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Element 1 essay: Compare and contrast the scope and approach to outdoor provision in primary and secondary schools.
This essay analyses the scope and approach of outdoor learning offerings in primary and secondary schools, investigating how each setting employs outdoor environments to enhance learning, wellbeing, and curriculum objectives. Based on professional experience as a teaching assistant in a secondary school, the writer acknowledges that outdoor learning is frequently influenced by curricular requirements, time limitations, and evaluation standards.
The Institute for Outdoor Learning defines outdoor learning as experiences that foster discovery, experimentation, and involvement with the natural world through educational and adventurous activities (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2020). In the Welsh context, outdoor learning is recognised as a pedagogical method aligned with the Curriculum for Wales 2022, fostering holistic development and meaningful learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2022). Research indicates that outdoor learning enhances wellbeing, confidence and engagement, while offering authentic contexts for education (Welsh Government, 2023).
This essay will compare outdoor learning in primary and secondary settings, emphasising differences in scope and pedagogical approach, while evaluating how developmental stages, curriculum expectations and educational aims influence practice.
In Wales, outdoor education in primary schools is broad and integrative. It encompasses play‑based activities, interdisciplinary opportunities and inclusive practices that support children’s physical, social and emotional development. Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that play is an inherent right and a fundamental element of outdoor learning. Through play and exploration, children acquire self‑awareness, social understanding and creativity, contributing to holistic development across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2021b).
The Curriculum for Wales 2022 views outdoor learning as a key curriculum component that supports the Four Purposes and encourages learning beyond the classroom (Welsh Government, 2022). Outdoor activities provide children with opportunities to engage their senses, develop physical competence, collaborate with peers, and connect with nature — all contributing to wellbeing, curiosity, resilience and wider learning across Areas of Learning and Experience.
Outdoor learning also promotes inclusive practices, offering adaptable and accessible learning opportunities for children with additional learning needs (Maynard et al., 2013; Welsh Government, 2021a). This demonstrates a commitment to equitable, engaging and holistic provision.
In secondary schools, outdoor learning is more structured and curriculum‑focused. Provision includes both subject‑linked and enrichment activities that aim to support learners’ wellbeing, engagement and academic progress. The Curriculum for Wales emphasises progression through enquiry, application and analysis across Areas of Learning and Experience, with outdoor learning supporting these aims (Welsh Government, 2021d).
Secondary outdoor learning adopts a more specialised character, reflecting departmental objectives. Common examples include geographical fieldwork, scientific investigations and physical education, alongside enrichment experiences such as leadership programmes and residential visits. These approaches enable learners to apply knowledge in authentic contexts, strengthening critical thinking, teamwork and independence.
Outdoor learning also contributes to inclusive practice through varied modes of engagement, particularly for learners who may find traditional classroom environments challenging (Welsh Government, 2021a). However, the scope often reflects structural constraints such as timetabling, exam pressures and logistical considerations.
Primary settings emphasise exploration, play and integrated learning, while secondary settings prioritise curriculum‑driven, subject‑specific and outcome‑focused provision. Both phases align outdoor learning with the Four Purposes of the Curriculum for Wales and recognise its benefits for wellbeing, engagement and inclusion (Welsh Government, 2022).
Primary outdoor learning is typically more frequent, embedded and diverse, supporting holistic development. Secondary provision narrows toward subject‑specific applications and enrichment opportunities, with participation sometimes declining in later key stages due to assessment demands.
These differences reflect the educational aims of each phase: primary education focuses on foundational development, curiosity and wellbeing, while secondary emphasises progression, independence and civic responsibility.
Primary schools embed outdoor learning across the curriculum, offering continuous access to outdoor spaces as part of everyday learning. The Curriculum for Wales defines curriculum as the totality of learners’ experiences, enabling regular outdoor provision grounded in children’s rights and the Four Purposes (Welsh Government, 2022).
Pedagogically, primary outdoor learning emphasises inquiry‑led, play‑based and exploratory approaches, supported by natural, open‑ended resources. This reflects Constructivist and Experiential Learning Theory principles, with learners constructing knowledge through active exploration, interaction and reflection (Kolb et al., 1999; Marchant et al., 2019).
Assessment is mainly observational, with practitioners drawing on evidence gathered in outdoor contexts to plan progression, consistent with progression‑focused assessment (Welsh Government, 2021d). Inclusive practice is strengthened through flexible provision enabling participation for all learners, including those with additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2021a).
Overall, this approach is child‑centred, exploratory and responsive, supporting developmental needs.
Secondary outdoor learning is more structured, teacher‑directed and curriculum‑driven. Experiences are designed to meet specific subject goals, with outdoor environments used to support enquiry, application and analysis within disciplinary contexts (Welsh Government, 2021d).
This approach reflects Experiential Learning Theory and Situates Learning Theory, as learners apply classroom knowledge in real‑world contexts and engage in structured cycles of experience, reflection and analysis (Kolb et al., 1999). Lessons typically involve clearer objectives and specified outcomes, though guided inquiry opportunities remain.
Management of outdoor learning emphasises careful planning, formal supervision and proportionate risk assessment, especially for off‑site activities. Assessment is integrated within curriculum design and incorporates both subject evidence and broader wellbeing measures (Welsh Government, 2021d).
This approach reflects increasing subject specialisation, learner maturity and the demands of assessment.
Primary approaches are continuous, play‑rich and observation‑led, while secondary approaches are structured, teacher‑directed and outcome‑driven. Both rely on experiential methodologies and use outdoor contexts to enhance motivation and meaningful learning, aligned with the Four Purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).
Primary outdoor learning is holistic and cross‑curricular, while secondary provision is departmental and aligned with disciplinary knowledge. Flexibility in primary settings supports equitable participation, whereas secondary provision is more constrained by timetabling, assessment and logistics. These differences reflect learner development, curriculum expectations and educational priorities across phases.
Outdoor learning across primary and secondary schools in Wales supports learners’ wellbeing, engagement and educational development. Although primary provision is broader, play‑based and embedded in daily practice, secondary provision is more structured, specialised and assessment‑aligned. Despite these differences, both phases use outdoor contexts to support experiential learning, inclusion and progression in line with the Curriculum for Wales 2022. Outdoor learning should therefore be recognised as an essential component of a balanced and effective curriculum across all phases.
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Element 3: RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT
 
