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		Primary schools and ALN (Additional Learning Needs) schools in the UK must provide their learners with opportunities in which to learn outside of the traditional classrooms. This is to coincide with the ‘Learning Outside the Classroom Manifesto’ (LotC) developed by the Department for Education and Skills (2006) which stated that every young person “should experience the world beyond the classroom”. An American psychologist named John Dewey became the central figure in the ‘progressive education movement’. Dewey argued that children learn more effectively through active and ‘hands on’ participation rather than sitting in traditional classrooms and listening to lessons. Dewey believed that education should start with a child’s natural curiosity and interests. He once said:
	"Give the pupils something to do, not something to learn; and the doing is of such a nature as to demand thinking; learning naturally results" (Dewey, 1916, p. 148).
	Outdoor learning is an example of Dewey’s argument. Learners are encouraged to engage in lessons outside of the classroom by completing tasks. Although there are core similarities between primary and ALN schools’ approaches to outside learning, there are also some significant differences that need to be explored.
	Both approaches aim to improve their learners physical and mental health whilst also improving life skills such as teamwork and communication, however primary schools often use outdoor learning to enhance the academic performance of their learners, whereas ALN schools use outdoor learning primarily as a therapeutic and sensory tool. This is due to the national curriculum objectives being different for mainstream and ALN schools. Larger emphasis is on primary schools to reach educational targets whereas ALN schools focus more on a learners individual learning and sensory needs. Though a curriculum integration is apparent in both Primary and ALN schools with teaching being taught outside in core subjects such as Science, Maths and Literacy, the levels of learning of the learners are different for both.
	For Primary school there is a large emphasis on group activities such as problem-solving tasks incorporated into their outdoor learning activities and teachers can also incorporate the curriculum into outdoor lessons. Guides such as ‘Teaching the Primary Curriculum Outdoors’ by Learning through Landscapes (2022) provide teachers with advice and guidance on how they can construct lessons outdoors which will coincide with the curriculum. An example of a Maths lesson would be ‘Maths trails’ which includes using chalk to draw out number lines, shapes or grids for active counting. A ‘mini beast hunt’ is an example of a science lesson. The learners find and identify mini beasts and insects to learn about the habitat in which they live. For Primary school teachers, outdoor learning helps them to teach their learners aspects of the curriculum while providing a sense of fun and intrigue for the learners.
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	In the case of ALN schools, though teachers can implement the curriculum into outdoor learning, there is a strong emphasis on sensory engagement, physical movement and building confidence through hands on tasks. The teaching requires the adapting of standard tasks so that they are inclusive for all of the learners, the tasks are low demand and sensory based. As an example, the ‘mini- beast hunt’ used in a primary setting, becomes a ‘sensory scavenger hunt’ for those with ALN. Pupils are encouraged to experience the different textures that are in a specific environment. The feel of bark on a tree and how it differs from the feel of a leaf. The learners could also learn about the different scents and sounds that are in each individual environment, the smell and sounds of the beach compared to that of wooded areas. Incorporating curriculum-based lessons can also be achieved for learners with ALN. Using
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 sticks, stones, mud/sand to write supports literacy and fine motor skills. An example of a maths lesson would be ‘tree measurement’ where the learners estimate and measure trees using their bodies or string for reference (Godwin et al., 2025) .
	Allowing for learners to explore the outdoor world in an outdoor environment such as wooded areas, gardens or beaches is one of the core aims of outdoor learning. ALN and Primary schools again differ in the approaches they adopt for enabling learners to explore the natural environment around them. Primary schools encourage their learners to utilise different terrains and allow a certain amount of independence and some element of risk taking in their exploration. For ALN schools, a different approach must be adopted to keep the learners safe and make sure all the learners feel a sense of inclusivity. Primarily, many learners in ALN schools have physical disabilities that require them to use wheelchairs, walking aids etc. This would require the class teacher to assess whether an environment is suitable and accessible for all of their learners. The team leader would have to ascertain if there are smooth walkways to and on the site which would allow their learners easy access. Specialist wheelchairs for beach exploration would have to be obtained via an independent hiring service or the school itself may have a supply. Assessing the ‘risk vs reward’ aspect of outdoor learning is very different for primary schools and ALN schools. Though primary schools may have learners that have similar disabilities, the number of learners that require physical aids, is greater within ALN schools.
	Assessing the risks of visiting an outdoor learning environment can also differ between Primary and ALN schools. Though Primary school classes predominantly have more learners per classroom, very few of the learners have as severe medical or behavioural difficulties than that of an ALN school. An example of this would be children with epilepsy. Though 80% of children in the UK who have epilepsy attend mainstream primary schools, it is far more prevalent in ALN schools and is 30 times more common (Young Epilepsy, 2023). For these learners to be able to attend lessons off the school site, the team leader must ensure that all staff members accompanying the learner are trained in the administration of rescue medication in case of seizure. Some schools adopt the policy of training staff in specific medication for individual learners; this means that they are only trained to administer the medication for that specific learner. If said staff member is unavailable, the learner is not often allowed to leave the school site for their own safety (School X, 2026). Behavioural issues are also a factor for those attending ALN schools. ALN schools have many learners who suffer from complex mental disabilities, trauma’s and safeguarding concerns. A team leader must ascertain whether being out in public areas are suitable for the learner or if there is a possibility of danger to either the staff, public or the learner themselves.
