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Comparing and Contrasting Outdoor Education Provision in Secondary Schools and Pupil Referral Units (PRUs)
Outdoor education plays a crucial part in promoting holistic development by offering experiential, hands-on learning beyond the restrictions of a traditional classroom. It is widely recognised for enhancing cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth, helping learners engage with their environment in meaningful ways (Padayichie, 2022). Theories of education, particularly those of Froebel, Montessori, Steiner, and Dewey, emphasise the importance of outdoor learning in promoting creativity, problem-solving, and independence. Froebel (1782–1852) viewed outdoor play as essential for children's natural development, while Montessori (1870–1952) advocated a prepared environment where children could explore freely. Steiner (1861–1925) emphasised nature's role in emotional and spiritual development, and Dewey (1859–1952) advocated for "learning by doing," integrating real-world experiences into education (Fowzee, 2025). In modern education, outdoor learning is embedded in various policies, including the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes child-led, experiential learning and highlights the importance of outdoor provision across all key stages (Welsh Government, 2023a). However, the extent and implementation of outdoor education varies significantly across settings (Welsh Government, 2023b). This essay will compare and contrast outdoor education provision in  mainstream secondary schools and PRUs, drawing on experience of working in a PRU to critically reflect on its benefits and challenges in both settings.
Secondary schools cater to learners aged 11–16,  following a structured curriculum with a strong focus on academic achievement. While outdoor education is often incorporated into subjects like physical education (PE), geography, and science, many mainstream schools struggle to integrate it holistically due to curriculum pressures and assessment-driven teaching (Waite, 2010). Some schools offer outdoor extracurricular activities, with an academic end goal such as Duke of Edinburgh (DofE) programs, sports-based qualifications, and school trips with specific academic focus, but these tend to be limited to those who opt in, and those who are also achieving academically. Studies show that children from disadvantaged backgrounds, rarely have the opportunity to engage with these activities and they do not cater for holistic development for the less academic learners (UK Government, 2019).
Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) help students who struggle to engage in mainstream education due to behavioural, Social, Emotional, Mental Health (SEMH) or other Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Learners in PRUs often have experienced Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) or trauma, which has impaired their development and mental health,  requiring a more flexible and bespoke approach to education. PRUs emphasise holistic learning, and outdoor provision is central to this, as it can can play an essential part in improving engagement, emotional regulation, and social skills. Outdoor learning makes up a huge part of many bespoke provisions provided by PRU’s and research on PRU’s has shown that outdoor activities, such as gardening, nature-based mindfulness, and practical team-building exercises, help students develop resilience, confidence, and a sense of responsibility, that they otherwise wouldn’t achieve in mainstream education (Welsh Government, 2021).
Outdoor education in secondary schools has considerable benefits, particularly in supporting physical health, engagement, and practical learning. Outdoor PE lessons promote physical fitness and well-being, addressing concerns about increasing sedentary lifestyles among teenagers (Welsh NHS Confederation, 2024). Subjects like geography and science use fieldwork to bring learning to life, making abstract concepts more concrete and memorable. Additionally, extracurricular outdoor programs such as DofE and adventure activities build resilience, teamwork, and leadership skills (Active Learning Centres, 2024). Another benefit is the positive impact on mental health and stress reduction. With one in six school aged children suffering from a mental health issue, and the NHS facing huge strain on community mental health support, it is key that schools are doing more to support young people’s mental health (The Children’s Society, 2025). Research suggests that spending time outside can lead to a reduction in stress, anxiety and depression, as well as an increase in self-regulation and anger management skills, however these benefits depend on the frequency and intensity of time spent outdoors (Jimenez, 2021).