	Location / Activity:
	 Visit to BikeAbility Wales, Swansea – Cycling proficiency and road safety training session
	Date:
	 16/11/2025

	Assessor:  
	 Nour Al-Geboory
	Review date:  
	 16/11/2025


 
The boxes in the table below will expand as you type into them; pre-entered text is simply for illustration.  You should delete irrelevant items and replace with text relevant to your circumstances.
Your overall risk rating – Low, medium or high – is based on your judgement about whether the BENEFITS of the activity or opportunity outweigh the RISKS.
 
	ACTIVITY
	How will young people BENEFIT from this activity?
	Possible hazards
	Who is at risk?
	PRECAUTIONS in place to reduce the risk of injury
	Overall risk RATING: L/M/H

	Supervised educational visit for STF students (ages 11 to 14) to take part in structured cycling training led by certified BikeAbility instructors. The training includes learning about road safety and how to ride a bike safely.
	 Learn how to ride a bike and be safe on the road.

Boost self-esteem and independence
Get in better physical condition and well-being.

Find information about being aware of risks and staying safe.

Improve your ability to cooperate with others, communicate, and get along with others.

Chance to learn and get involved outside
Helps with mental health and well-being.

Promotes habits that are good for the environment and active travel.
	Falls or collisions while cycling
 

Injuries (cuts, bruises, fractures) 

Poor weather conditions (rain, wind, cold) 

Equipment failure (bike or helmet issues) 

Fatigue or dehydration 

Behavioural issues or lack of attention 

Travel risks to/from the venue 

Medical emergencies (e.g. asthma, allergies)

	Children, young people, adults, BikeAbility instructors
	·  First aid provision available on-site.
· Emergency contact details and medical information carried by staff
· Weather monitored and activities adjusted if necessary
· Hydration breaks provided
· Qualified BikeAbility instructors delivering sessions
· All pupils wear appropriate safety equipment (helmets, high-visibility clothing)
· Bikes checked for roadworthiness before use
· Activities adapted for individual needs and ALN requirements
· Clear safety briefing and rules given before activity
· Constant supervision by staff and instructors
· Risk assessment shared with staff

