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The benefits and barriers of outdoor education in Primary and ALN environments

This essay will view the benefits and challenges of outdoor education in two different types of learning environments: Primary schools and Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Units. It will explore how outdoor education helps children grow, improve their mental health and how they perform in school. The essay will focus on what both learning environments can do with their students outdoors and how it benefits their students. This essay will also be viewing the barriers that practitioners face in both environments when attempting to bring their classroom outdoors. By exploring these different aspects of outdoor learning in different settings, this essay will demonstrate how outdoor education can benefit many students, if their educational facility can overcome the challenges that comes with outdoor education.
Outdoor lessons offer children and young people many chances for growth and development, such as risk taking, exploration and experimental learning, with nature serving as their classroom. Children acquire skills that they would not normally acquire in the traditional classroom when they are in nature. Outdoor education encourages cooperation and teamwork by providing opportunities to interact and work together in new groups (Lewis, 2023). Every child is unique, and every child learns in their own way. Working within a traditional classroom can be great for many individuals, but also can be harder for others. The classroom can cause additional stress and ingrained feelings of social or academic difference. This can often be the case with learners with additional learning needs. Many children can embrace a greater sense of freedom and independence, by moving away from structured seating plans and traditional classroom-based learning (Learning through Landscapes, 2023). In the past three years, there has been a 50% increase in children being more likely to experience mental health issues. One in six children between the ages of five and sixteen are likely to struggle with mental health issues and within a classroom of thirty children, five of those children are likely to suffer from a mental health issue (The children’s society, 2025). With this in mind, it is essential that schools engage their learners with activities that boost self-confidence. As early as eight years old, children’s self-esteem begins to decline by 30%. Although increasing self-confidence may not explicitly be included in the curriculum, a teacher will find themselves undertaking roles to assist pupils in developing resilience. Students who have higher self-esteem are more likely to try new things, take chances and challenge themselves within their learning, which in turn, promotes a higher level of engagement and achievement in their education (Discover the World Education, 2024). According to Bendon (2023) spending time outside and in nature extends life expectancy, improves wellbeing, reduces depressive symptoms and improves a young person’s academic performance. Bendon (2023) states that children can be their most authentic selves outdoors, where they can find an escape and feel less limited. Research supports that being outdoors improves a child’s mental health, psychological and emotional wellbeing and social and emotional development. When a child is in nature, it can lower cortisol levels in their brain, and it is believed to alleviate stress and anxiety. Children who have more exposure to the outdoors can be less hyperactive, especially children with ADHD (Benden, 2023).
In primary schools many different topics can be taught through learning outdoors and give the pupils a wider view of their subject. For example, teaching Mathematics outside can show young people that Mathematics is not just used within the classroom and that it is fact everywhere. This allows the pupils to apply what they have learnt in class, in everyday life. Place value and multiplication can be taught in an engaging way outside, by using natural materials as placeholders, which can be a unique way for some learners to remember the method. It is not necessary for outdoor education to be a major production in within primary schools. Depending on the school grounds, educators can make small changes to their planning to make it an outdoor lesson (Warstillo, N.D.). Although outdoor learning can be a great tool for many primary practitioners, some find it difficult to get their students outside of their classroom. When planning and facilitation outdoor learning, teachers frequently encounter challenges that disrupt their lessons. These consist of timetabling the correct time to be outside with students, adult-to-child ratios, and weather. When organizing outdoor lesson activities, there is frequent concern among teachers that children will be harmed engaging in outdoor learning. Many teacher’s outdoor lesson plans are frequently influenced by how they respond to risk (Calum, 2023).
It is common that many children and young people  with additional learning needs (ALN) don’t get the opportunity to play outside as much as is recommended. Outdoor play is essential to a child’s early development. Additionally, it is been identified to help engage children with additional learning needs. Research suggests that children who have the freedom to move in a therapeutic, stimulating outdoor setting are happier and healthier (Homan, 2019). In order to support ALN children’s holistic development and problem solving skills, practitioners should make use of outdoor areas within their setting if given the opportunity. There are a range of activities that could cater for many children within ALN settings and the activities can be adapted to suit each child’s needs. Planned outdoor provision for ALN students such as story-time and construction activities actively involve the students in their educational journey (Estyn, 2024). Unfortunately, there are some barriers that prevent ALN practitioners from taking their class outdoors. In 2024, the Welsh Parliament researched whether children and young people have equal access to education and childcare in Wales. Part of that research was to view how accessible outdoor learning and school trips are for students with ALN. The study found that many students miss out on outdoor learning experiences within their settings due to their additional learning need. This was frequently down to communication errors and lack of preparation and inadequate risk assessments. The Welsh Parliament argued that as education also takes place outside of the classroom, denying children and young people access to these experiences could have a detrimental effect on their education (The Welsh Parliament, 2024).
To conclude, outdoor education provides valuable learning opportunities for both primary school children and students within ALN environments, offering benefits such as improved mental health, increased self-confidence and enhanced academic performance. By engaging with their natural surroundings, children are able to develop important life skills and build connections with their peers. However, both primary and ALN facilities face challenges in implementing outdoor learning in their schools. These barriers include logistical issues, such as planning, weather, timetabling and accessibility barriers. To ensure that all children can benefit from outdoor education, it is essential that schools and practitioners work to overcome these obstacles and create inclusive, accessible outdoor learning experiences that support every child, whether they have additional learning  needs or not.
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
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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

