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Essay 

In this essay the writer will discuss the importance of Outdoor education. Looking at two different types of settings, the benefits and the barriers of each setting within the school. The writer is going to discuss outdoor education in both the primary education sector (ages 4,5, and 6) and within an ALN setting and has worked in both settings throughout their time within the education system and has a wealth of experience in both. Children learn through play, by ‘doing’ and interacting with the world around us to explore while having fun (Cherry, 2024). They also develop their gross motor skills and enhance their social and emotional skills in the process.

Outdoor learning is not just about taking the indoors outdoors but learning about the outdoors and nature and how we can connect with it using real-life experiences and our imagination. Outdoor learning/education is vital in promoting children’s health and well-being. Children need to be able to access the outdoors whatever the weather and should have suitable clothing to wear at all times. Parents need to be educated on the importance of the outdoors and should be explored on a regular basis. The same learning can occur both indoors and outdoors and is just the location being different (Structural Learning , 2024).

Friedrich Froebel (1782 - 1852) was a German educator and believed in a hands-on approach by ‘doing’. He stated that the perfect environment for children is the outdoors with so many experiences and opportunities. These can be through investigating, curiosity and problem-solving. ‘Freedom with guidance’ is what Froebel describes the outdoor learning as and the willingness to take risks (Tovey, ND). Froebel being the guider, supporter and educator links in with the theorist Les Vygotsky (1896-1934) and his theory of a ‘more knowledgeable other’ where they are able to scaffold the learner in their play and guide them rather than getting involved fully, thus allowing the child to make their own decisions in play (Bates, 2019).

Primary education and some ALN settings have some similarities. However, because of the range of difficult needs it is near on impossible to make a comparison.  The experiences that the children gain is valuable, but the teaching is contrastive. A primary setting class will have a substantial amount of children within it’s class making it a busy environment, but an ALN class will have just a few children, the same amount of staff but the need for all children to get out into the outdoors is the same. Adults should always have a positive approach when discussing the weather for example as this will radiate onto the students encouraging an upbeat attitude even if the weather is unpleasant (Foster, 2023).

Benefits of outdoor education within primary education include problem solving while encouraging the children to think, question and analyse the challenges they face while improving mental health and well-being. It helps improve communication skills and boosts self-esteem and confidence while having a greater understanding of nature and the outdoors (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023).

Challenges of outdoor education within primary education include the lack of knowledge and confidence by the teacher and their inability to pass on vital information. A number of teachers prefer using the outdoors when the weather is dry and prefer to stay indoors when it is wet. Many children are so used to playing on ipads or Xboxes indoors that they are not interested in playing in the outdoors. A school day is filled to capacity with core subjects, that it can prove difficult to accommodate it into the curriculum (Fresh Air Teacher, 2023).

Even though the benefits and challenges of both settings are quite similar there are some differences between the two as the children are developing at different paces and the children within the ALN setting have some additional needs.  

Benefits of outdoor education within an ALN setting are while the children are outside they feel contentment and this can decrease anxiety. Enabling those children within the ALN setting to integrate with mainstream classes in the outdoors can prove extremely valuable (Unicef, 2022) as children copy what the other children do which will support their development.
The Canadian/American theorist Albert Bandura (1925-2021) created the social learning theory in that he suggested that children learn by imitating others
whether it be directly or indirectly (Cherry, 2024). Being in the outdoors can support and develop physical development while running, jumping and exploring using their motor skills.

Challenges of outdoor education within an ALN setting can prove extremely difficult when the environment is very big. If they utilise a ‘field’ area within the school grounds then it may be too overwhelming and too big for the child. The child would need constant support during those times of being outdoors (National Autistic Society, 2025) as safety is paramount as they explore in a larger area than they are used to. This then can cause behavioural issues if what they are experiencing is a little different.

Outdoor education is vital in supporting a child’s mental health and well-being. It gives the child a sense of freedom and experimental learning. The covid pandemic in 2020, brought some unprecedented times and had a profound effect on children’s education and the fact that children did not attend school for months. They were not allowed to see their friends and were only allowed out in their family group once a day for fresh air. Children, on a daily basis used phones, ipads, games consoles to keep themselves occupied and much of this has continued and is now therefore, a battle to get children outside to enjoy the outdoors. There was a significant number of learners with additional needs during the covid pandemic that were not able to access the outdoors and have turned to gaming.  Obesity in children is another problem as in the year 2020-2021 there were 17.6 children recorded to have obesity in Wales and the figures are not decreasing as they should (NHS Public Health Wales, 2022). 

Many great outdoor areas have been developed over many years but cannot be created overnight. It requires all staff on board to work together in developing the area for the benefit of the children but has to be specific and targeted for the children’s ages/abilities (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). 

Primary education (year 1) has a ‘free flow’ system in place, which means they are able to access both indoors and outdoors freely. The doors are open, and the children choose where they would like to play encouraging independence and unique opportunities in an environment which offers security, engagement and comfort (Birth to 5 Matters, 2025). An ALN setting however, is slightly different. It still offers the independence of choice and a voice, but staff members need to be close on hand to support those children somewhat more. 

