


Pedagogy of Place – An approach to Outdoor Education over four seasons, at City Farm, Cardiff.


City Farm is a 20-acre small holding, on the northern edge of Cardiff – it is the last remaining bit of greenbelt land, that separates the city of Cardiff from the Valleys beyond. Where once there would have been green fields, there are now housing developments, save for this one green swathe, running east to west along the county boundary line. Despite the encroach of the modern on this pastoral landscape (the M4 motorway boundaries the farm), once you turn down the farm track, the years peel away, and you are, if you can allow it, transported to an older, quieter time. Time passes differently here; slower somehow, or faster, depending on what you are doing. It does not take long to develop a sense of connectedness – a sense of being rooted here; from here, even.

Of course, these are the thoughts and feelings of a 40 something white Welsh male, fairly well educated, and, in the grand scheme of things, fairly well off. But are these, or could these be the thoughts and feelings of a young person, who has suffered many and varied ACES (Adverse Childhood Experiences), and who has missed a large proportion of their state education, and who been diagnosed with ADHD? Moreover, would we even want them to be? What benefit, what purpose, or use, could having this connection to a place have, for such a young person? These are some of the questions I intend to address in this chapter. 

The farm in question is part of a school that has various sites across the city and specialises in giving an education to young people who have not found their place in the mainstream educational setting – rooted as it is in Victorian notions of obedience and compliance, enforced by rules, tests and punishment. This place exists because for some young people, for many and various reasons (ranging from abuse and neglect to neurodivergence and difference), the ‘system’ does not work – they do not fit. So, in places like this, in a scenario replicated across the country, and indeed across the world, educators must find other ways to meet these young people, and to meet their needs. I want to examine whether a pedagogical focus on Place can be of use to these young people. 

This, then, is an attempt to both synthesize current practices and formulate a new way forward using new and emerging pedagogical approaches. I intend to take a journey through the seasons, and show how a pedagogical approach, rooted in the importance and power of ‘place’ can (or could) be utilised to provide an alternative, meaningful and effective education. This proposed curriculum, or model, is formed around four key concepts, tied to the seasons: connection/cysylltiad, memories/cofion, progression/ cynnydd, and belonging/cynefin. (I have used the Cymraeg terms here, shown in italics, as this plays an important part in establishing a connection to this specific place, as will be explained further.)




Before I put forward a proposed educational approach, a curriculum rooted in place base education, there are areas that need clarifying: 

 Firstly, what do we mean by OE (Outdoor Education)? OE tries its best to defy definition, as it seems to adapt and change to the times – which in many ways it to be applauded – it does not rest on its laurels. Whilst we could go back to Rousseau or even further, for our purposes we can say OE has its roots in a post war desire to ward off juvenile delinquency and was taken up most notably by Kurt Hahn and the Scouting movement, developed by John Dewey and given a theoretical framework by Kolb, and his experiential learning cycle (Roberts, 2018). The general aim was ‘character building’ – a claim that has since been seriously questioned (Brookes, 2022). It has since developed into the outdoor residential experience, and most recently in the UK, the Forest School movement.

Secondly, why might OE be beneficial? If not an exercise in character building, what other reasons are there behind this persistent drive to provide some kind of ‘outdoor’ education? What is it about the outdoors that so enthuses its proponents, beyond the over simplified idea that is ‘good for you’? Louv coined the term Nature Deficit Disorder, a diagnosis that he claimed was the partly the cause of the huge rise in ADD cases and described green spaces as ‘Nature’s Ritalin (2005, p. 105). Many others have noted the mental health benefits of interactions with nature in young people (Tillmann, et al., (2018), how outdoor adventure can benefit young people with mental illness (Schell, et al., (2012), the effects of wilderness adventure therapy on young people’s mental health (Bowen, et al., (2106), and how nature contact and fostering a sense of nature connectedness can have positive health associations (Martin et al., (2020), Brymer, et al., (2019), Price, et al., (2022) and Pirchio, et. al., (2021)). The benefits of nature have been so widely recognised, that a new branch of healthcare has opened up in recent years - Green prescribing.  (van den Berg (2017), Stanhope & Weinstein, (2023)). 

