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Abstract

This independent project will take the form of a literature review therefore no primary research has been undertaken. Sources cited include a range of peer reviewed journals. The aim of this project is to assess the ways in which children can benefit from the incorporation of outdoor learning as part of the curriculum. Specifically, the impact outdoor learning has on children’s self-esteem and self-confidence, relationship with their local natural environment and relationships with others and social skills will be critically assessed and evaluated. The findings of this project point towards outdoor learning having a massively positive effect on all the research questions proposing its importance in the social development of children. However, certain literature does contradict this. On the whole there is a strong positive correlation between social benefits that children gain with outdoor learning.
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The positive impacts outdoor learning/ forest schooling has on children’s social development and how it affects their views on their local, natural environment 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

The broad aim of this project is to extensively research and assess the positive impacts that forest schooling, also known as outdoor learning, has on the social development of children. In order to assess these positive outcomes, the main research question has been broken down into three more specific research questions. The first of these looks into the positive impacts outdoor learning has on children’s self-confidence and self-esteem. The reason for the focus on this area is the dramatic impact positive self-esteem has on later learning and how important positive self-esteem is in children according to Lawrence (2006). Secondly, the degree to which outdoor learning affects a child’s relationship with others will be explored. This topic was chosen due to the huge social aspect of school. Social skills are key within schools due to schools being a very social system according to Teplicancova et al (2017). Third and finally, the extent to which outdoor leaning shapes children’s views on their natural environment will be assessed. This topic was chosen because of the importance of citizens having a positive view on natural environments. This is crucial at a time like this when global warming and pollution is such a key problem.

 Outdoor learning is a prominent topic within 21st century learning according to the authors of ‘Learning and Teaching Scotland’ (2010). They acknowledge the important contribution learning outdoors can give to the curriculum.  Outdoor learning is also prominent in the Welsh curriculum from the foundation phase upwards according to Welsh Assembly Government authors. They state that outdoor learning environments are developing throughout Wales, enabling children to benefit from outdoor, experiential learning.  It is clear that outdoor learning is a current educational trend and something that is becoming increasingly popular.

Chapter 2: Self-Confidence & Self-Esteem from Outdoor Learning 

Knight (2013) states that forest schooling was introduced into the United Kingdom in the early 1990s. This was in response to the rise of outdoor learning in Denmark. On the whole, a Scandinavian education is based on a more outdoor, child-centred philosophy. According to Leather (2018), the growth of forest schooling within the UK coincides with an increased focus on children spending more time outdoors in nature. Leather adds that forest schooling is based on the loose philosophy of imaginative play as a means of nurturing positive relationships with others. Olson Thompson and Hudson (2011) state that child development occurs in outdoor education through various methods of play. These include fantasy play, constructive play and social play. Harris (2015) breaks down the concept of forest schooling. He describes forest school as a facilitator of environmental learning for young people which supports their personal development. Specifically, forest schooling engages children’s creative thinking and their ability to critically analyse situations. This is owing to the more stimulating environment that the children are in, according to Harris, as children will regard any learning done outdoors as a more memorable educational experience. A key characteristic of forest schooling is its child centred and unstructured nature according to Bradshaw (2018). This makes forest schooling a very different educational approach to the conventional classroom which children are accustomed to. Forest schooling is an example of experiential learning state Welsh Assembly Government authors. Sternberg and Zhang (2001) state that experiential learning refers to the learning process occurring through experience as opposed to the delivery of facts in the classroom. Forest schooling enables children to learn experientially as they are experiencing things for themselves. Outdoor learning is also a holistic alternative to the conventional classroom state Atencio, Tan, Ho and Ching (2014); a form of learning which takes into consideration the whole person. 

As previously stated, this project will first assess the extent to which the outdoor education of children impacts on both their self-esteem and self-confidence. In order to assess this, we must first clarify the concrete definitions of both self-confidence and self-esteem. According to Bunker (1991) children will gain increases in both self-esteem and self-confidence as a result of experiences, which often occur outdoors, that they deem as being successful. Bunker’s analysis suggests that self-confidence and self-esteem are two terms which can be interchanged and reference the same thing or are synonyms of each other. Self-esteem is ‘generally regarded as an evaluation in which people approve or themselves and make judgements about their self-worth,’ (Zafar, Saleem, Mahmood, 2012, p:28).  This suggests that if we see ourselves in a positive light, we are self-confident individuals with strong self-esteem. 

