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The definition, practice and theory surrounding Outdoor Education (OE) has been a popular discourse for over one hundred years (Vooys 2018).  The practice has been given numerous titles, such as outdoor adventure education, experiential education, community-oriented schooling, ecological and environmental education (Roberts 2012).  These titles have one connecting feature, they all take place outside, in the open air (Beams & Pike 2013).  The historic outcomes and goals have also changed from that of moulding young men to be ready for war, and developing of the potential future leaders of the country (Loynes 2008).  The current goals and outcomes however are a lot more varied and broader, involving both educational and leisure goals (Humberstone et al 2018), and not just including the physical challenges of adventure pursuits, but also the psychological benefits of being outside and closer to nature (Brookes 2022), and the opportunities to learn about the world around us, and environmental changes (Ogilvie 2013), along with the possibility of building resilience (Loynes 2008).   The exposure to challenging situations is especially important for children, to help build resilience and self-confidence (James & Prout 2014), which are personal skills that help individuals get through any challenging situations throughout life (Segrin & Flora 2011).   This photo essay will explore and critique the sociocultural dimensions of OE within urban areas, with a key focus on the provision of OE for children, up to the age of eighteen.  
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Mountaineering is amongst one of the earliest forms of outdoor adventure pursuits, being a popular activity worldwide.  Many explorers’ attention was drawn to the vast number of mountains in the Himalayas, one of which was named Mount Everest during a geographical report in 1856 (Waugh 1857).  The mountain was named after Sir George Everest, the man who led an expedition during 1841 where several Himalayan peaks were assessed within its landscape.  On 29th May 1953, the summit of Mount Everest, the highest mountain on earth, was reached for the very first time, by New Zealand born Edmund Hillary and one of his Nepalese Sherpa’s, Tenzing Norgay.  There had been over a dozen attempts to ascend Mount Everest prior to this, some of which ended with fatalities, that including both Andrew Irvine and George Mallory in 1924, British explorers and climbers who were on an expedition with the Royal Geographical Society and Alpine London Club (Griffiths 2020).  During this era, mountaineering was an elite character defining exclusive sport, solely consisting of upper-class white males, mostly from military backgrounds.  Whilst this level of mountaineering was inaccessible in the United Kingdom, groups of young men were led out on expeditions in order to develop personal skills and build resilience needed to become the next generation of leaders and war time heroes (Nicol 2007).  

Yet, during the late 1800’s, densely populated urban areas such as London, Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool, were facing issues of hooliganism, petti crimes and theft from the younger generations (Davies & Pearson 1999).  During the early 1900’s, young people were still struggling but with different issues, described by Hahn as the six declines (Vooys 2018).  Decline of fitness and skill were a couple of these.  Various organisations, groups and clubs were formed all with a similar goal, to engage the younger generations in activities and challenging environments, in order to improve their moral standing (Loynes 2008).  Religious groups formed youth club projects and Sunday schools, whilst other organisations created groups such as the Boys Brigade, and Scouts (Pugh 1999).  Opportunities were also created for young women, as Smith (1997) wrote about how in the eighteen nineties, Emmeline Pethick and Mary Neal took groups of young women from the West End of London, removed them from the exploitation of the tailoring and dress trade, and were introduced to holiday camps where they played games and were able to rid the frustrations created by the horrific workhouse conditions.   These early forms of OE took the younger generations out of the cities and into rural areas for expeditions, adventure and opportunities which they could not access within their home environment, albeit they returned with self-growth, and an increase in self-confidence (Roberts 2012).  However, Potter & Gray (1999) would argue that those living in urban areas are unable to fully appreciate and gain from any form of OE within their home environment due to it not being ‘wild’ enough.  
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Other initiatives aimed at getting the youth outdoors, learning lifelong skills and staying out of trouble were created, such as the Duke of Edinburgh Award, in 1956 by Kurt Hahn (Vooys 2018).  Although initially created to inspire the younger generations to become more involved in their local communities, and was only available for boys, it rapidly grew in popularity and was soon open for girls as well (DofE.org 2024).  Young adults are given the opportunity to help out in their local community, go on expeditions and learn lifelong skills, some of whom would never have been given the opportunity to gain these experiences (Bolding 2021).  Bolding (2021) argues that the DofE award should be available to all children through State High Schools, her suggestion is backed up by the results from a study completed in 2007 by the University of Northampton.  Published in 2009, the report highlights the positive experiences gained by those attending and completing their DofE awards.  It also highlights the results of those from urban environments, such as London, including numbers attending.  These all show a high number of attendees in major urban environments.  Albeit, what the report does show is that London has the lowest number of voluntary staff for their DofE projects (Campbell et al 2009), and that a previous report had highlighted an issue with attainment of staff in urban areas.  Yet, the report does state that the failure ratings are mostly impacted by the way a unit is managed, and not the area in which it is located.  Lines & Blenkinsopp (2002) agree, and states that the volunteers for DofE are essential in supporting the unit.  