Despite its benefits, outdoor education in secondary schools faces operational and logistical barriers. One significant challenge is curriculum constraints and academic pressure. Teachers may struggle to justify time spent outdoors when faced with tight schedules and exam preparation demands, many teachers who do want to encourage outdoor learning, may face backlash from senior leaders who don’t value the importance of it (Welsh Government, 2023b). Another challenge is access to outdoor spaces and resources. Urban schools often lack green spaces, limiting opportunities for outdoor learning, financial constraints can also restrict access to outdoor learning, as schools may struggle to fund trips, outdoor equipment, or staff training for outdoor provision, especially when it is seen as a low priority by most mainstream settings (Waite, et al., 2021). A final issue is disengagement and behavioural challenges. While many students enjoy outdoor learning, others may view it as unstructured or irrelevant, particularly if they are used to a more rigid classroom setting, the unstructured nature of outdoor learning can cause many pupils to become dysregulated as they have been conditioned to learn in the confines of a traditional classroom. Managing large groups outdoors can also present behavioural management difficulties, making some teachers hesitant to incorporate outdoor learning (Learning through Landscapes, 2023).
As well as the general physical and mental health and wellbeing benefits, outdoor education in PRUs offers significant therapeutic and engagement benefits, particularly for learners with SEMH needs. Many PRU students struggle with traditional classroom-based learning, and have had traumatic experiences in mainstream education, making outdoor activities an effective way to re-engage them in education. Activities such as gardening, outdoor cooking, and team-building exercises help develop social skills, confidence, and emotional regulation, many PRU students experience anxiety, trauma, or ALN related challenges, making traditional learning environments overwhelming. Outdoor provision, such as nature-based mindfulness sessions orienteering or mountain biking, helps students regulate their emotions, reducing instances of aggression or shutdowns (Burton PRU, ND). Outdoor education also allows them to see educators in a different light, allowing positive relational based practice to flourish, boosting engagement and belonging, it also helps them develop a love for learning, as they realise that they are confident and capable learners when given the guidance and tools to achieve in their own unique ways (Molyneux, Zeni and Oberle, 2022). 
Despite its benefits, outdoor education in PRUs faces challenges related to safety, staffing, and engagement. One of the biggest concerns is risk management and safety. Many PRU students exhibit unpredictable or challenging behaviours, increasing the risk of accidents or conflict during outdoor activities. While risky play is an essential part of learning, ensuring staff are adequately trained to manage risk is crucial. Additionally, student engagement can be inconsistent. While some PRU students thrive in outdoor environments, others may resist participation due to low confidence, past negative experiences, or lack of experience. Persuading reluctant learners to engage requires careful scaffolding, consistency, and an emphasis on building positive relationships. (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2025). Another challenge is limited resources and funding. PRUs often operate on tighter budgets than mainstream schools, due to lower pupil and staff numbers, restricting access to outdoor spaces, equipment, and specialist staff. While some PRUs have access to school gardens or nature reserves, others rely on community partnerships or external funding to provide outdoor learning opportunities (Tate and Greatbatch, 2017). 
In conclusion, outdoor education has its place for developing academic, physical and SEMH in both secondary and PRU settings, yet its implementation varies significantly between the two settings. In secondary schools, outdoor learning develops physical and mental well-being, promotes engagement, and supports their academic learning, yet it is often hindered by curriculum pressures, lack of outdoor spaces, and limited resources. In PRUs, outdoor education serves as a means for re-engaging learners, developing social-emotional skills, and providing alternative learning experiences.  However, challenges such as safety concerns, funding limitations, and inconsistent student engagement must be addressed to maximize its impact. While secondary schools see outdoor education as an addition to core subjects, PRU’s see outdoor education as a way to lay foundations for good relationships and learning, the successes of outdoor learning in PRU settings should be more widely appreciated in mainstream secondary schools, where young people can be re-engaged with learning before they are moved onto PRU settings.
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Mountain Biking Adventure, Nant Yr Arian 
	Date:
	26/03/2025

