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Compare and Contrast the Scope and Approach to Outdoor Provision Between 
Primary Classrooms and ALN Units.


Outdoor learning is a purposeful and planned approach to learning.  It uses the outdoors to provide the backdrop for facilitating learning through activities and experiences (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2021).  More and more schools are making consistent use of their school grounds, local community, and wider area to enhance the curriculum by providing learners with more immersive learning experiences using the outdoor space (Skates, 2023).  Wales Council for Outdoor Learning state that children need to have access to frequent, continual, and progressive experience of learning outdoors to maximise the positive effect that it has on learning (Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning, 2018).   Article 31 of the United Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) supports this.  It is stated that the child should receive the right to engage in play and recreational activities that are age appropriate, with provision of equal opportunities to participate fully in this (Unicef, 1989).  Past studies have revealed that 99% of teachers in the UK, US, Canada, and Australia support this and believe that time to play outside is critical for children to reach their full potential.  However, 65% of primary teachers worldwide claim that children at their school receive less than one hour of playtime per day (Prisk & Cusworth, 2018).
Constructivist theories such as that of Jerome Bruner lend themselves to the principle of outdoor learning.  Constructivists believe that the teacher needs to create situations that facilitate learners to construct knowledge independently, affording learners responsibility for directing their own learning.  Bruner’s Spiral Curriculum theory (1960) introduces the notion of structured and systematic learning.  The learner returns to topics, thus constructing new concepts based upon current knowledge.  Nonetheless, concerns have been expressed by those who believe that constructivism promotes a teaching style that provides minimum guidance for learners (Alanazi, 2016).  
Piaget’s Stages of Cognitive Development theory (1936) also relates to this. Discoveries are made sequentially, via a sequence of discoveries.  This led to the subsequent advocating of experiential, child centred approaches to learning.  However, critics of Piaget’s work argue that the work is flawed by the failure to view the child as a social, emotional being.  Instead, the individual is seen as a system of developing logic (Bartlett & Burton, 2016). Forest School is a process of learning using hands on natural experience.  