Thirdly, what do we mean by ‘place’, and what is its relationship to OE? 

The adventure and experiential education paradigms in outdoor education practice are largely premised on an assumption that outdoor places are empty spaces on which certain desires and ideologies can be projected and enacted. (Watchow & Brown, p. 57)

As Beames et.al note, (2024) understanding and responding to our places’ stories is central to excellent PRE (Place-Responsive Education). Bowers notes that the aim of the facilitator, or mediator, should be to encourage students to identify and give voice to their experiences in the various cultural commons in their community (2008). Speaking from an American perspective, Baker refers to a state of ‘landlessness’, which she describes as when the personal process becomes less intentional and more a part of our identity (2005). 





As Gruenewald states, 

Recognizing that places are what people make of them – that people are place makers and that places are a primary artefact of human culture – suggests a more active role for schools in the study, care and creation of places (2003).

The term, PRE, is for me the best one of the many available, (as seen above) as it suggests an interaction between the place and the learner; a two-way connection that affects both parties. It is apparent then, given the research and findings that seem to promote the outdoors and green spaces as places where good things happen, where people are healed and educated, that there can be no doubting the importance of where learning takes place (Waite, 2013). Drawing on Freire, Gruenewald notes that being in a situation has a spatial, geographical contextual dimension (2003).

Fourthly, the problem of ‘transfer’, and how this relates to OE, and how place-based education might overcome these problems. Brown notes that, the extent to which OE experiences effect change beyond the immediate environment has been a major and consistent challenge for OE (2010). Despite what we may think, “half a century of research has taught us that in most novel situations, one cannot predict with any accuracy how particular people will respond” (Ross & Nesbit p. 2). We must also accept that people behave in certain ways in certain situations, people ‘unconsciously adopt the social patterns and norms that surround them; what Bourdieu termed habitus (Beames & Telford, p. 80).

Having looked at theoretical considerations around the importance of place, and the role a pedagogy of place can play in developing a more meaningful approach to outdoor education, below is a proposed year long, seasonal, place-based approach to implementing outdoor learning. It is based around the above-mentioned City Farm and is a synthesis of current practice and ideas that could be implemented in this setting. It consists of place-based activities grounded in a pedagogy of place style approach, which emphasizes learning through direct engagement with the local environment, community, and culture. These activities foster a sense of connection, responsibility, and understanding of the farm and surrounding area as a unique place.


An increasing number of parents, and a few good schools are realising the importance and the magic of pursuing hands-on, intimate contact between children and nature (Louv, 2005, p. 211).










Autumn/Hydref: connection/ cysylltiad

{Preparing for winter, getting ready for the challenge ahead/Paratoi ac ar gyfer y gaef yr her o’n Blaenau}

Walking is an indicator species for various kinds of freedoms and pleasures: free time, free and alluring space, and unhindered bodies (Solnit,2014, p. 250).

In September, a new intake of pupils restart their educational journey with Red Rose School, which incorporates City Farm. The pupils have come to be here for a variety of reasons, all of which essentially comes down to the fact the state system cannot find a place for them – whether due to their behaviour, their emotional needs or their neurodivergence – suffice to say, they did not fit the tight mould that was inflicted upon them. The first task then, is to try and foster a connection with the place they will be spending their days. For many of them, the countryside, the farmyard with its noise and smells and mess, is an alien world. Initial reactions can be extreme: some love the sight of pigs and goats and are instantly drawn in, for others, the thought of getting their new trainers muddy is enough to stop them even getting out of the car. However, once everyone has been issued with a pair of wellies and been given time to acclimatize to their new surroundings, there is usually enough interest to at least take a look around. 