	Assessor:  
	Elinor Oddy
	Review date:  
	26/3/2026



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

	Travel to and from Nant yr Arian (Minibus Journey)
	- Encourages responsibility (punctuality, appropriate travel behaviours).
- Allows for social interaction in a structured setting.
- Supports independence by preparing for future independant travel.
	- Road traffic accident.
- Motion sickness.
- Poor behaviours leading to distraction of driver.
- Anxiety about travel.
	Students, Staff, Driver
	- Experienced, licensed driver following legal regulations.
- Seatbelts must be worn at all times.
- Travel expectations set beforehand.
- Staff supervision and seating plan in place.
- Sick bags available for those prone to motion sickness.
- reassurance for students who experience anxiety.
	M

	Introductory Bike Handling & Safety Briefing
	- Helps students understand basic bike control.
- Builds confidence before going on the trails.
- Encourages listening skills and patience.
	- Lack of attention causing misunderstanding of safety rules.
- Incorrect bike setup leading to discomfort or instability.
	Students, Staff,
		



	- Clear, simple instructions provided.
- Individual bike checks before riding.
- Short practice session in a safe, open area.



	L

	Mountain Biking on designated trails
	-Improves physical fitness and coordination. 
- Builds resilience and self-confidence. 
- Enhances teamwork and communication skills. 
- Provides an opportunity for emotional regulation and stress relief.
	- Collision with other cyclists or obstacles. 
- Falls resulting in cuts, bruises, or fractures. 
- Poor bike control leading to accidents.
- Student absconding
	Students, Staff, Public
	- Pre-ride safety briefing on biking techniques and spacing.
- Supervised riding from staff at all times
- 1:2 staff ratio
- Suitable trail selection for the skill level of students.
- Helmets and protective gear mandatory.
- Bikes checked before use.
- procedure in place for contacting parents and police in the event of student absconding. 
	M

	Lunch Break & Social Time
	- Supports social interaction in a relaxed setting.
- Encourages healthy eating habits.
- Provides time to rest and recover before continuing activities.
	- Food allergies or choking hazards.
- Littering or environmental damage.
- Poor behaviours or conflict between students.
	Staff and Pupils
	- Packed lunches checked for allergies in advance.
- Clear boundaries on where students can eat safely.
- Rubbish disposal rules reinforced to respect the environment.
- Staff monitoring to manage behaviours.
	L

	Exploring a Woodland Trail
	- Encourages problem-solving by navigating different surfaces.
- Supports emotional regulation by connecting with nature.
- Provides a calming sensory experience.
- Teaches risk assessment in a real-world setting.
	- Unexpected obstacles (fallen branches, wildlife, other trail users).
- Weather changes making paths slippery.
- Getting separated from the group.
- student using natural materials as a weapon (Rocks, branches) 
- Students lighting fires in woodland area
	Staff and pupils
	- Clear route chosen based on ability level.
- Staff positioned at key points for guidance.
- Weather forecast checked before the session.
- Group stays together with designated stop points.
- First aid kit to be prepared and on site at all times.
- Staff supervision from a distance to prevent misuse of natural materials. 
- Lighters and smoking materials to be handed to staff for safekeeping.
	L

	Break at the Lake & Mindfulness Activity
	- Supports emotional well-being by pausing to reflect.
- Encourages mindfulness and stress management techniques.
- Allows for social bonding in a relaxed setting.
	- Risk of child entering the lake (hypothermia, cold water shock, drowning)
- Emotional overwhelm or disengagement.
- Litter or environmental damage.
	Staff and Pupils
	- Clear boundaries and signage around the lake area.
- Alternative quiet space for students who need it.
- Discussion on respecting nature and leaving no trace.
- Staff supervision at all times.
	L

	End-of-Session Bike Maintenance & Reflection
	- Encourages responsibility for equipment.
- Builds practical problem-solving skills.
- Reinforces teamwork and cooperation.
- Helps students process their achievements.
	- Minor injuries from handling bike parts.
- Disengagement or dysregulation from those who struggle with fine motor skills.
- Use of tools as a weapon
	Staff and Pupils 
	- Staff-led demonstration with simple, achievable tasks.
- Alternative roles available for those who prefer verbal reflection.
- Supervision to prevent mishandling of tools.
- Staff to count all tools handed out and ensure they are returned. 
	L
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Literature Review: The role of outdoor education

