency of their efforts to layer experiences, by building on previous knowledge and understanding,
and contributed to children’s learning as a whole. Recent evidence suggests varying the amount of
time between learning events can be advantageous and enhance children’s memory and recall
(Vlach, Sandhofer, and Bjork 2014). Within education there is an inherent expectation that learning
transfer will occur, what is learnt at one point in time will be recalled and provide an advantage at
a later time. By contextualising and making links teachers’ can support children’s learning across cur-
riculum areas influencing knowledge acquisition and retention. While this area is ripe for investi-
gation (Rohrer 2015) developing an appropriate design is not straightforward if ecological validity
is tenable. It is interesting to note that a number of research articles show considerable variation
in the detail provided regarding the spacing schedule used to operationalise learning events in
their experimental method and this does lead to concerns regarding the replicability of such work
when carried over into real-life settings such as schools (Gluckman, Vlach, and Sandhofer 2014;
Hopkins et al. 2015). Key to such layering is practitioner skill at recognising opportunities that
present themselves in relation to curriculum aspects, both indoors and out. The tactic of encouraging
teachers to moderate their activity rather than follow a specific series of spaced intervals aimed to
address this difficulty but whether this should be the case does need to be addressed but should
not limit future studies that involve school-based outdoor learning. Whether or not sufficient learning
opportunities were provided to target or fulfil aspects of the curriculum is a concern that needs to be
set aside. Within this study, it is encouraging to see practitioners are eager to engage with nature and
outdoor spaces and broaden their approaches to teaching and learning, within both early years and
primary school settings. Teachers can capitalise on that available in their local vicinity and use this to
support their teaching and the experiences offered to children. Learning outdoors complements chil-
dren’s indoor experience. Thus, rather than examining learning outdoors solely to inspect its potential
to support curricular objectives, we should prioritise whether such provision was purposeful and pro-
ductive and consider its general contribution to curricular outcomes.

Note

1. In Scotland, schools function within regional forms of local government (known as local authorities) andmust also
be involved in research projects.
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