In conclusion, there are many benefits and challenges regarding outdoor education. It is evident that the benefits clearly out way the challenges as mental health is paramount and enhanced while and after playing outdoors. A more general list of benefits and challenges include:  

Benefits of outdoor learning can produce a calming effect, reduce stress levels and incur positive emotional effects on the body. It can enhance the learners’ concentration and adopt a sense of self confidence, enhancing creativity and imagination. It is imperative to ensure the child has a voice and freedom of choice
encourages children to be independent learners while they develop social and emotional skills (Kiviranta, 2024).

Barriers to outdoor learning could be due to curriculum requirements and timetables being too rigid with a limited amount of time to complete tasks with limited resources.  
There could be many concerns regarding health and safety with children playing unsupervised and then the need for extra staff. Lack of confidence in teachers with limited knowledge makes it very difficult to use the outdoor area feeling satisfied that children will receive the best education they possibly can. Children in the 21st century are very partial to using technology instead of playing in the outdoors making it extremely difficult to encourage and educate children into a different mindset. Logistics can prove arduous in many urban areas making it difficult to access outdoor areas effortlessly (Patchen, 2024).

Care must be taken at all times regarding health and safety and a risk assessment must be conducted and reviewed regularly to ensure all the risks have been identified and minimised to ensure a risk-free experience for all. Outdoor learning should be accessed more and more to ensure each and every child is able to benefit from such a wonderful and fulfilling experience.
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Literature Review
In this essay I will critically discuss the role of outdoor education and where it fits into the school day and the curriculum in general. The majority of teachers believe that children do not access the outdoor area enough throughout the day (Outdoor Classroom Day, 2018) but are not proactive in making the change. There are so many positives to outdoor learning which many are not on board with but there are also some barriers too. 

Outdoor learning is not doing the same things inside/outside. It does not include morning or afternoon playtime or even lunch time play but much more (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). The benefits will enable children to take risks, while learning about the environment that they are in. With the experiences that they encounter there is the perfect opportunity to problem solve and work in collaboration with each other. As we live in Wales and the weather is very changeable. We all need to be aware of the changes that occur with the weather and the need to react with it. Children should have suitable clothing available to them at all times. Being outside and having the opportunity to run around in vast areas of space with their peers enhances their physical development, and social and emotional development too (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009).

The barriers may include the size, condition and location of the outdoor area within the school. Some urban schools have very little outdoor areas which need a lot of care and attention within no budget to support this. If some teachers don’t integrate themselves enough in outdoor play then they do not have the confidence and will have the fear of risk. They will think the child will hurt themselves or the mind set of that it is easier to stay indoors if they are unaware of the benefits if not trained in this way. If there isn’t any budget available, then resources will be minimal and not adequate for a whole class to use as they are expensive meaning this doesn’t have the same effect (Classroom in Nature, ND).

Learn through Landscapes are passionate about outdoor play and the benefits of it. They state that outdoor learning meets all the four purposes of the new curriculum which supports mental health and well-being. This is an important part of learning and children should be able to take advantage of this opportunity on a regular basis. Children should make decisions on their outdoor areas, and by doing this they warrant ownership and will care for it in a more positive way (Learning through Landscapes, 2023).  

Friedrich Froebel (1782 - 1852) was a German educator and believed in a hands-on approach by ‘doing’. He created the kindergarten which means ‘child’s garden’ and stated, “Experience and understanding of nature and our place in it”. He believed children should experience nature and play outdoors as much as possible to have some sense of the natural environment around them (Froebel Trust, ND).

Physical and mental health & well-being
Outdoor education can promote mental health, well-being and physical exercise in individuals but especially in children and young people. It supports a holistic approach where there are many benefits and should be utilised on a daily basis.  The importance of this is so underestimated. During the covid-19 pandemic all schools were closed (except for key workers) and children were not allowed to meet up with their friends for any reason. This had a major impact on everyone, especially children. Outdoor restrictions were unprecedented and the mental health in children suffered. (Wicks, 2023). 
However, apart from the sadness and the NHS stretched to capacity there were some positives that came from the pandemic. We are all more aware and thankful for what we had, we now stay more connected with family and friends near and far and are more appreciative of the outdoors as we realise the benefit of it (Geher, 2021). Our physical and mental well-being is enhanced when in the outdoors as outdoor education produces serotonin. Serotonin is a chemical known to produce happiness. (Early Years Alliance, 2019). It gives us the feel-good factor and lifts our mood. Especially after such suffering and anxiety post covid, being outdoors with our friends exploring is definitely what is needed (Salters-Pedneault, 2024).  

One piece of legislation from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states in Article 31 that “all children have the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities” (Unicef, 2022). This links within our schools well-being policy where our guiding principles are well-being, achievement, together, environment and respect (school policy, 2024). 