Bruner and Piaget’s work relate to the ethos of these schools who facilitate learning through a series of regular sessions.  These frequent visits allow for a cycle of planning, organisation, adaptation, and review (Forest School Association, nd).  
The writer will compare the scope and approach to outdoor learning between Primary settings and additional learning needs units (ALN).  Primary education in Wales is split into two stages: the Foundation Phase caters for children between three and seven, while Key Stage 2 incorporates those between the ages of 7 and 11 (Welsh Government, 2019).  ALN units can include children that are primary or secondary age (11 – 16).  For the purpose of this essay the writer will focus on ALN provision for the primary school age bracket.  The author has direct and practical experience within both settings, having previously worked as a Learning Support Assistant (LSA) in a mainstream primary school and currently employed as a Teaching Assistant (TA) at an assisted teaching facility (ATF) with autistic children.
The Foundation Phase Curriculum introduced in 2010 encouraged the holistic development of children.  Emphasising that the child learns experientially via first-hand experience.  The framework advocated the use of indoor and outdoor environments that are exciting, stimulating, fun and safe. The need to promote the outdoors in developing the learner’s independence and sense of discovery was highly emphasised (Welsh Government, 2015).  It is the Foundation Phase that recognises play as fundamental to intellectual development requiring concentration, attention, and perseverance (Welsh Government, 2015). Therefore, outdoor learning through play is more commonly used in this stage of primary learning than in key stage 2.
The Curriculum for Wales is however undergoing a major transformation.  In 2022 the new Curriculum was introduced, whereby the traditional key stages will be phased out.  The Foundation phase remains yet becomes part of one joined up curriculum for children form age 3 - 16 years (Education Wales, nd).  Under this transformation, the ethos of outdoor learning is supported by the four purposes.  Learners will be encouraged to be ethical, informed citizens, who can exercise their human and democratic responsibilities, understand, and consider their own actions, show respect to a diverse society, commit to the sustainability of our planet, and gain knowledge about their community and the wider world (Welsh Government, 2022). They will achieve this via direct experience with the outside environment.  Limitation of space can be less of a barrier to ALN pupils learning outside.  Class sizes tend to be smaller, with some facilities exceeding one to one help (Good Schools Guide, nd).  
Foundation Phase classes usually benefit from the flexibility to use a wide range of spaces for outdoor learning because of their access to primary school grounds.  There will often be designated outdoor areas for imaginative role play areas, exploration zones, construction areas, and creative areas. However, reports suggest that these outdoor spaces are generally not utilised enough.  This can be due to the limitation of space or too much equipment limiting the opportunity for free movement.  (Education and Training Inspectorate, 2021).  
Moving the child away from a standard classroom setting allows for a greater sense of freedom if space allows.  It enables all children to be together, experiencing the same activities.  Combined with the sensory aspect of learning outside, it provides more inclusivity for pupils of varying abilities. This makes it ideal for pupils within an ALN setting.  Outdoor learning helps children to develop an appreciation and understanding of the natural world. Previous research shows that 94% of teachers report that outdoor learning led to a greater understanding of nature. Therefore, encouraging world citizens to achieve a better, more sustainable future as set out by the Sustainable Development Goals (Concern Worldwide).  Curriculum learning is enhanced through using the outdoors and can make some concepts easier to understand by helping them to come alive (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023). Childrens lives are becoming increasingly stressful due to academic and social media pressures. Getting outdoors is an easy way to reduce this pressure, minimising stress and improving children's mental health and well-being (Prisk & Cusworth, 2018).  
Barriers to successful outdoor learning continue to exist. Many misconceptions arise from the meaning of the term itself.  Outward Bound programs originating back to World War Two focussed on principles such as physical fitness and resourcefulness, whereas now there is need for a contemporary, theoretical, research-based approach to learning (Cure et al., 2018).  Other factors include weather conditions, challenging behaviour, and concerns around additional preparation for outdoor tasks (Prisk & Cusworth, 2018).  To facilitate outdoor learning consideration must be given to staffing levels to fulfil staff to children ratios.  Previous research has cited staff scheduling as a major barrier, beyond the control of class teachers (Patchen et al., 2021).  This is particularly relevant in ALN settings where there is a need for higher s ratios.  The Guardian recently reported a staffing crisis within special educational needs teaching due to high levels of staff leaving the roles.  Furthermore, many schools reported trouble recruiting staff (Fazackerley, 2022). However, UNISON recently reported the Government’s commitment to recognise and value the vital role of the TA.  Promising action to ensure they are appropriately deployed in the classroom (UNISON, 2022).
Within a specialist ALN setting the sensory benefits of allowing children to participate in outdoor learning are rich. Outdoor play can expand learners’ energy and reduce tension and anxiety (Homan, nd).  Howard Gardner’s theory of Multiple Intelligences (1983) supports a multi-sensory aspect to learning.  Outdoor education supports children in learning via interpersonal, intrapersonal, visual spatial, naturalistic, and bodily-kinaesthetic ways (Bates, 2019). However, Gardner’s definition of intelligence has been condemned for being too broad with criticism that his eight categories represent nothing more than personality traits (Cherry, 2023).  Moreover, the complex needs of individual pupils can mean that some teachers choose to stay inside, as children with sensory processing issues can become overstimulated.  Furthermore, the need for these children to maintain structure prevents teachers from taking advantage of unscheduled opportunities for extra outdoor time (Patchen et al., 2021).  The average number of pupils classed as having SEN in English primary schools without an Education Health Care plan (EHC) in 2022 stood at 13%, while the figure for those with an EHC was 2.3%.  This indicates that while the behavioural aspect as grounds to stay indoors within specialist settings can be a significant barrier, it is less likely to prevent outdoor learning in mainstream (K Leaders, 2022).  
In conclusion outdoor learning provides a route to a more sustainable way of life, encouraging all aspects of promoting prosperity for our planet.  It directly correlates with the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales and the UNCRC.  The inclusive aspect of outdoor learning cannot be overlooked, enabling children of all abilities and to learn together and share experiences. The benefit being that it caters for all types of learners, as categorised by Howard Gardner.  
Perceptions of outdoor education still need to change in order to establish it as normal practice within schools.  However, the practice of outdoor education is set to become routine practice in all schools because of curriculum guidelines.  This will serve as a vehicle to change old habits where the tendency is to remain indoors for the majority of teaching time. 
When effectively organised outdoor learning sessions that are planned, adapted, reviewed, and sequential will allow learners to construct knowledge in the way that Bruner and Piaget advocate in their respective theories. However, barriers such as staff shortages, lack of space and behaviour challenges can significantly affect the ability to deliver this experience. Nonetheless if staffing issues are addressed effectively this can be a major factor in enabling teachers and TAs to handle challenging behaviour such as over stimulation.  Furthermore, higher staff ratios can facilitate the separation of larger groups into smaller sub-groups to utilise smaller school areas.  The commitments made by the Government in recognising the importance of TAs and deploy support where needed has the potential to introduce the benefits of the outdoors for generations to come.
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	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

	Boarding/unboarding 
Minibus.
	Opportunity for travelling outside of the school environment.  Exploring the local community, links to four purposes (curriculum, and community).
	Slips/trips/falls.  