Outdoor education is the provision of learning taking place in an outdoor setting; this doesn’t mean just taking textbooks outside to work, but instead, learning that takes place within, and using the natural environment. Outdoor education is experiential, it is taking the child into their natural environment and allowing them to explore and learn in a way that is natural and chronological to them, and it has many roles, such as health and wellbeing, cultural awareness, sustainability, and allowing learners to understand abstract concepts by exploring them through concrete experiences. This literature review examines the contributions of four key theorists, Friedrich Froebel, Maria Montessori, Rudolf Steiner (Waldorf education), and John Dewey, and how their work has influenced policy, and practice.
Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) was a German educator best known for establishing the kindergarten system and shaping modern early childhood education. He believed that play was essential to children's learning, as it allowed them to explore and make sense of the world around them. To support children's learning through play, he designed educational materials called "gifts" like wooden blocks and "occupations" like creating models from clay (Early education, 2021). His philosophy was based on the idea that children learn best when they are active participants in their own education. He believed that the natural world provided endless opportunities for discovery, helping children develop problem-solving skills, independence, and a deep connection to their surroundings (Froebel Trust, 2020). 
Froebel’s work continues to shape policies that emphasise child-led, play-based learning, and the integration of outdoor experiences and hands on activities into formal schooling (Education Wales, 2023). For example, the upcoming Vocational Certificate of Secondary Education (VCSE) qualifications launching in Wales, in 2027. The Curriculum for Wales promotes child-led exploration and outdoor education particularly in primary education and similarly, the VCSE qualifications will provide 14 to 16-year-olds with more practical, hands-on learning. By integrating these approaches, Wales education system considers Froebel’s value of holistic, child-centred learning that prepares students for real life (Qualifications Wales, 2025). 
Froebel’s child-led approach, while influential, faces challenges in modern education, particularly within the Curriculum for Wales. His focus on autonomy can conflict with the need for structured learning, especially in the context of growing academic pressures and the increasing emphasis on digital competency for future careers (Zosh et al., 2017). Outdoor play, though beneficial, presents safety concerns, particularly in urban areas where access to nature is limited. Studies show that 78% of parents hesitate to encourage risky play due to safety fears (Jerebine et al., 2024). Additionally, working parents may struggle to facilitate outdoor play, particularly in underfunded areas where resources are scarce (Loebach et al., 2021).
Maria Montessori (1870–1952) developed a child-centred educational philosophy focused on self-directed learning, where children engage with hands-on, sensory experiences. In a Montessori setting, children use materials like counting beads or building blocks to explore concepts at their own pace. Unlike traditional chronological education, which groups students strictly by age, Montessori’s approach focuses on developmental stages (Ruhl, 2024). A key aspect of Montessori education is the prepared environment, which is designed to allow children to choose activities based on their interests and developmental stage, with no separation between the indoor and outdoor environment (The Montessori Partnership, 2025). Outdoor learning is an integral part of Montessori education, providing children with rich, sensory experiences that encourage independence, problem-solving, and a deep connection to the natural world.
Montessori education and the Curriculum for Wales share common principles, particularly in their emphasis on child-centred, hands-on learning and creating independent thinkers. Both approaches value experiential learning, where children actively engage with their environment to develop essential skills. Outdoor learning plays a significant role in both models, supporting holistic development through exploration, creativity, and direct interaction with nature. This focus aligns with broader educational policies and practices across Wales, such as the ECPLC Quality Framework, which emphasises child-led, experiential learning in natural settings. This framework encourages practitioners to create environments that develop independence, critical thinking, and a love for learning, all key principles of the Montessori approach (Welsh Government, 2023). By incorporating outdoor learning, educators can enhance engagement, improve well-being, and support children in developing practical skills in a meaningful, real-world context.
Montessori's emphasis on self-directed bespoke learning has also faced critique. While it promotes independence, critics argue that it can sometimes lack the social interaction and structure necessary for children to thrive in group settings. In outdoor environments, however, Montessori methods can provide unique opportunities for collaborative learning, as children engage in activities such as gardening, nature-based problem-solving, and cooperative exploration. However, the Montessori method's reliance on specific materials and structured activities may limit flexibility in addressing the diverse needs of all learners (Lillard and Else-Quest, 2006). Additionally, implementing Montessori-inspired outdoor learning in traditional school settings can be challenging due to the need for trained educators, appropriate outdoor spaces, and resources, which can be costly and difficult to scale (Fleming et al., 2023). However, the benefits of integrating Montessori principles into outdoor learning environments highlight the potential for independence, resilience, and a deeper understanding of the natural world.

Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) developed the Waldorf education philosophy.  He believed that education should follow the natural development of the child. Waldorf education focuses on rhythms, or repetition to reinforce learning, and the intertwining of themes throughout a curriculum (Waldorf UK, 2025). Outdoor education is a key element of the Waldorf approach, as Steiner viewed nature as essential for a child’s emotional and spiritual development. Waldorf schools often incorporate forest school principals, encouraging outdoor exploration, gardening, and unstructured play in natural environments. Storytelling and creative play frequently take place outdoors, reinforcing the connection between learning and the natural world. These experiences are believed to develop resilience, problem-solving skills, and a deep appreciation for nature, he believed by engaging with the environment in a meaningful way, children develop independence, responsibility, and a sense of wonder about the world around them (De Bruycker, 2015).
In many Welsh schools, storytelling and artistic performance are integrated into outdoor learning experiences, much like the Eisteddfod, which traditionally takes place in open-air settings and celebrates storytelling, poetry, and music. This reflects the Waldorf approach, where nature serves as both a stage and an inspiration for creative expression. The Eisteddfod encourages children to engage with their cultural heritage through performance, mirroring Steiner’s belief in the power of rhythm, storytelling, and artistic engagement with the natural world as essential elements of education. By incorporating these traditions into outdoor learning, Welsh education nurtures creativity, language development, and a deep connection to both nature and cultural identity (Dewmartin, 2023). However, Waldorf education faces criticism for prioritising creativity over academics. Critics argue that the delayed introduction of formal literacy may disadvantage children in systems where early literacy is prioritised, and interaction with written materials can be limited in outdoor learning (Kennedy et al, 2012). 
John Dewey (1859–1952) was a strong advocate for experiential learning, emphasising that education should be embedded in real-world experiences rather than passive instruction. He believed that children learn best through active engagement with their environment, or ‘learning by doing’ making outdoor education a natural extension of his philosophy (Cloke, 2023). He also saw outdoor learning as a means of nurturing democratic education, as it encourages collaboration, discussion, and teamwork, allowing children to develop social and communication skills in a dynamic setting, he also argued that learning is most effective when students actively think about their experiences, drawing meaning from them and applying their insights to new situations. This can be linked to modern outdoor education, where children are encouraged to engage with nature, work together to solve challenges, and reflect on their learning to deepen their understanding of the world around them (Ord and Leather, 2017).
Outdoor learning initiatives, such as Forest School Wales and the Outdoor Learning Training Network Wales, promote the kind of collaborative, problem-solving experiences Dewey encouraged (National Resources Wales, 2015). Additionally, the Wales Outdoor Learning Week supports the integration of outdoor learning across all areas of the curriculum, recognising its role in developing critical thinking, teamwork, and resilience, key aspects of Dewey’s educational philosophy (Wales Council for Outdoor Learning, 2025).  
Dewey’s experiential learning model, though influential, is seen by some as idealistic in today’s standardised education settings. His emphasis on hands-on, inquiry-based learning can be difficult to implement in curriculums focused on measurable outcomes and standardised testing. Practical limitations, such as time constraints, teacher training, and lack of outdoor spaces, pose challenges for the integration of outdoor learning into mainstream education, making it challenging to fully embrace his vision in mainstream schools (Patchen et al., 2022).
While existing theories highlight the numerous benefits of outdoor education, particularly its positive effects on academic achievement, emotional well-being, and social development, several gaps remain in understanding its long-term impact and effectiveness across different education settings. For example, there is a need for further studies that examine the effectiveness of outdoor education across different age groups and learning needs, particularly in settings like special educational needs (SEN) schools or PRUs (Pupil Referral Units) as there is a lack of research specifically related to these settings. Outdoor education, including play-based and experiential learning activities, can have varying impacts depending on the developmental stage and individual needs of the child. Understanding these needs would help tailor outdoor learning approaches to better meet the specific needs of students with conditions such as ADHD, ASD, and other developmental challenges (Homan, 2019).
Another gap is the integration of digital tools into outdoor learning. As digital competency becomes a more prominent part of curriculum, there is growing interest in how technology can complement experiential learning in outdoor environments. Studies are needed to explore how tools like tablets, GPS devices, and virtual reality can enhance outdoor learning experiences, such as mapping, wildlife identification, or environmental monitoring, without diminishing the hands-on, immersive nature that outdoor education is known for, especially considering the recent decline in children engaging in outdoor play due to increased technology usage (Charan et al., 2024).
Accessibility is another significant issue, particularly in socio-economically disadvantaged areas where access to safe outdoor spaces can be limited. Socio-economic factors often impact children's ability to participate in outdoor education, with barriers such as lack of transportation, inadequate school resources, or unsafe environments preventing full engagement. Research into how to make outdoor education more accessible, equitable, and inclusive for all children is essential, particularly in underfunded schools or areas with limited outdoor resources (Waite et al., 2021). 
In conclusion, outdoor education plays a vital role in encouraging holistic child development through hands-on, experiential learning in natural settings. This review has highlighted the contributions of key theorists, Froebel, Montessori, Steiner, and Dewey, who all emphasise the importance of nature in shaping children's cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth. While their approaches differ, they collectively promote outdoor learning to nurture creativity, problem-solving, and resilience. Their influence is evident in modern practices, such as the Curriculum for Wales and Forest School Wales, which prioritise child-led, hands-on outdoor learning. Despite growing recognition, challenges remain, including standardised testing, limited outdoor spaces, and rigid curriculums. These barriers show a need for further research and policy changes to better integrate outdoor education, particularly for students with additional learning needs or in underfunded settings. 
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EQUIPMENT PROVIDED: Come along for a day of
BIKES, HELMETS, SAFETY Mountain bike adventure,
L Wednesday 26th March ‘25
WHAT TO BRING?
SUITABLE CLOTHING, Mini bus from school 9am

A structured mountain biking
experience, including:

3
i
I Bike handling & safety briefing
i
|

Bring spare clothes

Lunch provided
Guided trail ride (beginner-friendly) 7

Woodland exploration & sensory
breaks
Lunch break at a scenic spot
Mindfulness by the lake for
emotional regulation
End-of=session bike maintenance & I
reflection —




