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According to Norodahl and Johannesson (2013), recent curriculum guidelines suggest that children who interact in an outdoor environment are not only provided with exercise and the benefits of a healthy lifestyle as the is also an imperative tool in providing the children with an opportunity to experience, learn about and appreciate the natural world. In Iceland in particular, children aged one to six, in primary schools benefit from outdoor experience every day, therefore extending their knowledge of the outdoor world and being active participants in their learning. However, children aged six to sixteen only experience the outdoors at break time, when they are able to meet up with friends, but no active environmental learning takes place.
Although not much is known about how teachers encourage outdoor learning, children’s experiences may depend on what school they attend and on how the school / teacher decides to implement the curriculum and consequently, make the learning more interesting and relevant. Oladottir (2008), states that 70% of schools in Reykjavik, the capital of Iceland, utilise outdoor learning considerably more than previously and because of this focus on providing children with more outdoor experience, signs are beginning to show that there is an increased improvement overall in the children’s attitude to learning.




It has been stated by the Forest School Network (2006) that forest school activities are advantageous to people of all ages, contributing and enhancing a person’s confidence and self-esteem. O’Brien and Murray (2006) suggest that parents are becoming increasingly worried that their children are not getting the emotional and environmental benefit of woodland and outdoor areas. This is because parents realise that today’s society has changed and there are more challenges regarding health and safety issues, to be confronted. 
Furthermore, research suggests (Ward Thompson et al. 2004) that if children fail to experience outdoor, woodland environments and the experiences they offer, they also lose out on the physical and emotional benefits of nature, which contribute to positive well-being. Research also indicates that children who do not experience outdoor activities when young, are less likely to understand and appreciate the benefits of the outdoors in later life. Today there are many indoor activities on offer that children may participate in and there is concern that indoor activities can inhibit a child’s desire to partake in opportunities offered by the great outdoors.
The Welsh Assembly Government (2009) states that all teachers are encouraged to undertake forest school training, particularly at Foundation Phase level and beyond, as outdoor learning has been proved to initiate curiosity and therefore stimulate and enhance a child’s learning.
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This is a critical response to the article “Schooled to Fail? The Underachievement Debate in Wales” by Smith (2005). The article highlights the ¬¬¬underachievement of students in schools, in particular schools in Wales. This has been an ongoing debate since the early 1980s where according to Reynolds and Murgatroyd (1981, in Smith, 2005, p.84) pupils in Wales have been ‘schooled to fail’. The debate was started as a national debate in the UK as it could be identified that the UK was falling behind its global competitors. The debate was then raised within each of the four nations, which led to the educational standards being scrutinised within each nation.
The aim of the text is to raise the level of debate on the underachievement in education in general and the intention is to focus on finding differing levels of solutions and strategies relevant to the individual learner and individual learning establishment. The author is also constantly emphasising the point that underachievement is complicated to define and measure.
One of the key arguments may be that the author is using the article to make the reader think about and question the issue of underachievement in schools, a topic which seems to be high on the agenda of all educational establishments. Throughout the text the author’s intent is to make the reader question the differing complex ways of tackling underachievement as is illustrated by Smith (2005) in the statement “the dichotomous approach of labelling one group of students or one nation’s school system as ‘underachieving’ relative to another is neither straightforward nor accurate”. The author emphasises in the final sentence of the article that different ways are needed to limit the disparity in achievement.
The structure of the article was easy to follow. Use and length of the paragraphs enabled the flow of the development of the subject matter, whilst enabling the reader to follow the points raised, systematically. Statistics in the body of the article, were included in the relevant position within the article, as reference was made to the graphs in the previous paragraph and discussion on the graph was made in the following paragraph. However, some statistics within the article were somewhat confusing, for example, Table 7.6, which uses a complicated system of displaying information as illustrated by the legend, but does not state what kind of school is referred to from the North East region. Smith (2005) compares Wales with the North East of England as it is most similar in aspects of economic attributes as listed in Tables 7.1 to 7.4. However, the statistics in the appendices indicate that schools in Wales are performing better than the schools in the North East which suggests that Smith’s (2005) comparison is incorrect. Throughout the article the author states that underachievement in educational establishments is a major concern but the evidence suggests that the achievement of pupils in Wales is on a par with pupils nationwide.
Smith (2005) uses a formal academic tone throughout the article which is easy to read. Accuracy is demonstrated by the use of relevant references and a large reference list which suggests that extensive research was completed to obtain the information included in the article. The writing style suits a varied audience which would include stakeholders in educational establishments for example, headteachers, teachers, Governing Bodies and even some parents. The subject matter is one which would be a topic of debate in general, within Wales.
The author uses persuasive language throughout the article suggesting an inclination to further stimulate the debate. Examples of this are “on the one hand”, “it would seem reasonable that”, “if it is agreed” and “it might seem reasonable to argue”. These phrases suggest that the author is inviting the reader to consider the subject matter of underachievement, in greater depth.Throughout the article the author uses objective language to reinforce the debate, this is indicated by the constant references to other people’s work.
If a hypothesis is a starting point for further investigation based on limited evidence, then the article can be deemed as such, however, there is also a clear problem presented, which is underachievement within schools. Whilst on the one hand the author claims that there is need to raise academic achievement to compete in the global market and it is stated that Wales needs to act quickly to upskill its workforce in order to attract foreign investors, the underachievement debate needs to be more clearly understood and addressed. In contradiction, the author refudiates the idea that there are fundamental issues within education in Wales, as comparison of the Welsh performance to its closest English region, the North East, indicates that the performance of pupils in Wales is superior to that of pupils in England.
The text relies heavily on an extensive list of references indicating that the author has thoroughly researched the subject and refers to personally published materials written prior to this article, indicating a sound knowledge and particular interest in, underachievement. The extensive referencing and personal involvement suggest validity and reliability of the evidence which is effective in supporting the debate. Bloom (2003) suggests that the education system in Wales is moving away from that in England, with a less intrusive inspection system, absence of league tables and doing away with national testing for seven-year-olds, all helping to make the system in Wales more learner appropriate. The author concludes that on a positive note, examination results in Wales are improving and also suggests that perhaps pupils in Wales are “no longer being schooled to fail”. Throughout the article these conclusions are justified.
In conclusion, the text was found to be relevant in today’s educational climate although it was first published in 2005. One recommendation could be an addition of up-to-date statistics which would further enhance the debate and inform present day thinking. Perhaps comparisons with educational systems in similar economic and population size, would also be beneficial to the debate. Underachievement is an ongoing challenge for which strategies and solutions must be continually improved. These challenges will be met head on to improve education in Wales, to enable pupils to take their place in an ever-changing economic world. It is an appropriate academic article as it has stimulated a high level of debate on an ever-present subject. 
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