Despite London being a major urban environment, it appears that OE organisations such as the DofE are thriving, despite not having direct access to wild area.  However, other areas within a major city that could offer OE opportunity, such as local play areas, may not be doing so well.  Image 3 below shows a children’s playground in London during the 1980’s.  This image has been sourced from a family blog page, where they discuss outdoor adventure playgrounds, and is being compared to the vast number of similarly themed play areas across Europe, of which were initially created by adults during the 1940’s, to encourage children to take risk in order to build resilience (Cherie 2014).  These play areas were built using mostly natural resources and materials, some of which created hazards such as the possibility of splinters, or a scrape from a nail, yet these areas were deemed acceptable and had minimal parent or adult intervention (Zamani 2016).  Children were able to create their own spaces within these play areas, thus encouraging their creativity, and promoting a natural environment for social development.  Wattchow & Brown (2011) agree that the place in which children are experiencing adventure and learning does not necessarily have to be a wild place or within the wilderness.  This form of unstructured play has developed from early theories on education and learning within nature, from the era of Romanticism (Roberts 2012).  

These child centred learning theories came from 18th century philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who believed that children learn best when in nature and from first hand experiences.  Also, from Friedrich Froebel who stressed the importance of free play and creativity in the outdoors (Knight 2013).  Yet these areas of creative autonomous play are now in decline (Casey 2007), and are being replaced with play grounds offering set exercises and activities, which do not challenge the imagination of the children (Knight 2011).  Brown & Patte (2013) explain how these pre-determined areas of play do not challenge children enough to encourage self-development, as they have removed the element of risk taking.  Tovey (2007), argues that these modern, sanitised, play areas have only stretched the imaginations of the designers.  Whilst the play area in image 4 shows a child taking the risk of climbing around the bars, this area was already designed with safety in mind, whereas the adventure play area in image 3 has greater element of risk and offers more opportunity for creative play.  Despite these changes in design of outdoor adventure play areas, theorists still agree that children learn best from first hand experiences (Bruner 1972) and also from being outdoors in a natural environment (Smith & Knapp 2009).  
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(Image 3 – MillerArtWork, 2024)    			(Image 4 – Methodwriter85, 2024)

With the above-mentioned theories of education and learning in mind, along with the definitions of OE, the question is, should urban adventure play areas are viewed as OE environments?  And if so, should there be more natural organic areas which encourage creativity?  A recent study by Wood, (Gladwell & Barton (2014), shows that young children are more physically active when playing on an open space such as a field, compared to a playground.  Greenaway (2008) states that as soon you leave the confines of an indoor environment you pass the threshold into the outdoors, where learning takes a different form; breathing in fresh air and changes to perspective.  Loynes (2008) describes the outdoors as a learning environment, a space and place providing opportunity for personal development and growth: having moved away from the social elitists who dominated the environment, to that of a space and place for all.  Unfortunately, with the increase and appetite for risk taking increase during the sixties and seventies, so did the accidents and occasional fatalities (Ogilvie 2013), resulting in many adventure playgrounds being overhauled and sanitised.  Yet, between 1986 and 1999 there was just five fatal accidents which took place on playgrounds in the UK (Tweed 2002), compared to the number of fatal accidents taking place in other outdoor adventure activity environments, this was minimal.  Albeit, accessible play areas for young children began to take on a new appearance, and designers now incorporate outdoor areas of play into new residential inner city and rural developments.  Reggio (2002) stresses the importance of cities being a safe place for children, where they can meet friends and play.  

