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Introduction
The 21st Century has seen significant reform to the education system here in Wales, with the curriculum becoming.. heavily child centred, the environment in which we teach becoming a lot more…interesting .. a lot more varied and teachers taking a more relaxed, holistic approach to guide the process of learning. Long gone are the days of strict, silent, stuffy classrooms. In fact, taking the classroom outdoors is now widely encouraged. In an evaluation of outdoor learning in 2011, Estyn reported that ‘children’s knowledge and understanding of the world and physical development improve best where outdoor resources and facilities are best exploited’. 

The foundation phase framework for Wales, influenced by the findings and theories of educations greatest pioneers, promotes a clear vision for how education should be facilitated in schools across the country. 
In 2007, the department for children, education, learning and lifelong skills recommended that ‘The Foundation Phase environment should promote discovery and independence and place a greater emphasis on using the environment as a resource of children’s learning’. 

So ... with this in mind, today we are each going to discuss and hopefully demonstrate how the context of a Vegetable Garden can facilitate the development of skills and knowledge. That’s enough of my voice for now, so I shall hand over to Hannah to discuss this in more detail. 

My Part 
As we have seen so far, there are many aspects of outdoor learning contexts that are proven to enhance the development of children. As stated in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) teachers have found a curriculum based on areas of learning and experience to be ‘successful in increasing children and young people’s engagement and successful in removing the subject barriers that are often seen as inhibitors to creativity and flexibility in the curriculum.’. 

The foundation phase, which is in place in Wales today, is largely underpinned by the theory of pragmatism and learning by doing – a theoretical framework which was first introduced by progressive educationalist John Dewey. In a collection of lectures Dewey carried out discussing his study of The School and Society (1899), for me he sums up the theory that education should be about the life and growth of the child with this quote ... he said, ‘the child becomes the sun about which the appliances of education revolve; he is the centre about which they are organized’. 

This clearly emphasises the idea expressed in the Welsh Governments Foundation phase action plan that practitioners should plan the learning environment carefully to reflect pupils’ interests and stage of development. (Estyn. (2017) Active and Experiential Learning)

There have been numerous studies into the outdoor learning context which have returned positive results of the impact that such learning has on children’s academic performance. One study in particular that I have looked at, carried out by Lieberman and Hoody in 1998, found that students learn more effectively in an environment-based context. They found that over all there was evidence of: 

1. better performance on standardized assessment in reading, writing, math, science, and social studies

2. reduction in discipline and classroom management problems

3. increased engagement and enthusiasm for learning

So here we are not only seeing evidence of the benefits environmental-based learning has on the academic performance of children, but also on the school experience as a whole. Because like Dewey said in his study of The School and Society, the school should ‘affiliate itself with life, to become the child’s habitat, where he learns through directed living; instead of being only a place to learn lessons having an abstract and remote reference to some possible living to be done in the future’. So, for example, learning about the growth cycle of vegetables by being a part of the process rather than through a textbook. 

Researchers Palavan, Cicek & Atabay (2016) stated that “outdoor education focuses on experimental, hands-on learning in real-life environments through senses, e.g., through visual, auditory, and tactile means, improving students’ learning and retention of knowledge as a result” (p. 1885).

A prime example of this, found in Estyn’s report on play and active learning (2009) is a case study where:

· class of 5-year olds learning about St David’s day, decided they wanted to grow leeks 
· process began by .. write to school governors for permission 
· class invited gardeners from community to come and talk to them about growing leeks and brought examples of their produce 
· engaged children, got them excited and eager to learn
· After much hard work, class successfully grew and harvested a crop of leeks 
· Made Leek soup and leek ice cream out of what they had grown 
· Surplus sold to parents 
· Money used to maintain the garden 

This is showing children the full circle of the life cycle of vegetables, and promotes Dewey’s theory of learning by doing, learning from real life activities with other people.

During this learning journey, Estyn found that children showed positive attitudes to new experiences and developed a growing interest in the world around them. They learned to see links between cause and effect in the context of how plants grow. 
Estyn found that these outcomes directly enhanced areas of learning such as personal and social development of the children, their wellbeing and cultural diversity and their knowledge and understanding of the world.

Now, to look at this in a context more specific to developing skills in line with the Literacy and numeracy Framework under the curriculum for Wales, I am going to briefly discuss an activity that focuses on the children’s writing skills, specifically their ability to organise ideas and information and sequence content correctly.

Task
The children were split into groups of 4 where they worked together to produce an instruction poster on how to grow leeks. 
They wrote down top tips that the community gardeners had given them when they visited the school.
They worked together to produce a step-by-step guide for growing leeks – using their own illustrations and google to find pictures to support each step.
As part of the plenary session at the end of the lesson, each group read out their work to their peers and allowed their peers to ask them questions on their work.

During this task the children demonstrated their effective use of appropriate vocabulary, their ability to recall information and their ability to record that information in a correct orderly sequence of events. This is where we start to see the influences of other theorists. Example, this is cited in the Education Partnerships Research into practice paper – evidence of the spiral curriculum – a cognitive theory advanced by Bruner that students should revisit a topic several times with each time increasing in complexity in order to build a relationship between old and new learning and therefore reinforce and solidify the topic to provide a continuum of learning.

Assessment 
According to Estyn’s Play and active learning publication, it is important for teachers to use careful observation and interaction with the children to monitor consistently each child’s learning and stages of development. 
They must use these observations to identify the needs of individual children, and successfully meet those needs through a planned educational programme.’ 

Reading this publication, I found some interesting ways in which teachers carried out assessments of children … one was 

· Using display boards, labelled ‘What I can do’ and ‘What I need to do’, used photos of activities and sticky labels to make notes of each child’s progress and allocated them to the relevant board. Strengths and weaknesses. Used as a focus point for discussion and planning amongst teachers

Assessing children in an outdoor learning capacity allows you to monitor whether they are applying what they’ve learnt inside the classroom to the outside context. As quoted by Isaacs ‘the child reveals himself in play’ meaning that you are able to see the real ability of the child – something which may be strained by factors such as pressure and nervousness if you assess by other means like formal testing. 
_____________
Dewey shares similarities with Bruner’s hypothesis ‘that children learn best through the development of an attitude towards learning, inquiry and problem solving’. And while I have mainly discussed the benefits that learning through discovery especially in an outdoor context, has on academic performance; it is important to note the criticisms that this theory, especially Bruner’s theory of learning through discovery has drawn.

There’s a growing perception that children need a more traditional style of teaching, particularly when schools are driven by targets and exams. There is also the worry that children may misconstrue information and if unobserved by the teacher, they may carry their misconceptions with them which may have the opposite effect on their learning that the teacher desires (moodle)

To conclude my points today... 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Education is everchanging and evolving and with the foundation phase already in place and the New Curriculum for Wales in the pipeline; hands on, environment-based learning seems to be at the forefront of modern pedagogy. Making use of learning in the outdoor context will not only give children the best opportunity for success but will also give them a strong foundation for a continuum of lifelong learning. 
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