	Students to plant vegetable seeds in raised beds.
	· Students will learn about how vegetables grow, from planting to harvest.
· The children will learn teamwork skills from taking it in turns and sharing responsibilities.
· The children will learn about healthy eating and how they can grow their own healthy foods at home.
· Children will learn about what environment and climate certain vegetables need to grow.
	· Tripping/Falling.
· Injuries from gardening tools.
· Allergic reactions to plants or soil.
· Soil or dirt in eyes.
· Touching animal faeces.
· Insect stings or bites.
	Children, young people, adults
	· Ensure the students stick to the path and walk within their pairs.
· Demonstrate to the students how to correctly use the gardening tools.
· Discuss the dangers of misusing the gardening equipment with the students.
· Ensure all students wear gloves, long sleeves and trousers.
· Tell the students not to throw soil.
· Ask the students to remain in their designated raised bed with their group.
· Ensure the correct staff to child ratio is in order and assign staff members to assist and supervise specific groups.
· Ensure first aider and first aid kit are brought to the garden.
· Ensure a fully charged mobile phone is brought.
	Low

	Walking around the garden to view raised beds with plants already in them.
	· The children will be able to view how their raised beds should look once they have finished theirs.
· Children will be able to identify what different vegetables look like when planted.
· Students will be able to see techniques used to plant certain vegetables.
· Students will be able to see potential problems they may encounter once they have planted their item.
	· Tripping/falling.
· Allergic reactions to plants.
· Insect stings or bites.

	Children, young people, adults
	· Ensure the students stick to the path and walk within their pairs.
· Tell the students not to touch the raised beds or the plants.
· Ensure all students wear long sleeves and trousers.
· Ensure the correct staff to child ratio is in order and assign staff members to assist and supervise specific groups.
· Ensure first aider and first aid kit are brought to the garden.
· Ensure a fully charged mobile phone is brought.
	Low

	Retrieve equipment from garden shed.
	· Gives the students the opportunity to have responsibility for their tools.
· Students get to view all the tools used for planting vegetables.
· Teaches students how to safely handle gardening tools.
· Students understand what each tool is used for.
· Children can work as a team to gather the correct tools.
	· Tripping/falling.
· Injuries from tools.
· Fingers stuck in door.

	Children, young people, adults
	· Staff member is to check shed for any potential hazards before entry.
· One member of staff in the shed at all times during this activity.
· No more than two students in the shed at any time.
· No student returns to the shed.
· Students carry their equipment to their raised bed and place down – students then to stand next to their tool.
· One way system, so that students do not bump into one another.
· The shed door is to be held open by a member of staff at all times during this activity.
· Shed is to be locked once all students have acquired the necessary tools.
· Ensure a fully charged mobile phone is brought.
	Low