With a clear understanding of the terms self-confidence and self-esteem, the degree to which they are affected by outdoor learning can now be examined. From extensive research it becomes clear that there is a link between forest schooling and increased levels of self-esteem. High levels of self-esteem can be achieved in different ways within the outdoor learning environment. The first of these is the impact the forest school practitioner has on the child and the interaction techniques used. Knight (2011) states that self-esteem can be affected if the practitioner is able to become a ‘significant other’ to the child. In order to do this forest school practitioners must have a thorough understanding of the child’s background. This knowledge and feeling of care will build a relationship based on trust and respect which simultaneously will positively increase the child’s level of self-confidence and self-esteem.   

Leather (2012) states that the development of self-confidence and self-esteem is intrinsically related to the outdoor education of children. This is because of the impact that outdoor learning has on their social and personal development. Swarbrick, Eastwood, and Tutton (2004) assess the impact forest schooling has on children’s self-esteem relating to the idea of independence. They believe there is a strong correlation between the independent aspect of outdoor learning and a positive change in an individual’s self-confidence and self-esteem. Swarbrick, Eastwood, and Tutton report that children will often develop a sense of independence associated with their outdoor learning experiences. This is due to the essentially child-centred nature of outdoor learning. Essentially, children are given free rein on the activities they wish to partake in with regards to exploring the new environment in which they find themselves. The independence children are given will make them more self-reliant individuals. This will have a beneficial impact on their self-esteem as they are able to make their own decisions regarding their learning. 

The forest school approach is a communication-based approach to education with a strong focus on real life situations as opposed to the fictional scenarios created within the classroom environment. The idea of free play will encourage this communication state Olson, Thompson and Hudson (2011). Therefore, there is a sense of genuine personal engagement by children as the choices they are making will have a genuine impact on the end product they are aiming to achieve. A specific example of this may be the assembly of a camp fire. If this is constructed incorrectly to the point it is not effective in warming up food, children may not be able to enjoy a warm lunch at forest school. This scenario will engage children much more than a fictional scenario owing to the realistic nature of it. Children are therefore much more likely to partake in this task and the success of this will lead to an increase in self-esteem. This idea is supported by Montessori who believes children need real tools and materials to learn effectively states Williams – Siegfredsen (2011). Forest school can offer this. Swarbrick, Eastwood, and Tutton (2004) state that the positive results of forest schooling such as self-esteem and engagement can also be replicated within the classroom environment. They report that children will often bring their positivity and motivation from outdoor learning back into the classroom. This information suggests that forest schooling has long term benefits on self-esteem and confidence within education. Barlow (2015) agrees with the idea of the continuity of self-esteem as well as co-operation, respect, motivation and independence being brought back into the classroom from forest schooling. Leather (2018) states that this heightened self-esteem stems from the non-competitive nature of outdoor learning. No one fails in forest school and therefore all children can benefit. Self-esteem snowballs so, as a child’s confidence begins to grow, he or she will find more challenging and exhilarating activities to partake in leading to further growth in their confidence and self-esteem. This theory of the snowballing of confidence is indicated in a case study undertaken by Murray (2006) reports Leather. Twenty-Four children were tracked over a period of eight months during which they took part in outdoor sessions weekly. Among other benefits, their self-confidence notably increased consistently throughout the study. This supports Leather’s theory of the snowballing effect.

Leather (2012) states that age and the amount of time spent in the outdoor learning environment affects the results forest schooling has on the self-esteem of a child. Referring to a study undertaken by Cason and Grills, Leather reports that the effect outdoor learning has on self-esteem is heavily determined by the amount of time a child spends in an outdoor learning environment. An increased level of self-esteem is not something which will occur after a single outdoor learning session. This suggests a need for multiple sessions in order for a child to benefit. Leather also states that the age of children is key in the development of self-esteem associated with outdoor learning. Younger children are much more likely to benefit in terms of self-esteem from forest schooling than older/ adolescent children. Overall, then, this study indicates that forest schooling should begin at a young age and be a regular occurrence in a child’s education.