           Separation from
           group.
	Children and adults.
	Full compliance with minibus policy and legal requirements.
Suitable parking for safe boarding/unboarding.
	Low

	Rock Pooling
	Shallow easy access rock pools allow close access to the contents of the pool.  A necessary aspect of exploring the habitat.  Enabling strong links to curriculum learning (science).

Links to Areas of Learning in the Curriculum for Wales. Exploring natural landscape relates to humanities.  Discovering animal/plant life links to science.
	Slips/trips/falls.  Cuts and abrasions. 

 Drowning.
	Children and adults.
	Close supervision by adults.  Paddling/swimming not allowed.

First aid kit properly equipped and kept with designated staff member.
	Low

	Explore outdoor area.  
-Shoreline
-beach

	Opportunity to experience nature connectedness.

Outdoor play helps develop spatial awareness.

Opportunity to learn about nature in a natural environment.
Pupils can use free, natural resources for curriculum related learning, e.g., numeracy – counting shells, rocks etc, sand art.

Children can learn to interact with each other in a natural environment to develop communication and social skills.

Children can develop an understanding and appreciation of the outdoor environment. Linking to Sustainable Development Goals.

Time spent outdoors positively impacts mental health.

Outdoor learning promotes confidence and self-awareness linking into the four purposes of the curriculum.
	Extreme weather, heat/cold.

Hazards from sea. Waves/tide/water.

Slips/trips/falls from wet and uneven surfaces.

Cuts/grazes/abrasions from sharp objects e.g., shells and rocks.

Hazardous litter being handled.

Separation from group.


	Children and adults.
	Observe weather forecast.

Advise parents to apply suncream if required.

Advise suitable clothing/footwear.

Large group divided into subgroups.
Adult/child ratio adhered to.

Close supervision by adults. Regular headcounts.

Paddling/swimming not allowed.

Teacher in charge responsible for overseeing subgroups.

First aid kit properly equipped and kept with designated staff member.

Area to be checked by teacher in charge before start of activity.


	Low

	Building sandcastles/forts, making sandpits.
	Develops creativity, problem solving, co-ordination, imagination, and motor skills.  

Fun social interaction.

Hands on connection with natural materials
	Hazardous objects in sand.

Slip/trips/falls.

Cuts/grazes/abrasions.

Sand in face/eyes.


	Children
And 
Adults.
	Close supervision by adults. Regular head counts.

Area to be checked by teacher before start of activity.

First aid kit properly equipped (including eye wash). Person responsible trained in administering medication.



	Low

	Scavenger hunt/ loose parts play.
	Exploration of natural environment. Familiarisation with natural materials e.g., rocks, stones, bark, sand, shells, plants, and feathers.  

Links to curriculum areas of learning (humanities and science).

Development of nature connectedness can encourage a sense of environmental responsibility and understanding of consequences of our actions e.g., not disturbing or contaminating habitats.  Links to Sustainable Development Goals.

Social/sensory engagement creating fun experience.  Good for wellbeing links to curriculum.
	Hazardous objects in sand.

Cuts/grazes/abrasions.

Slip/trips/falls.

Sand in face/eyes.

Separation from group.

	Children and adults.
	Large group divided into subgroups.
Adult/child ratio adhered to.

Close supervision by adults. Regular headcounts.

Paddling/swimming not allowed.

Teacher in charge responsible for overseeing subgroups.

First aid kit properly equipped and kept with designated staff member.

Area to be checked by teacher in charge before start of activity.