[image: ]  (Image 5 – BBC 2023)

Image 5 shows a new play area recently built in the city of Sheffield, the appearance of which indicates a close link to that of the play area in image 3.  It has been constructed using similar materials, with taller elements and areas to climb, yet there is little opportunity for children to be creative with play in this area.  It has also been very well sanitised, should accidents happen, there is a rubber matting below the grass to soften bumps and falls, and the slide has been encased creating a tunnel effect.  One could argue that the opportunity for risk taking has also been removed, as every activity available is pre-planned and designed for a set purposed, however children can decide on when and how to take their own risks, as everyone has the right to take on the challenges they face within outdoor activities (Barton 2007).  Image 6 is another example of a newly built outdoor play area within the city of Stafford.  Despite the surroundings of this play area being less urban and built up than that in image 5, it has many similarities.  The slides have been made into tunnels, the dominant construction material is wood and every piece of equipment has an already pre-determined set activity.  There is very little chance of fatal accidents taking place in either of these play areas, as there is very little opportunity for children to explore their own self-confidence and develop a sense of risk and build resilience.  A recent study by Mears et al (2020) highlights the importance of having functional green spaces in close proximity to urban residential areas for children, in order to increase children’s physical activity levels, to combat the epidemic of childhood obesity.  The results of this study shows that children living in more urbanized areas, where greenspaces are not easily accessible, have a greater percentage of childhood obesity.  
[image: ]  
(Image 6 – Schofield, Stafford, 15th November 2024)

These images of play areas are a stark contrast to that of post war times, when many inner-city children were able, and allowed, to play on the rubble fallen from the destruction of wartime bombing (See Image 7).  Other risky areas children played in include alongside railway lines, in waste disposal sites, and in rivers and lakes.  Of course, these areas are now considered dangerous for children to be near, but during this era children had a lot more freedom and autonomy over their unstructured outdoor physical activities (Ilmi et al 2018).  This gave children the opportunity to naturally learn about risk taking, learning about their own abilities, and developing their personal self-confidence, and building resilience.  This historic image of children playing, in what is now viewed as high-risk areas, could be perceived as a highly adventurous rescue free area.  Cloutier (1999) states that the concept of rescue free areas is important to the very existence of adventure, as it enables individuals to freely make their own decisions about how to respond and react to a situation.   The UK has restricted or removed all possible spaces these children used to play in, and over sanitised their accessible playgrounds, however, other European countries are still very passionate about providing children with areas in which they can create their own play and chose to take risk by choice.  Forest School originated in Denmark in the 1950’s (FSF 2024), however Scandinavian culture has a philosophy of outdoor life known as friluftsliv; leading a lifestyle of connecting freely and spiritually with the outdoors and nature (Sjödin et al 2024).  

[image: ]    (Image 7 – DW 2015)

The UK has taken onboard the Danish practice of Forest School and has been implementing these OE sessions since the nineteen nineties (GFS 2024).  The Forest School Foundation (FSF) (2020) reports that the first Forest School in Denmark was formed in nineteen fifty-two, when a few mothers started meeting daily in local woodlands with their young children as there was a shortage of indoor education centres for younger children.  Yet in Sweden, records of outdoor learning date back to nineteen twenty-eight.  Despite it being a popular form of OE in its Scandinavian country of origin, in the United Kingdom (UK), Forest School is still a relatively new form of OE (Garden & Downes 2023), and the first school setting took place in England in nineteen ninety-five (Cree & McCree 2012).  Forest School involves a large diverse range of activities all aimed at creating an enabling, yet challenging environment, designed to encourage and support child development in several ways: personal development, physical development and cognitive development (Cree & McCree 2012).  Yet the UK faces sociocultural struggles with the implementation of Forest School, and the frequency in which it takes place (Leather 2016).  Leather (2016) explains how the UK faces implementation issues due to the sessions being theorised around play, whereas the UK education system does not incorporate play into the curriculum beyond stage 2.  Also, that forest school is a social construct, built from the translation of friluftsliv meaning “free air life”.  