Although many educational practitioners report the benefits associated with self-esteem and self-confidence gained from outdoor learning, some individuals do criticise this approach to education. Lloyd, Truong and Gray (2018) report a link between outdoor learning and a growth in self-confidence. However, they question the effect the actual environment is having on this. They call this the ‘drag and drop’ approach. Essentially, they suggest that children could gain in confidence regardless of the location of learning. For instance, if they were given child-centred learning within the classroom, they could develop motivation and self-esteem. Lloyd, Truong and Gray believe that forest school is becoming less of an educational theory and pedagogy, and more of an educational commodity which agencies and practitioners can benefit from financially. They argue that forest school practitioners are trained with an over-emphasis on procedure rather than on the use of the natural environment as a learning resource and the theory and pedagogy of outdoor learning. This suggests that, whilst forest schooling may still be achieving its original goals, the pedagogy has changed, and the philosophy of learning could be replicated in different environments.

Chapter 3: The Relationship with the Natural Environment invoked by Outdoor Learning 

As already noted, outdoor learning does appear to have a positive impact on self-esteem and confidence. The second research question aims to explore the degree to which forest schooling shapes children’s views on their natural environment. If there is evidence supporting the hypothesis that outdoor learning does create a love for one’s natural environment, the ‘drag and drop’ theory presented by Lloyd, Truong and Gray may be conflicted. 

The forest school environment is very different to a conventional classroom. When taking part in outdoor learning sessions children will experience an environment which consists of wild, open spaces, forests and nature states Bradshaw (2018). Within this dynamic and active environment, students are able to facilitate their own learning using the environment around them as the ‘third teacher.’ 

Turtle, Convery, and Convery, (2015) report that modern children are lacking in terms of engagement with their local natural environments. For this reason, children may not have a positive relationship with natural environments due to a lack of time spent outdoors. Carrington (2016) states that seventy-five percent of children are spending less time outdoors or in natural environments than prison inmates. This figure is shocking and clearly indicates the need for a method of radical education such as forest schools to promote positive attitudes towards nature. Forest schooling offers an innovative, educational approach which promotes a positive relationship with one’s natural environment.  

Dillion et al (2006) state that the environment within which the outdoor learning will take place is fundamental to its success. Students will often have fond memories of outdoor learning experiences due to the impact the unconventional location of learning had on them. This information presented by Dillion et al indicates that education outdoors can create a lasting impression of the natural environment. In addition to this, it is reported that children will often arrive at forest school with an already positive outlook on the educational experience. As the sessions continue, they will develop increasingly positive feeling towards the learning method and the environment in which the learning occurs. This suggests that partaking in radical education such as forest school can create lasting and positive impressions of the local environment.  Gray, and Birrell, (2015) support this theory. They state that forest schooling is a multi-sensory experience, amplifying an individual’s personal relationship with the natural environment in which the learning is taking place. Forest schooling is a ‘place designed programme’ which aims to promote love of the natural environment. This love of nature will affect the way people will look after the planet according to Gray, and Birrell.  If someone has a positive outlook on their local natural environment, they are more likely to protect it. Gray, and Birrell believe the curriculum should be adapted towards an education that consists of compulsory outdoor sessions. This is based on the idea that we can only love what we know. We cannot love our natural environment unless we have first-hand experiences of nature. There is also a small but significant body of research suggesting that outdoor learning promotes a lifelong love of nature. Turtle, Convery, and Convery report that there is a strong positive correlation between time spent outdoors as a child and the likelihood of returning to the wild to explore as an adult. This information suggests that if we want people to have lifelong positive attitudes towards nature, they should be introduced at a young age through a medium such as forest school. 

