Part 3-Blog: The importance of outdoor learning on children’s development.

Looking out onto the school yard gives great inspiration to the abundance of natural resources available for children to creatively develop their own learning opportunities (Constable and Green, 2015). Unfortunately, the Headmaster sees nothing but a mess of overturned grass, trees that need cutting back, unplanted vegetable boxes and leaves and pinecones dispersed across the floor. Yet what is seen as a mess by an adult, in the eyes of the child is a nature exploration of sensory experiences with open-ended materials providing fantasy and make-believe play (Wilson, 2012). 
Through the development of the Foundation Phase Revised (2015b) the Welsh Government (2009) produced the ‘Outdoor Learning Handbook’ providing advice and guidance to ensure practitioners used their outdoor environment for effective and experiential learning. Unfortunately, outdoor environments are not used to their full potential with seventy-five percent of practitioners admitting to only using the outdoor environment two to three times a week (Welsh Government, 2015).
There is evidential research concluded by Fjørtoft and Sageie (2000) that suggests physical environmental features such as shapes and materials, smells and gravity stimulate the inventiveness and creativity of exploration, discovery and experimenting during children’s play. The following link gives inspirational ideas on how to turn the outdoors into an experiential environment for children: Outdoor environment inspiration - YouTube (The Curiosity Approach, 2019).  
You may ask why is play so important to children’s development? and the answer is simple. Every child has the right to play and take part in a variety of artistical and cultural activities (Unicef, 1989). Children’s education actively promotes playing outdoors through the seven areas of learning which encourages children to become involved in their own learning through first-hand experiences (Welsh Government, 2008). Furthermore, according to Zamani (2017) by diversly combining natural and manufactured components to the outdoor environment broadens children’s range of possible cognitive play behaviours. 
Playing in the outdoor environment enables children to develop and perfect a range of abilities and skills such as, Physical where children learn to develop control over their movements using gross and fine motor skills. Cognitive and Symbolic where children gain knowledge and skills to process and use information meaningfully to develop their creativity and imagination. Linguistic and Symbolic where children learn the ability of vocalising their thoughts and opinions through acquiring and making sense of an ever-expanding vocabulary. Emotional and Social where children learn to become independent, develop their self-help skills, build on their understanding of cultural and social perspectives and practice self-control of their emotions. Moral and Spiritual where children develop concepts of what is right and wrong, understanding the value of respect, honesty and fairness and develop knowledge of spiritual awareness by understanding the effect they have on others and the world around them (Play Wales, 2020; Sheridan et al. 2002).
Wales now has the biggest childhood obesity problem across the UK with 26.4% of primary children starting school overweight or obese in 2017-18 (Smith, 2019). The Child Measurement Programme for Wales: Current Annual Report (2019) claims that deprivation and the lack of exercise and healthy diets has contributed to the high number of children’s obesity, as figures show 14.2% of children living in deprived areas are obese (Public Health Wales NHS Trust). 
Children’s education delivers a framework of seven different topics as part of the Healthy Schools Initiative in Wales (Public Health Network Cymru, no date). Unfortunately, that has not been enough and Welsh Government has recently introduced a 10-year plan to help transform decisions in everyday life that will positively improve children’s weight and well-being (Welsh Government, 2020c). The Foundation Phase helps to support this as it offers an outdoor learning environment that encourages children to become active, healthy, and independent explorers which helps to promote their well-being (NSPCC Learning, 2021).
The Welsh Governments (2015b) requirement for outcomes of Language, Literacy and communication demonstrates the importance of children being given opportunities to link language with physical movement and play. This can be done by encouraging them to sing songs and rhymes that demonstrate movement, such as ‘We’re Going on a Bear Hunt’ (Cosmic Kids Yoga, 2017). A roleplay area that could be a muddy kitchen outside and practical experiences such as gardening, all of which encourage children to explore situations and ideas through play improving their competence of language (Hall and Robinson, 2003).
Resources are also important for the outdoor environment as they offer opportunities for children to extend their ongoing development and enhancement. Schools use materials such as sand and water outside which develops scientific and mathematical knowledge and offers a visual and tactile experience allowing children to differentiate (Broadhead, 2004). There is also an abundance of natural resources to be found in the outdoor environment such as twigs, leaves, feathers, stones, and flowers which encourages children be creative, curious, investigative and insects that encourage children to connect with understanding biodiversity and eco-systems (Welsh Government, 2014d). 
Outdoor environments also expose children to risky play which is an essential part of learning and developing. They are given opportunities to develop their affordances of such as throwing, catching, pushing, jumping, balancing, and rolling by engaging in vigorous physical activities, rough and tumble play and from small heights (Little and Sweller, 2015). The link below demonstrates examples of risky play and the importance of allowing children the opportunity to engage: Safe risk taking in your centre? - YouTube (ECA Learning hub, 2012).   

There are many Theorists who have identified the importance of outdoor learning on children’s development including Reggio Emilia who signifies the environment as the ‘third teacher’ (Community Playthings, 2021) and Vygotsky who theorised that social interactions during play develops children’s cognition and develops the process of ‘making meaning’ (Newman and Latifi, 2021). 


 