Outdoor education and the importance of going outdoors is also important to staff. The well-being of staff is crucial and needs to be managed on a regular basis and consequently if the well-being of staff isn’t satisfactory then they will not be able to teach and support the children within their care. 
  
Links to new Curriculum for Wales
Outdoor education is integrated within the Curriculum for Wales and supports its learners by offering various opportunities and experiences for the child throughout their school life. The Curriculum for Wales was introduced in 2022 and encompasses the child at its centre. The four purposes include:
· ambitious and capable learners so children can communicate effectively 
· Enterprising, creative contributors who are able to problem solve in any situation 
· Ethical, informed citizens are knowledgeable about their culture and community 
· Healthy, confident individuals can take managed risks and feel safe
(Welsh Assembly Government, 2022)

Time is precious in a school day to ensure that all subjects are included and covered to guarantee that an all-rounded approach is being given to the children. John Dewey (1859 – 1952) suggested that teachers and educators should provide children with an experience that they can learn and benefit from. He states the majority of children learn new experiences by doing, more of a hands-on approach and they achieve this by discovering within nature and the environment by being in the outdoors (Bates, 2019).

Educators may not be confident with children taking risks. They may be afraid that the children will hurt themselves in trying but a risk assessment is required to ensure the ‘risk’ has been assessed to ensure it is manageable. But again, there is additional work to be done in completing a risk assessment and also finding the time for this can prove extremely difficult (Passy, 2014). Research suggests that 10% of children play in the outdoors with nature compared to 40% of adults when they were younger. Times are changing and the Curriculum for Wales includes outdoor play within its strategies to provide children with the outdoor activities in school to ensure that they continue to receive this opportunity on a regular basis (Kings College London, 2010).  

Skills development
Many children love to play outside. The outdoor area should be organised in such a way that children will benefit from the learning opportunities available to them. The standard classroom arrangements are very rigid, and children must play within the parameters of the class. However, the outdoor learning that is offered gives the child much more freedom, choice and independence (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023). Many skills are used and gained while engaging in outdoor learning and children are learning without realising and in a fun way. 

Experimental learning is a skill gained during outdoor learning as it gives many opportunities to experience the outdoors while boosting self-confidence and decreasing anxiety. Social skills are enhanced by working with others as a team getting involved in creative play (Kiviranta, 2024).
While working as a team, communication skills are enhanced while boosting self-esteem and confidence. Being in the outdoors enables children to run around in the open space which will increases their motivation and physical skills supporting while their gross motor skills (Gill, 2022). 
Children are encouraged to take risks to challenge themselves to push their boundaries and to overcome fears. Experimental learning also enables the improvement of balance and co-ordination by exploring with curiosity (Structural Learning, 2024).

There are so many more benefits of outdoor learning which goes to show how beneficial it is for children and young people. Maria Montessori (1870 – 1952) was an Italian physician and educator who believed that children learn the best through self-discovery and making mistakes. This is very relevant in respect of outdoor learning where the children will learn through experimental learning and making an attempt to aid their curiosity and education. 

The above information is not exhaustive but is vital and extremely beneficial to a child but is not always so straight forward. There are some contrasting views to outdoor learning in general and cannot always be possible to achieve due to finance, time and resources. These can be major hurdles in offering outdoor learning during the school day because if these are not available then it can prove extremely problematic to establish. 

Outdoor learning is so beneficial and can be so rewarding to observe the children being imaginative and creative with their friends, but how can we evidence it? We can do this through various ways like taking photos, discussing on the carpet and making a scrap book. In general, it can prove a very arduous task trying to include outdoor learning within a working week when teachers have to cover so many other topics within the curriculum. However, outdoor learning is now embedded within the Curriculum for Wales which allows it to be taught on a regular basis which makes it so much more effortless. In England, it doesn’t state outdoor learning within their curriculum but is included in other areas of learning which fails to secure its credibility. I believe the role of outdoor education and learning should remain as part of the curriculum like it does in Wales as it is vital to the health and well-being of children. 

Frobel believed that a hands on approach is the best way to learn.  Rather than just being in a classroom looking at the board or a screen, Frobel believed like John Dewey that the best way to learn and for the children to retain the information plus having fun, is by experimental learning. I believe many adults have the same experience as the information we are able to store is usually due to the participation we undergo (Bates, 2019).
 
Allowing the children to take risks is something that all practitioners should allow children to do. They should be able to engage in many risks on a daily basis. However, practitioners are very reluctant to allow children to take risks as they are afraid of the children hurting themselves, but this is the only way children are going to learn. Apart from the importance of outdoor learning some schools also take part in Outdoor Classroom Day every year.  It happens biannually and allows children to become up close and personal with nature. This will support their well-being and allow the children to spend the whole day outside in the outdoor environment. The dates this year are 8th May and 6th November, to include dates within 2 different seasons will give children a snapshot of the different weather (Outdoor Classroom Day, ND).

The Well-being of a child is paramount and we to do everything in our power to ensure they experience these opportunities as much as is physically possible in their early years and as they move up within the school.   
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