Smith, Dunhill, and Scott, (2018) reinforce the idea of outdoor learning nurturing positive relationships with the natural environment. They report long-term pro-environmental attitudes stemming from outdoor learning experiences. This is due to children being able to access their local natural environments, learning more about nature and noticing things in the environment that would not be seen in the conventional classroom. Essentially, over time, children will gain an understanding of their surroundings through exploration and develop a love for it. Smith, M., Dunhill, A. and Scott, G also report that over time children will also develop a sense of pride in the environment due to outdoor learning experiences. An attachment to, and sense of ownership of, the environment is also an outcome of outdoor learning. Outdoor learning also has long-term benefits with reports of children replicating the skills they have acquired when outdoor learning and applying them to their everyday lives. The theme of pride is backed up by a study conducted by Murray (2003) reported by Slade, Lowery, and Bland (2013). It was discovered that outdoor learning led to an increase in both personal and social development as well as an increase in the ownership and pride children have for their local environment. As well as these benefits gained from outdoor learning children also had an improved understanding of the natural world. Adding to this is the theory that children are environmental stakeholders report Barratt Hacking, Barratt and Scott (2007). An environmental stakeholder is ‘anyone who is or might be affected by a decision relating to the environment.’ (Barratt Hacking, Barratt and Scott, 2007, p:532). If children are environmental stakeholders, it would make sense that they feel a sense of ownership and pride in their local environment due to the impact it poses on their future. 


As discussed, outdoor learning often leads to a positive attitude change towards nature. Along with this attitude change comes a sense of stewardship states Ashbrook (2012). Stewardship is defined by Ashbrook (2016) as being a protector of a specified environment. In this case children are showing stewardship characteristics in a natural environment. Examples of ways in which this stewardship could be demonstrated is through litter picking in the forest. Feille (2017) reports that stewardship in young people has benefits for the future. An increased awareness of the natural world, gained from outdoor education, should create a generation of responsible citizens who are aware of the problems facing the earth. Theoretically, this should lead to the nurturing and protection of natural environments for the future.  The information presented by Feille and Ashbrook reinforces the suggestion that forest schooling has beneficial implications for the future. If children are becoming stewards of their natural environments, littering and pollution in these areas could be prevented or regulated which has great implications for the sustainability of the planet. Whilst all this might sound ideal, there are problems, according to Ashbrook.  Children will often not be able to fully engage with the duties of stewardship. A significant factor in this is their age. Children undertaking outdoor education will often be very young and therefore may not be able to partake in certain tasks because of the risks of injury and other potential dangers. Whilst this is clearly an issue, the evidence still suggests that children who experience outdoor education have a positive outlook on the natural environment and want to protect it throughout their lives. Another barrier hindering children’s ability to take part in outdoor has to do with the accessibility of the environment states Coe (2016). Children living in cities and other very urban areas may not have a local, accessible environment in which outdoor learning can take place. Other barriers to the universal implementation of outdoor learning include the high maintenance nature of the environment, funding and vandalism state Pfouts and Schultz (2003). The information presented here indicates that outdoor learning may be very difficult to implement and there are numerous barriers associated with its implementation. 

Fisher-Maltese, Fisher and Ray (2017) report the important benefits of educating children in the outdoor environment. They report that incorporating outdoor learning into the curriculum will produce more environmentally minded students. Outdoor learning has the potential to foster stewardship and improve academic achievement. Fisher-Maltese, Fisher and Ray stress the importance of informal learning environments such as a forest school because of the ability of these environments to create motivation in students, greater environmental interest and a strong relationship with an individual’s local environment. 

Throughout this chapter research has indicated that outdoor learning will invoke pro-environmental attitudes and stewardship in individuals. Although there is a lot of evidence reinforcing this point there is also contrasting evidence. Braun, Cottrell and Dierkes (2018) do admit the fact that individuals have shown elements of pro-environmental tendencies post outdoor learning. However, from a wide range of research they report that there is often no specific link found between the two. The attitudes displayed by individuals may be pre-existing and derive from other source such as parents’ attitudes and values. Although a handful of studies report outdoor education leading to a lifelong love of nature, Beyer et al (2015) state that on the whole the long-term impacts on environmental attitudes from outdoor learning are not established. Some may take the view that if this type of education is not benefitting individuals throughout their life, its value is limited. The overall aim should be long term attitude change and not temporary attitude change.



Chapter 4: Impact on Relationships and Social Skills from Outdoor Learning

The third and final research question of this project aims to assess and critically evaluate the impact outdoor learning has on children’s social skills. Social skills discussed will include relationships with others and communication skills. Meier, Diperna and Oyster (2006) report the importance of developing social skills at a young age, stating that social skills are some of the most important skills that can be learned and are crucial for a successful education. This information indicates the potential importance of developing social skills early in a child’s life. 