The first real foray into a place-based approach is a take on the derive or the unstructured wander – taking its cue from Walther Benjamin and Baudelaire, but relocated from the city and applied to nature, a pyschogeographical (Coverley, 2010, p. 28) approach in a more traditional geography location – a circuit around the farm and surrounding ridge, with no aim or intention. Not to forage or to plant or to prune, (all of which is to come) but just to be, and to let nature happen. No time limit, no goal. No expectation or questions to answer. This is aimed as a way of trying to let them disconnect and reconnect. They are free to walk 100 metres or a 1000m. For some, taking a walk is not a familiar or familial experience: they do not know what to do. It is as this point that their facilitator may help them out, and suggest a route, or a path that might be explored. The importance of this stage is to let them be, and allow them to let the area sink in, and the area to sink in to them. This approach has its roots and connection to the Japanese practice of forest bathing, or shinrin-yoku, and provides the opportunity to reconnect with nature, and its benefits Mathias et al., 2020). If they stray as far as the top of the will behind the farm, and on to the ridge, they will come across a Cold War bunker – utilised during the Cuban Missile Crises of the 1960’s. 

As they become ever more familiar with the site, and the rhythms of farm life, they may notice that the birds they have seen swooping in and out of the barns have suddenly disappeared: the swallows have flown south for the winter. They do not know it yet, but they will see the same swallows again, and hopefully, the students’ connection to this place will have grown as strong as their avian counterparts. 





Winter/Gaeaf: memories/cofion

{Planning ahead and reflecting, who, ancestrally, used this place? Blaengynllunio a myfyrio, pwy, yn hynafiadol, ddefnyddiodd y lle hwn?}

When this elsewhere is in natural surroundings, that is, when it is not lodged in the houses of the past, it is immense (Bachelard, 1958, p. 184).

As the autumn bleeds into winter, and the weather turns, a chance to pause and reflect naturally presents itself. The students by now are familiar with the land and the area on a surface level – but the pause in farming activities provides a chance to look beneath the surface, and further back in time. At first glance, a look at the Ordnance Survey map of the area does not reveal much – a motorway, a pub, a trainline and various farms. On closer inspection however, there are two items of significant historical importance, that can lead to a paradigm shift in how this area is viewed. What seems like a 20th Century suburb, with some older farms is in fact also the site of a mysterious 13th Century ruin, and a field that may well be the authentic, original site of Camelot – the court of King Arthur and sight of the round table. 

As we take a walk up to the top of the ridge that lies above the farm, and traverse West along the ridge, a short detour into an otherwise unassuming field reveals the ruins of Castell Morgraig. This knowledge, that 800 years or more ago, people were building a castle here, and the stones are still here, can be mind-blowing, or at least mildly interesting to even the most cynical teenager. There is a power in knowing that a thing has been in situ for that long, unmoved. The hope is they can draw some line, some ancestral link, between themselves, and their ancient forebears. The castle was either built by the native Welsh to defend against the Normans, or by the Normans to subdue the native Welsh – no one is quite sure. This sense of mystery, and of the unknown, all lends itself to so a sense of wonder and intrigue – we don’t really know what happened in this place, only that something did – the imagination can run riot. 

On another occasion, when the winter sun is out, and the sky is blue, and it is time to take a break from the more mundane winter tasks, a stroll out to the east, and a turn into an assuming field is a chance to pause and imagine. Here, barely visible from ground level, is the outline of ancient Iron Age fort on Graig Llwyn, known as Caer-Melyn (Fort of Yellow). The name was apparently rendered Castrum Mellitus (Fort of Honey) by the Romans; hence Caer-Mellit or Camelot in French (Nash-Ford, 2001). Here, barely a mile from the farm they now know so well, is a site that dates back at least 2,500 years, and may be the site of the court of a figure from history that they may have assumed was simply a Disney character or a fantasy figure like those of Lord of the Rings or Game of Thrones. 

Their knowledge of this place now stretches back from the present day and its use as a site of education,  back to the 20th Century when it was a sheep farm and site of nuclear bunker, further back to the 19th Century when it was a mixed arable farm, all the way to the middle ages when the rich soil was used to grow crops to feed the growing town of Cardiff, all the way back to the times of the ancient Celtic tribe of Silures who rode their horse drawn chariots over this very hillside, and had a fort here, overlooking the Severn Estuary, stalling their eventual colonisation by the Romans. This place has gone from being a random field overlooking their city to a place and site of multiple meanings and connections.