	Low





The Role of Outdoor Education

“Those things which can best be taught outdoors should there be taught” (cited in Donaldson & Donaldson, 1958). These are the words of L B Sharp, considered a pioneer of outdoor education in his time.  However, these words are as relevant today as they were in the early 1900s.  Through the Curriculum for Wales the intrinsic value of learning through play is recognised and delivered via the Foundation Framework (Welsh Government, 2015). Furthermore, the four purposes of the curriculum reflect the Governments emphasis on community by stressing the importance of encouraging our learners to be knowledgeable about their wider community, dedicated to the sustainability of the planet and exist as responsible, ethical citizens (Welsh Government, 2022).  Previous research further reiterates the importance of maintaining healthy links to society.  Stating that community cohesion is impacted positively through exposure to local nature resulting in lower crime rates (Weinstein et al., 2015).  In Wales Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) is a framework to equip citizens with essential knowledge and skills to face the world and its challenges.  The ESDGC is about the connections between society, economy, and environment (Welsh Government, 2012).  This further reiterates the importance of providing children and young people with experience of learning in an outdoor setting.  On a global scale the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) sets out 54 articles encompassing all aspects of a child’s life.  Article 15 recognises the right of the child to freedom, article 29 stipulates that education should be directed to the development of the child’s talents, physical and mental abilities. Finally, article 31 acknowledges the importance of cultural development through play and recreational activities (Unicef, 1989).
The growing popularity of learning in nature has led to a wide range of literature based on and around the topic.  In this literature review the author will discuss previous research on outdoor learning (Jucker & Von Au, 2022; Wainwright, 2021; Dillon et al., 2006) and explore the relationship between the practical considerations of outdoor education and theories such as James J. Gibson’s Affordance theory (1979), Carol Dweck’s Mindsets theory (2006), Froebel’s theory of Gifts and Occupations and Howard Gardner’s model of Multiple Intelligences (1983). 
According to the Affordance Theory of James J. Gibson (1979) information is derived from the environment by humans which subsequently enables learning.  Consequently, action and perception are considered interlinked (Chong & Proctor, 2019).  Historic research found that a natural, rural environment offers a superior number of affordances (Wainwright, 2021). This is supported by the ideas of Friedrich Froebel in his theory of Gifts and Occupations (nd).  Frobel believed that play is the uninhibited expression of what is in the soul of the child, and therefore the highest expression of childhood development.  Critics of this approach claim that the focus on play and motor skills in early education should be supplemented with academic subjects (Bates, 2019).  Research demonstrates that families living in inner city areas, particularly from disadvantaged groups are less likely to visit green spaces (Heyes, 2020).  Therefore, access to a natural and rural environment may be restricted.  A way to combat this issue is for schools to make full use of the outdoor space that they have available (Heyes, 2020).
Jucker and Von Au (2022) state that to understand the world in which we inhabit and be capable of meaningful change to achieve sustainability, we need the best available life-long learning.  Furthermore, they claim that learning in and about nature supports successful learning.  By learning in unpredictable real-life situations children can develop the skills that they will need to face the challenges of modern life.  Both authors have background experience in environmental education and outdoor teaching respectively. However, Jucker currently holds the position of Director of the Swiss Foundation for Nature Based Learning (SILVIVA).  It is explicitly stated that this body of work has been made possible via the generous support of SILVIVA, pointing to a potential bias in the contribution of Jucker.  The perspective of Jucker and Von Au is supported by previous scientific research which indicates a positive correlation between time spent outdoors and an increase in grey matter (Kuhn et al, 2022).  
Past research in the relationship between outdoor learning and motor skills found that children failed to develop proficiency in object control skills, yet outdoor education supported well-being, engagement, and locomotor skills. These findings can be interpreted as concerning, as failing to develop motor competence early on in childhood can be detrimental to the trajectory of good health through adolescence and beyond (Wainwright, 2021).  As previously discussed, in the Curriculum for Wales emphasis is placed on the importance of play, and outdoor learning (Welsh Government, 2015).  The Foundation phase advocates a free flow of movement between the indoor and outdoor learning space.  The Curriculum was developed using best practice from Reggio Emilia schools in Italy and Scandinavian Forest schools (Wainwright, 2021).  However, the research can be criticised for being insufficiently broad as it is purely based on Wales.  Nonetheless, Wales is a country perfectly placed to provide outdoor learning opportunities due to the nature of its landscape.  Areas where the natural environment provide challenging and dynamic landscapes challenge motor activity that can develop physical skills (Wainwright, 2021).
The Reggio Emilia approach that influences aspects of the curriculum, places high importance on the process of learning.  Children are given an active role in driving the direction of the curriculum and the environment is seen as a “third teacher” and the learning experience is subject to the surroundings of the child (daynurseries.co.uk, 2023).  However, this approach may not be ideal for every child.  Some children require more structure and thrive within a more traditional environment where the learner is guided by teachers under a set curriculum (Goodwin University, 2019).  Furthermore, teachers and practitioners have expressed uneasiness over the lack of structure.  In the UK cultural norms relating to education are rooted in Victorian values that place the power and authority of the learning process on the teacher.  The shift to facilitating learning as opposed to leading learning creates problems for some teachers who find it hard to not interfere (Leather, 2016).  Forest School is a form of outdoor education associated with Scandinavia and outdoor learning. Since the 1990s there has been a sharp rise in the amount of Forest Schools in the UK.  It is this rapid growth that is leading to concerns from some practitioners.  In a 2016 article it is suggested that practices are being emulated without proper understanding by practitioners (Leather, 2016).