As previously discussed, outdoor learning is based on a philosophy of free play and exploration. This is key in the development of social skills state Burriss and Burriss (2011) as communication through play is one of the main ways children will develop socially within the outdoor learning environment. To be specific, co-operation and sharing are two key social skills which are developed through outdoor learning. This is because children have to work independently rather than being told what to do by the practitioner/ teacher. Burriss and Burriss expand upon this idea of social skills stating that the child centred philosophy of outdoor learning also promotes perspective taking. Children have the opportunity to create their own perspectives on a certain topic and these perspectives will be individual and uninfluenced by teachers and practitioners. Jacobi-Vessels (2013) reinforces theories proposed by Burriss and Burriss suggesting that giving children the flexibility to partake in whatever activities they wish will promote their social skills, especially collaboration. As well as the development of these social skills a sense of belonging will also be fostered in outdoor education states Jacobi-Vessels. Cumming and Nash (2015) elaborate on this theory of belonging by stating that the outdoor environment amplifies an individual’s sense of belonging. This sense of belonging derives from positive experiences such as the creation of new attachments with individuals. A feeling of belonging within the community deriving from outdoor learning can aid the creation of a positive relationship with the environment as discussed in chapter two. The concept of place meaning also links in with belonging. The outdoor environment is new and significant in an individual’s learning journey. This significance can foster a feeling of belonging within the group and within the environment. 

It has become apparent that outdoor education has numerous benefits regarding the development of social skills in young children. However, there are certain circumstances in which this may not benefit specific individuals. Peters, Tullis and Gallegher (2016) outline circumstances in which children may struggle to develop socially. They report that children with additional learning needs, especially those on the autistic spectrum, struggle with social development.  Such children may not cope with extremely child-centred learning. It therefore becomes apparent that outdoor learning may not benefit every child. Clearly, within an all-inclusive education, outdoor learning must still be made available for all children regardless of whether they have additional learning needs or not. Withey (2017) states that certain interventions will need to be made within the learning environment to aid the development of social skills in individuals with additional learning needs. This indicates the need for what is called Universal Design for Learning states Arbouet Harte (2013). Universal Design for Learning refers to how environments can be adapted and developed in order to fit the needs of each individual child. Universal Design for Learning can be implemented in different ways. The first of these refers to the ways in which the learning is presented in order to fit the needs of each child. An example may be paper resources being printed in a different colour the aid a child with dyslexia learning. Another way in which this can be implemented regards the way in which students express the knowledge they have acquired. Examples include presenting the information you have learned in a written format or an oral presentation for those who struggle with reading and writing. This gives all children the opportunity to access outdoor learning making it an inclusive form of education. 

A key aspect of the development of social skills is the progression of relationships with others. Mirrahimi, Tawil, Abdullah, Surat and Usman (2011) state that the themes of co-operation and teamwork invoke positive relationships with others. By co-operating and working with peers, children have the ability to build strong positive relationships and attachments with others. These relationships also stem from the increased contact and collaboration the outdoor environment allows in comparison the conventional classroom. This point is reinforced by Nawaz and Blackwell (2014) who describe the outdoor learning environment as a place in which socialization is promoted and encouraged. Waite, Rogers and Evans (2013) also note an increase in sociability in outdoor education which they put down to the de-restriction of socialization associated with outdoor learning. Mirrahimi, Tawil, Abdullah, Surat and Usman state that the social skills developed are lifelong skills which will serve children on their journey into adulthood. The information provided all points towards the theory that outdoor learning is a powerful educational approach which can provide young children with social skills that will be useful throughout their lives. 