	In conclusion, the UK government is ensuring that outdoor learning is accessible to every learner in the UK. Since the Learning Outside the Classroom Manifesto 2006, 95% of children found learning more enjoyable whilst being outside the classroom and 92% of schools asked said that pupil engagement had increased while outdoor learning. This data was gathered by The Natural Connections Demonstration Project (Natural England, 2016) and it shows the benefits of outdoor learning for both Primary and ALN schools. Though the approaches may differ due to the learning capabilities of their learners, they both share the same goal in promoting a happier and healthier way of learning for their learners outside of traditional classrooms.
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The role of outdoor learning
The Welsh Government has provided framework-based advice on how schools in Wales can incorporate outdoor learning as a pivotal part in learners education in Welsh schools. The framework states that outdoor learning promotes ‘awe and wonder’ and creates a connection to the natural world (Welsh Government, 2014). It also coincides with the theory put forward by Friedrich Froebel that experiences and learning within nature are beneficial to a child’s physical, intellectual and spiritual growth. Froebel believed that the outdoor environment was a child’s “first teacher” and provides children with endless opportunities for exploration and holistic development (Froebel, 1887). Organizations have been purposely set up to offer schools an opportunity for their learners to engage in outdoor activities whilst providing a range of curriculum-based tasks. One such organisation is that of Forest Schools. Forest School was founded by Bridgewater College staff in Somerset in 1993 after a visit to Denmark and experiencing the Danish “outdoor nursery” model. The model that the Danes used was that of a unique child-led educational experience that centred around lessons and experiences outdoors (Forest School Association, 2024). The focus isn’t just on academic targets, but also of holistic development which is what Froebel had argued in favour of.  Forest Schools offer weekly/biweekly sessions for all Key Stages in education and covers a wide range of curriculum-based topics. An example of literacy teaching is using the woodland as inspiration for storytelling, poetry and nature-based mark making. Forest Schools is also available to learners of ALN schools, but the focus is based more on sensory experiences rather than curriculum-based tasks.
The Key themes of outdoor learning is Wales are rooted within the Curriculum for Wales framework which views students learning outdoors as an essential teaching tool rather than an optional extra (Welsh Government, 2022). The aim is for outdoor learning to be used as a tool to deliver the four purposes of the new Welsh curriculum, and help learners become ambitious, enterprising, ethical and healthy individuals. The curriculum also aims to focus on improving a learner’s health and well-being with outdoor environments used to reduce stress, build resilience and enhance the social-emotional skills of learners. A team from Cardiff Metropolitan University was authorized to conduct a study of outdoor learning in Welsh schools and ascertain its advantages. ‘The Welsh Way’ was published in November of 2024 in the ‘Wales Journal of Education’ and concluded that outdoor learning enhances physical development, improves mental health and increases resilience through ‘measured risk’. The report also highlights that learners engaged more in outdoor environments that in a classroom, had a better understanding of the curriculum and was more inclusive for diverse learners. Included in the curriculum framework for outdoor learning in Wales is the theme of ’Cynefin’ (Place-Based Learning) which is a Welsh concept of local, sense of place identity. Learners can connect with their local environment and culture with familiar surroundings and can be vital context for learning (Natural Resources Wales, 2024).
Cardiff university conducted a study (2023) and found that approximately 20% of children and young people in Wales showed signs of having a diagnosable mental health condition. The ages of the young people ranged between 8 to 24. A quarter of the young people studied said that they had very high levels of mental health symptoms such as anxiety and depression. The study concluded that the numbers were significantly larger than that of 2004 when it was concluded that 1 in 10 children and young people had diagnosable mental health conditions. A study conducted in 2024 by the University of East London and led by Gemma Goldenberg concluded that outdoor learning has a positive influence on children and young people’s mental health. The study conducted their research by tracking 600 lessons and compared the indoor learning with that of outdoor learning. What the study concluded was that in the cases of outdoor learning, there was lower physiological stress on the learners when they were taught outdoors. The learners heart rates averaged 3 beats per minute lower than when in a classroom. The learners appeared to be more focused on the tasks that were presented to them. The study team also recorded the decibel levels within classrooms and outdoors and found that learning outside was quieter and averaged 3 decibels lower than that of a classroom. Learners with challenging behaviours in the classroom were notably calmer and inclusive when being taught outside (Goldenberg, 2024).