	LOW to MEDIUM

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 


















Element 4: Literature Review 
The role of Outdoor Education
Recent changes in modern lifestyles, including increased sedentary behaviour and time spent indoors, have been associated with a range of health concerns, such as obesity and poor mental well-being. In response, growing evidence suggests that access to natural environments can play a significant role in supporting children’s physical and psychological health. Outdoor environments provide opportunities for physical activity, social interaction and exploration, all of which are essential for healthy development and effective learning (Kiviranta et al., 2024). Consequently, outdoor education has garnered heightened acknowledgement as an effective method for enhancing both well-being and academic performance. 
Outdoor learning is commonly defined as an inclusive, experience-based approach that uses outdoor environments to promote learning, health and environmental awareness. (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2021). Similarly, Donaldson and Donaldson (1958) describe outdoor education as “education in, about, and for the outdoors", emphasising its broad and multidimensional nature. While these definitions focus on the context and outcomes of learning, theoretical perspectives further clarify how learning occurs in outdoor settings. 
The work of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky highlights the importance of interaction with the environment and social engagement in cognitive development, both of which are central to outdoor learning. In addition, John Dewey emphasised learning through experience, arguing that knowledge is constructed through active engagement with the world. David Kolb's experiential learning cycle further develops this concept, positioning reflection and real-world experience as key to meaningful learning. These perspectives reflect differing emphases within outdoor education. While theorists such as Dewey and Kolb focus on the internal processes of learning and personal transformation, organisational definitions tend to prioritise structured outcomes, such as wellbeing, environmental awareness, and skill development. This underscores a conflict between outdoor education as a philosophical framework and as a systematic educational instrument. 
Overall, outdoor education can be understood through a range of perspectives that collectively emphasise experience, the environment, and holistic development. This literature review will explore its role in relation to two key themes: physical and mental health and wellbeing, as well as skill development, including physical, social, and cognitive outcomes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Physical, Mental Health and Well-being 
Even before the introduction of structured outdoor lesson ideas, outdoor learning and play have well-established wellbeing benefits. Research shows that even short periods spent in green spaces can lower levels of cortisol in the body, thereby reducing stress and improving mood. Educators have also reported positive effects on their own mental health and wellbeing, extending these benefits beyond children. Exposure to outdoor environments therefore provides an accessible and effective means of enhancing overall wellbeing. However, despite these benefits, children and adults are spending less time outdoors than ever before, reflecting wider societal shifts towards more sedentary, indoor lifestyles (Learning through Landscapes, 2022). 
Spending time outdoors has also been associated with improved focus and readiness to learn. When children engage in activities such as climbing trees, balancing on logs, or exploring natural environments, they develop the ability to assess risk and make independent decisions. These experiences contribute to the development of self-confidence and resilience, which support emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, outdoor experiences can promote a sense of connection to nature, encouraging children to feel part of a wider environment. This sense of belonging has been linked to reduced feelings of isolation and improved overall wellbeing. 
In addition to mental health benefits, outdoor education has a significant impact on physical health. Participation in activities such as hiking, climbing, and cycling enables children to engage in regular physical exercise within a natural environment. This supports improvements in fitness, strength, and endurance while also promoting a healthier lifestyle. In the context of increased sedentary behaviour, outdoor education provides an engaging alternative that encourages physical activity and the development of motor skills. 
Outdoor environments also play a crucial role in supporting cognitive development. Natural settings provide rich, sensory experiences that stimulate curiosity and present opportunities for problem-solving. Research by Dadvand et al. (2015) suggests that exposure to nature can enhance attention span and support the development of critical thinking skills. Similarly, Ernst and Monroe (2004) argue that the varied and unstructured nature of outdoor environments promotes exploration and intellectual growth. Evidence also indicates that time spent in green spaces may reduce the negative effects associated with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), further highlighting the cognitive benefits of outdoor learning. 
Moreover, research has suggested a link between outdoor education and improved academic performance. Ernst and Monroe's (2004) study found that students who engage in outdoor learning demonstrate increased attainment in subjects such as science, mathematics, and language. These findings suggest that experiential learning in natural environments can reinforce classroom-based knowledge through real-world application. 
However, despite the wide range of reported benefits, there is limited evidence suggesting that these outcomes result in sustained, long-term changes in behaviour or academic achievement. This raises important questions regarding the long-term effectiveness of outdoor education. In addition, several barriers may limit both the provision and quality of outdoor learning experiences. Rickinson et al. (2004) identify a few challenges, including concerns around health and safety, lack of teacher confidence, curriculum pressures, and limited time and resources. Furthermore, factors such as programme structure, student background, and environmental context can significantly influence the effectiveness of outdoor learning. 
The success of outdoor education is therefore heavily dependent on the teacher’s ability and willingness to implement it effectively. A lack of training, confidence, or motivation can significantly hinder the provision of high-quality outdoor education. Practical challenges, including the need for risk assessments, parental consent, and preparation time, may further discourage implementation. In addition, unpredictable weather conditions and potential safety risks must be carefully managed, highlighting the complexities involved in delivering outdoor education. 