Spring/Gwanwyn: progression/cynnydd

{New growth, new shoots emerge/Tyfiant newydd, blagur yn ymddagos}

The unknown is so inflammatory to the imagination because it is an imaginatively malleable space: a projection screen on to which a culture or individual can their fears and their aspirations” (Macfarlane, 2003, p. 175).

 As mentioned above, there is some concern over the problem of ‘transfer’ in OE – does a challenging experience in the outdoors mean that that the participant will then be able to deal with other challenges in their lives? Can climbing an artificial climbing wall help you deal with the loss of a loved one? Possibly, but probably not. It will make you better at climbing artificial climbing walls, but that might be as far as we can take it without straying into hyperbole. However, what can be said about being immersed in a place, over time, is that you will know that place, and yourself more. It is during the spring that the farm work can begin in earnest – the ground needs to be prepared, seedlings planted, and dead wood cleared. It is a time to observe and identify birds, insects, and other creatures living on the farm and build habitats like birdhouses or bat boxes to support local wildlife. It is a chance to identify wild plants on the farm that are safe to eat or have medicinal properties and to discuss how these plants have been used historically in the local area.

It is during the spring that students also venture out from the farm, and they foster a connection with the local community – there are free range eggs to sell, along with the bird boxes and feeders they have been making. This provides an opportunity to speak those who know this place and have known it for many years. It is a chance for them to become part of the tapestry of a place – to weave themselves into the fabric of this society. The pigs and lambs will also be going off to slaughter – a harsh fact of life to learn for some students, but vital in undoing the sheer lack of knowledge of where our food comes from. As Wendell Berry points out, referring to food advertising, “one would not know the various edibles were ever living creatures, or that they come from the soil, or that they were produced by work” (1990, p 148).

In spring, having been visiting the farm for over 6 months, the students see the swallows return.




Summer/Haf: cynefin/belonging

{Things come to fruition/Wedi dwyn ffrwyth}

There is a matchless, harmony and peace in nature – all that is lacking, in other words, in the ADD mind (Maté. 1999, p. 288).

This has not been an adventure into the sublime, in a Romantic sense, (Roberts, 2018) there have not been gaping chasms or swirling mountain tops, and yet, in these every day encounters with a place, there is a sense of magnificence, and there have been moments of awe and wonder: seeing a lamb being born is as majestic an experience as gazing out from the lofty peaks of the Lake District; seeing your first dragonfly as memorable as the view from far above the River Wye.

As the summer term begins, the farm goes into sensory overload: the noise of the birds, bees and insects is almost loud enough to drown out the cars on the M4 motorway just out of sight. The heat radiating from the fields, and the overwhelming brightness of the green and bursting hedgerows. Everything comes together at once: the vegetable garden is overflowing; the fields are full, and the pupils are nearing the end of a school year – for some this will be the end of their compulsory schooling and the start of their adult life. This then, is a time for celebration and ceremony. As the summer solstice nears, plans are made for a practise camping session, in readiness for the upcoming Duke of Edinburgh expedition. What better place to try out the tents, sleeping bags, camping stoves and fire making skills that have been honed over the course of the year?

In many ways, this year on the farm has been an attempt to incorporate aspects of many other styles and forms of OE, from Forest Schools to PBE, PRE, experiential learning, indigenous education and perhaps most of all, Friluftsliv, and the ‘deep ecology’ practices that influenced it (Gurholt, 2014). Friluftsliv is a Norwegian concept that encourages people to spend time in nature for their physical, mental, and spiritual health. The word translates to "life in the free air" or "open-air living" and involves getting outside and being active, no matter the weather, finding harmony with nature and feeling its rhythms, using nature to reduce stress and to share culture: by participating in outdoor activities with others. 

As their self-confidence has grown over the year, so has their ability to reflect. Solstice night is a time for fire and reflection – on this place, and on identity, and the connection between the two. Because, wherever these young people are from, they are now from here too. Just as they have researched and learned about the indigenous history of this land, of the original stewards of this place, they too are now part of that history spanning chain – they too have cleared its drainage ditches, coppiced its woodlands, repaired its hedgerows and tended to its needs. They are as much a part of this place as the Silures before them. 
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Appendix 1

Map showing important sites mentioned. 
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