Tessa Lomax is a researcher based at the University of Oxford’s department of psychiatry and between October 2022 and early 2024 herself and a team conducted a meta-review of the benefits on health and wellbeing that outdoor learning had on children and young people. The research showed that exposure to outdoor learning in nature improves the mental health of the learners, reduces stress and enhances cognitive function in children and particularly strong benefits for disadvantaged youth. Though the research concluded that outdoor learning promotes positive mental health outcomes, it recognises that there were significant research gaps regarding specific well-being measures and diverse populations (Lomax et al., 2024).
A study has also been conducted outlining the negative effects on young people regarding outdoor learning. Dr. Andrew R. Hatala is a Professor and Associate Dean at the University of Manitoba in the Department of Community Health Sciences, published a study in 2020 which identified a psychological “burden” in nature-based education when implemented during the winter seasons. The research was done by conducting semi- structured interviews and Talking Circles to document the perspectives held by 38 young people in Saskatoon. The research was conducted over a full year. The study stated that reduced daylight and harsh weather caused low energy, negative moods and reduced engagement among some of the young people. Some of the youth developed a resilience to the conditions, but for the others that didn’t, it created a significant barrier to their learning (Hatala et al., 2020) .
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Outdoor learning supports a learner’s holistic development by engaging their physical, cognitive, social and emotional needs simultaneously. Outdoor learning is an effective way of promoting inclusion for all learners involved while doing so in a non-traditional learning environment such as a classroom. Classrooms can be overstimulating and hinder the learning of some learners with sensory difficulties. Outdoor learning promotes physical benefits such as gross motor skills (climbing and running) and Vitamin D which helps with bone density, as well as cognitive benefits such as problem solving, critical thinking and attention spans through inquiry and “risky play” such as balancing on logs. Liz O’Brien & Richard Murray conducted research for the UK Forestry Commission in 2006 to evaluate the Forest Schools’ impact on learners’ development when they had regular contact in a woodland area. The study was titled “A Marvellous Opportunity for Children to Learn” (2006) and was published in Urban Forestry & Urban Greening (2007). O’Brien and Murray 
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tracked children over an eight-month period to ascertain how regular woodland contact shaped their development. Some of their key findings were that the learners grew in confidence and showed higher self esteem as they were given the freedom to master new, physical tasks. The learners’ social skills and communication improved by showing an improved awareness of others and the experiences in nature was a powerful catalyst for them to be able to communicate with one another. Being out in the woodland naturally extended the learners attention spans and increased their eagerness to participate. The learners showed noticeable gains in stamina, balance and gross/fine motor skills from climbing or tool use.
There are barriers to the holistic development in outdoor learning. A heavy focus on standardised testing and core academic targets is prioritized over outdoor learning as in some instances, outdoor learning is perceived as “just play” or an optional extra rather than an educational tool. Research conducted by Dr Emily Marchant of Swansea University, concluded that some teachers perceive outdoor learning as an added burden amongst the pressures of meeting literacy/numeracy targets. Outdoor learning does not implement a “paper trail” which makes it difficult to align outdoor tasks with rigid curriculum requirements. Dr Marchant and her team conducted this research using a qualitive case study design and focused on three primary schools in South Wales. The team conducted interviews with Headteachers and teachers, collected a baseline and returned in 6 months to ascertain if views had changed and they held focus groups with learners aged 9-11 to get the views of the learners (Marchant et al., 2019). 
Funding and resources are another barrier to outdoor learning. Schools have limited budgets in which to buy equipment needed for going outdoors, such as waterproof clothing, suitable footwear, specialized equipment and transportation. Weather conditions can be unpredictable and if the staff/learners don’t have appropriate clothing then it is difficult to conduct an outdoor learning exercise. If a school would like to train a member of staff to be a Forest Schools instructor, that would also cost the school money for them to be trained. Training a Level 3 Forest School Leader typically costs a school between £900 and £1,200 per person for the qualification alone (The Outdoors Group, 2024; Forest School Learning Initiative, 2024). Total investment often rises when including mandatory safety certifications and practical site setup costs. The Practical Forest School (2022) conducted a survey amongst their practitioners and found that only 10% of them had the time or finance to be able to deliver sessions. Teacher confidence is also a barrier as many educators lack formal training in outdoor learning; this can lead to a fear of losing control of a situation or managing learners’ behaviours in less structured environments. 
Implementing an outdoor learning programme in schools is overall positive. For a learner’s health and well-being, the research that has been conducted certainly shows the benefits of stepping away from traditional classrooms and learning in nature. The research suggests that learners are more engaged, their focus is improved and overall learners seem healthier mentally. The obstacle for educators seems to be implementing the curriculum to outdoor learning and the overall cost needed to travel to a natural area. Lessons can be prepared in the core subjects like literacy, numeracy, science and ICT, but there is no way to show progression in these subjects. Tests and exams are the primary tools used to evaluate how a learner has progressed academically and though outdoor learning is beneficial in social, mental and life skill context, to some educators its not beneficial academically.
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