Skills Development (Physical, Social, and cognitive) 
Outdoor education promotes physical development by offering expansive sensory-enriched surroundings that motivate young children to test their physical capabilities. It enhances gross motor skills, including running, climbing, and jumping, via intense, whole-body action, while simultaneously developing fine motor skills through activities such as tool handling, manipulating natural materials, digging, and engaging in creative tasks.
In outdoor environments, children instinctively participate in climbing, balancing, running, and leaping, all of which facilitate the enhancement of gross motor abilities. These activities improve bodily stability, core strength, and spatial awareness, which are essential foundations for subsequent learning skills, such as handwriting. Outdoor environments also encourage fine motor development through tactile activities, including the manipulation of small natural objects, gardening, and construction using organic materials. These activities improve coordination between the hands and eyes, strength in the fingers, and flexibility. Research indicates that children's gross and fine motor abilities can significantly improve with consistent participation in outdoor play (Oh, 2024), highlighting the importance of these environments for early development.
Outdoor education programmes foster authentic social contact, requiring young individuals to speak, negotiate, and work toward common objectives. These encounters foster the cultivation of collaborative competency, allowing individuals to collaborate effectively with others. Evidence indicates that outdoor learning experiences can enhance empathy, diminish prejudice, and strengthen social cohesion since shared obstacles motivate individuals to prioritise collective objectives above individual differences.
Conflict resolution constitutes a vital social ability cultivated through outdoor education. When organisations face challenges, conflict may emerge, necessitating that individuals negotiate and independently address concerns. In contrast to classroom environments, where professionals frequently intervene, outdoor education enables learners to promote their tactics, supported by facilitators' advice, which encourages them to take initiative and develop problem-solving skills in real-time situations. This approach fosters confidence in navigating interpersonal obstacles, a crucial ability for future social and professional environments.
Leadership development also occurs organically in outdoor settings. Diverse activities necessitate distinct leadership strategies, enabling various individuals to exhibit leadership capabilities, such as teamwork in group challenges, problem-solving during navigation tasks, and adaptability in changing environments. This emphasises that leadership is situational and dynamic, rather than static. The prompt and measurable results of decision-making in outdoor settings yield swift feedback, enhance learning, and facilitate the raising of effective leadership methods.
Outdoor learning enhances cognitive growth, providing advantages that transcend academic settings. Natural environments foster problem-solving and cognitive flexibility, since learners must adjust techniques and assess outcomes in reaction to real-world difficulties. These experiences reflect essential components of the scientific method and foster the growing of critical thinking and reasoning abilities. Moreover, studies indicate that outdoor learning enhances academic achievement in various areas, especially in science, mathematics, and language, as experiential learning consolidates classroom information.
Theories further corroborate these findings. John Dewey promoted experiential learning via environmental interaction, positing that experience produces knowledge. David Kolb's experiential learning cycle illustrates how tangible experience, reflection, and active exploration foster a profound comprehension. Outdoor education creates an environment where these processes can transpire organically, enhancing both individual and collective learning.
Notwithstanding these advantages, certain obstacles may hinder the efficacy of outdoor education. Urban environments may limit access to appropriate outdoor places, raising equity issues. Moreover, curriculum constraints, safety concerns, and insufficient teacher confidence may diminish chances for outdoor education. Furthermore, although outdoor settings might be advantageous, they may pose difficulties for certain learners, particularly those with specific learning requirements or sensory sensitivities, such as challenges in focusing, feeling overwhelmed by sensory stimuli, or needing tailored instructional strategies to engage effectively. These characteristics underscore that the efficacy of outdoor education relies on careful preparation, suitable support, and inclusive practices. 
 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the literature demonstrates that outdoor education plays a significant role in supporting both wellbeing and skill development. Exposure to natural environments has been consistently linked to improvements in physical and mental health, including reduced stress, increased physical activity and enhanced emotional well-being. In addition, outdoor learning provides valuable opportunities for the development of physical, social and cognitive skills, such as motor coordination, communication, leadership, and problem-solving. These findings highlight the broad and holistic impact of outdoor education on children’s overall development. 
Overall, outdoor education offers several key strengths. It promotes holistic development by integrating physical, emotional and cognitive learning while also providing engaging and motivating experiences that differ from traditional classroom approaches. Furthermore, it aligns strongly with experiential learning theories, particularly those of John Dewey and David Kolb, which emphasise the importance of learning through direct experience. However, the literature also identifies notable limitations. These include inconsistent implementation across educational settings, inequalities in access to suitable outdoor spaces, and a lack of standardisation in how outdoor learning is delivered and assessed. 
Looking forward, there is a clear need to strengthen the role of outdoor education within mainstream education systems. This could be achieved through greater integration into the curriculum, alongside improved teacher training to increase confidence and competence in delivering outdoor learning. Policy support from organisations such as the Council for Learning Outside the Classroom is also essential for promoting best practices and ensuring consistency. Importantly, efforts must be made to ensure equal access and inclusive provision for all learners, regardless of background or ability. 
Ultimately, outdoor education should not be viewed as an optional addition but as an essential component of a balanced and effective education system. 
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Learn key rugby skills
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