Garden (2023) stresses the importance of risky play within forest school and how this supports child development, yet in the UK, progression of the risk averse culture impacts on the correct implementation of forest school.  Other European countries value the importance of play and autonomy much greater than the UK, despite there being many proven theories and studies completed showing how children’s free play is an essential aspect to child development (Tovey 2007).  Moss (2016) argues that the UK government does not yet hold enough value on OE, and that it is too focused on attempting to get children to meet certain learning outcomes and criteria at specific ages.  Moss (2016) states that risk taking is an essential part of child development, and that there is an element of risk in all OE (Gair 1997).  Albeit, in the UK, many parents have a concern about the risks when children are playing in the outdoors (Brock et al 2019), yet those that do attend forest school sessions become part of their own little micro-community and all are contributing in some way to their child’s social and emotional development (Blackham et al 2021).

Some play areas have been designed to replicate similar challenges of a forest school environment, as seen in image 8, and have been strategically positioned within an outdoor woodland space which gives the feel of forest school and the outdoors.  This particular space is in the town of Llangollen in Wales, but similar areas can be seen across the UK.  You will notice that the actual play activity involved is not too dissimilar to that in image 7, where children are taking risk, learning balance and coordination.  It is also similar to that in image 9, in a forest school session, where children can choose to attempt a challenging activity which they perceive to be a risk.  However, forest school settings are usually set up and assembled for the days group, and are not accessible to all at any time of day.  Whereas, that in image 8, along with the play areas in images 5 and 6 are permanent structures.  

[image: ]    (Image 8 – Schofield, Llangollen, 19th October 2024) 

Images 9 and 10 were taken at a family forest school session, ran by a local forest school, whom usually run sessions during the day, on a weekday, during school hours, and so they are only available to families with children under school age, or those who have chosen to home school their children.  This eliminates the accessibility to a vast number of children who will be in school whilst the sessions are taking place.  However, it does provide the opportunity to follow the six principles of forest school, one of which one states that the benefits of forest school are achieved over long-term regular sessions, and not just one-off events.  Although many schools now run forest school sessions, they are not true to the authentic forest school ethos (McCree 2019).  Garden (2024) talks about the power struggles between forest school practitioners and primary school teachers, when these sessions take place in local primary schools, and that teachers struggle to hand over the element of power to the forest school practitioners whom run a more child led autonomous learning environment.  

  [image: ]                     [image: ]
(Image 9 & 10 – Schofield 8th October 2022)

Image 11 and image 12 show examples of indoor replications of some outdoor adventure activities.  These indoor, sometimes portable, substitutes for outdoor adventure activities provides opportunity for those who do not have access to participate, however, Beard (2003) would argue that one’s senses are heightened by being in the outdoors and that is the ‘key’ ingredient to the overall experience.  James (2000) agrees, and states that the mountains and moorlands speak for themselves, as the natural environment evokes spiritual and emotional feelings.  Not only is being outdoors a great benefit to mental health, but also physical health, as Kelly & Potter (2011) discuss the overall health benefits of outdoor adventure education.  These indoor alternatives also offer opportunities for those in urban and inner-city environments to participate in such activities, thus being physically active and improving physical, mental and social well-being.  But, do these indoor substitutes class as OE? 
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(Image 11 – Big Foot Events, 2024)
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(Image 12 – Kettle, November 2024.

To conclude this exploration of OE, of which there are many struggles within the UK, from the early ideologies and hegemony of the social elite, with the white male dominant stance on the sport of exploring and mountaineering, to the current struggles with how the UK has adopted and commercialised forest school, along with the difficulty in establishing and preserving natural areas of OE within inner city urban areas.  

The risk averse culture within the UK, which stemmed from a post-war era of freedom and choice when children were able to have more control of their play opportunities, resulting in accidents, injuries, fatalities and blame.  This risk averse society has become the norm within the UK, and makes the establishment of traditional forest school OE a struggle, along with the national curriculum not permitting schools and practitioners to be autonomous with their lessons and learning styles.  The perception and level of risk is different to individuals, adults and children, yet children are often held back and not allowed to take risks.  An outdoor lifestyle culture as seen in other European countries is not mirrored within the UK, and so creates another struggle to how forest school is received and practiced with the UK.  

Within urban areas, whilst there may not always be accessible woodlands, mountains, and rocks to climb, there are alternatives and schemes which promote and enable outdoor activities.  However, it would be beneficial to run a study on how much of the population within a city make use of the spaces they have, or if they would prefer to use indoor substitutes.  The results of such a study could then be used to answer the questions of if OE needs to take place in the wilderness, or if indoor alternatives will suffice.
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