A wide range of studies have been undertaken investigating the effect outdoor learning has on children’s social skills and how it impacts their relationships with others. Harun and Salamuddin (2014) report a study which examined the effect outdoor education had on 671 adolescents. The study compared the social skills gained from a week of outdoor education and then compared these results to a control group who had spent the week in a conventional classroom. The topics to be measured included teamwork, co-operative play, being able to cope with change and the development of leadership skills. Harun and Salamuddin state data was collected through questionnaires. Results showed that the individuals who took part in the outdoor sessions had benefited massively in terms of their social skills in comparison to the control group. It must be considered that self-report methods were used so responses were subjective and potentially participants could simply make up their answers. However, on the whole this study suggests that outdoor education has a positive impact on the development of social skills and even on attitudes post outdoor education. Case studies also give an insight into the outcomes outdoor learning has on children’s social skills. O'Brien and Murray (2007) describe the impacts discovered from two case studies in 2002 and 2005 on individuals taking part in forest schooling. O'Brien and Murray report improvements in team working, interactions and conversation skills. These skills are able to be developed as the outdoor environment equips the expansion of the curriculum. This is especially apparent in terms of social learning. The social skills being developed are of huge importance due to the effect they have on an individual’s journey to adulthood as previously mentioned. Although this appears very effective research as it gives an in-depth perspective from one individual there are problems with case studies. Haslam and McGarty (2014) state results can be unreliable as they are only based on one individual and therefore cannot be generalised. 

As well as the development of social skills, social inclusion and barriers to social inclusion are also prominent topics within literature on outdoor learning. Nawaz and Blackwell (2014) report an increase in social inclusion deriving from outdoor learning. Social inclusion refers to all individuals being able to patriciate in an activity through equal acceptance and access according to Coombs, Nicholas and Pirkis (2013). Nawaz and Blackwell state that social inclusion is increased through forest schooling due to the increased focus on social skills and teamwork within the environment. The focus on teamwork and communication is reinforced by Jostad, Sibthorp, Pohja and Gookin (2015) who state these experiences have a huge effect on children’s social skills. These effects are not always positive as negative experiences could result in the failure to develop social skills. Jostad, Sibthorp, Pohja and Gookin also state that social inclusion is a key topic within outdoor learning but note that it does rely on certain variables. These variables include goal conflict and demographic breakdown. Goal conflict refers to interpersonal conflict which could lead to certain children being left out and therefore losing social inclusion. The demographic breakdown within the group will include children from different races, religions, genders and socio-economic classes. This could affect the way in which children get along and include other individuals who differ from them. 

Social behaviours discussed throughout this chapter are generally those regarded as positive in development. However, as well as positive social behaviours there is potential for the development of negative ones. McClain and Vandermaas – Peeler (2016) state that as well as positive social skills such as leadership and communication skills, negative social skills can be acquired such as goal conflict. A key theme throughout this chapter has been co-operation. The importace of co-operative learning between students is stressed by Kaldi, Filippatou and Anthopoulou (2014). They report a study conducted involving students aged eight to ten. The study demonstrated numerous benefits associated with co-operative work. These benefits derive from students having the ability to collaborate with their peers and to compare and contrast ideas. This is key in an individual’s learning journey. This reinforces the importance the collaborative aspect of forest schooling has on a child’s development and relationships with others. 


Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

This project sought to assess and evaluate the research which exists in relation to the benefits of outdoor learning. Specifically, this project has focused on how outdoor learning affects an individual’s self-esteem, how outdoor learning creates a pro-environmental attitude and finally how outdoor learning affects social skill development and relationships with others. Overall, the research presented in this project points towards outdoor learning having a positive impact on children’s social development and on their attitudes towards the natural environment. Forest schooling not only incorporates aspects of the school curriculum in an environment which allows more freedom, it also gives children the opportunity to develop skills that could benefit them throughout their lives.

By reading the research presented it would be very easy to make the assumption that forest school should be implemented across the curriculum for children of all ages due to the way in which it can benefit individuals. However, there are certain factors which need to be considered before making this assumption. The curriculum within the UK has a heavy focus on formal assessment throughout the learning journey and schooling is becoming increasingly exam focused such that the only thing that appears to have any importance is exam grades argues Zamri Khairani (2017). The sad truth is that many schools would turn down the opportunity of outdoor learning as they would see it as taking too much time out of the classroom and not worth the extra effort.

Whilst measurable, summative assessment is a crucial part of education, a holistic education which focuses on personal and social development is clearly a desirable aim. Barriers to universal implementation exist, however, and those barriers are not insignificant. 
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