A review commissioned by the Field Studies Council indicates that when properly organised, planned and delivered well, fieldwork can expand knowledge and skills in a way that adds value to everyday learning (Dillon et al., 2006).  Teachers who adequately plan for challenges when delivering lessons outdoors often report a more enriched learning experience for all (Kelly et al., 2022).  This relates to Leathers 2016 work, suggesting that better training for practitioners can enable more effective teaching.  However, the ten-year gap between the two pieces of research indicates that the quality of teaching of outdoor learning had not improved significantly during that decade.  Furthermore, the research was based solely on secondary school age participants which narrows the field of results.  
The work of Dillon et al cite fear and anxiety regarding aspects of health and safety as a top concern, causing a barrier to outdoor education (2006).  There is concern of an increasingly intolerant public attitude to perceived danger, meaning that a generation of children are being denied the opportunity to learn to take risks and rise to new challenges.  Public perception has altered from accepting that risk is part of life to seeing any form of risk as unacceptable.  Therefore, resulting in growing protectiveness and greater regulation (Mickelburgh, 2010).  Carol Dweck’s Mindsets theory (2006) interconnects with these claims.  Dweck believes that motivation for learning is based on the individual’s own beliefs about their ability to master skills (Bates, 2019).  If a person is told they cannot do something they will believe it.  Therefore, Dweck argues that validation is an essential intervention and learners need to be shown they can become whatever they wish.  Furthermore, learners should be encouraged to take reasonable risks. Criticisms of Dweck’s work include questioning her conviction that the learning journey is more important than the destination (Bates, 2019).  This mirrors the underlying principle of the Reggio Emilia approach.  A possible reason for society’s intolerance to risk is that the terms risk and hazard have become interchangeable, yet the two terms carry different meanings.  Risk means the probability and likelihood of harm, whereas hazard is the possibility of something causing actual harm (Morgan, 2021).  
According to Dillon et al, outdoor educators need to consider the students preferred learning styles (2006).  This notion resonates with Gardner’s theory of Multiple Intelligences (1983).  Whereby individuals possess a unique blend of nine intelligences and their ability to learn is directly influenced by their capacity in these intelligences. These ideas have been condemned by some who disagree with Gardner’s assertion that measuring intelligence on the premise of academic performance is too restricting.  Nonetheless, other research has claimed that Gardner’s theories open educational pathways for children with special educational needs (SEN) who possess differentiated intelligence (Hanratty & Taggart, 2005).  Recent research supports the inclusivity of outdoor learning.  It is recognised that the diverse profile of primary school children requires teachers to address an extensive range of needs.  Outdoor learning is recognised as an effective method of pedagogy that reduces the barriers to education faced within the classroom (Kelly et al., 2022).  Nonetheless, the research of Dillon et al is focussed exclusively on secondary education which narrows the scope of results.
In conclusion, nurturing responsible, ethical citizens would not be achievable without exposure to the natural environment in all its forms.  Outdoor learning has been proven to enhance mental and physical health and promote general well-being, with research even indicating positive changes in brain structure (Kuhn et al., 2022).  Furthermore, exposure to nature can develop learners risk taking abilities which has the possibility of leading to greater self-belief from mastering skills via taking reasonable risks (Bates, 2019).  
The movement towards achieving this is supported nationally by the Curriculum for Wales and globally by the UNCRC.  However, to ensure this is successfully implemented there are concerns that need to be addressed. Society has become risk averse and need to be re-educated about the misinterpretation of the fundamental meaning of risk.  It is also critical that teachers and instructors are appropriately trained in delivering outdoor education, to maximise its positive influence on learners.  For this to be achieved approaches such as Reggio Emilia and Forest Schools need to be properly studied, adapted, and applied to the specific environment used.  The implications of which will provide environments for learning that promote inclusiveness for all regardless of ability or geographical location.
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                                                                                                                                                                                                      Froebel’s Little Foragers Woodland Scavenger Hunt! April 1 st 2023 1 – 3pm Pembrey Country Park            Ratio 1 Adult :6 Children Explore among the leaves and trees to find nature,from Birds to Bees!                       Bring - Waterproof Jacket and shoes/boots  Ages 4 - 8          (Growing Healthy Kids, nd )          (Forestry England, nd )           Explore Discover Participate Create Learn Play        (Abe Books, nd )          Parents/Carers   Welcome (Crafty - crafted.com, nd )     Includes Story Time & Rock Painting! Join us free for an immersive and fun outdoor sensory experience and help make tomorrows healthy, confident citizens of Wales!
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