Exploring the role and impact of outdoor learning in education in Wales
This literature review will explore the importance and benefits of outdoor learning in education in Wales, particularly in early years education. The review will focus on the role outdoor education has and how outdoor learning supports the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. The review will also discuss theoretical foundation of outdoor learning, including the influence of Friedrich Froebel, who believed that nature plays a crucial role in early childhood development. In addition, it will consider key policy documents, which highlights they gap between policy and practice. Finally this review will explore the challenges schools face in implementing outdoor learning, including teacher confidence, training, time constraints and access to suitable resources. Understanding these barriers is essential in order to improve the practice of outdoor learning in Wales.
According to Harvey (2012), outdoor learning is an active, creative hands-on way of education that puts the students at the centre of the experience. It allows for young people to get out of the classroom and to be active through exercise. Many students gain skills such as empathy, resilience, problem solving skills and emotional awareness in outdoor lessons as they are often working with peers and cooperating with one another. The process of outdoor education takes part in an outdoor setting or is closely connected to one, this type of learning helps children and young people build connections with nature. By building connections with nature, this approach also encourages care for the environment and supports sustainability, which is an important part of the Welsh Curriculum. The Welsh Curriculum has been designed around four purposes. Ambitious capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, healthy, confident individual and ethical, informed citizens (HWB, 2020). Outdoor learning strongly supports the four purposes of the Welsh Curriculum as it encourages children to become ambitious and capable by building resilience and confidence through activities and challenges in nature, along with working with their peers and being creative, it helps learners become enterprising, creative contributors who can work well with others. When learning outdoors, it allows for students to deepen their understanding of the environment, sustainability and their role in the world, allowing them to grow into ethical, informed citizens. Finally, it boosts wellbeing by encouraging physical activity, emotional awareness, and social interaction, helping learners become healthy, confident individuals. According to the Welsh Government (2023), outdoor learning is widely acknowledged for its positive impact on the teaching and learning experiences of children and young people. It is valued for improving health and wellbeing, giving students the chance to learn in a more active and engaging way. Because of these benefits, the Welsh Government supports outdoor learning as an important teaching method in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). An article published by Mind (2025) supports the Welsh Government’s statements by stating that being in the outdoors can improve mood, reduce feelings of stress or anger and it can support individuals with their mental health issues. As well as the mental health benefits, this article also provides information that being in the outdoors improves you’re overall physical health as it encourages physical activity. 
Viewing how outdoor learning is used in the Foundation Phase in education in Wales it is important to view the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning handbook (2009). The handbook emphasizes the importance of outdoor environments in children’s learning and development. It highlights that being outdoors supports social emotional, spiritual and physical growth, as well as the overall well-being. Outdoor settings provide opportunities for children to explore and enhance their skills, fostering high levels of confidence and engagement. The handbook presents outdoor learning as a natural and stimulating part of the Welsh Curriculum, allowing young people to connect with the world around them. Friedrich Froebel strongly believed that outdoor environments are essential to the development of children and young people, especially children in early education. Froebel emphasised that the natural world provides young people rich opportunities for exploration and self-discovery. Froebel believed that being outside gives children exciting and safe places where they can take risks and explore the outside world in their own way (White, 2020). In 2015 the Welsh Government reviewed the Foundation Phase in Wales and introduced some recommendations on how to improve outdoor practice. However, despite the guidance from the Outdoor Learning handbook, a 2015 Welsh Government review of the Foundation Phase identified gaps in practice. The Welsh Government issued a series of recommendations aimed at improving the use of outdoor learning environments within schools one of the key suggestions highlighted in the report is the need for further training and guidance to ensure that teachers are effectively using outdoor spaces and the materials available to them this includes developing strategies to integrate indoor and outdoor activities. The report emphasises the importance of maintaining constant access between indoor and outdoor environments for pupils in foundation phase. This should allow for a more flexible and engaging learning experience for younger pupils. The recommendations also suggest that schools allocate part of their budgets to form partnerships with external organisations that can provide a broader range of outdoor learning opportunities. By doing this, schools can have quality and diverse outdoor education (Welsh Government, 2015). The literature presents many positives for outdoor learning in early education. However, the literature suggests that there is a gap between policy and practice. While both the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) and the Welsh Government’s review of the Foundation Phase (2015) both advocate for outdoor learning to be integrated into everyday learning, which supports the literature of Froebel’s philosophy of the importance of outdoor learning. Although, the Welsh Government’s review found inconsistencies in how schools were applying this guidance due to training, environment and equipment. These inconsistencies limit the potential of outdoor classrooms, leaving them underutilised.
A pivotal factor in the successful application of outdoor learning within schools is the teachers overall confidence in taking pupils outdoors for their learning. An article by Learning Through Landscapes (2023) states that despite the well-documented benefits of outdoor learning, such as improved mental health and inclusive learning environments, many educators hesitate to take their lessons outside. The article suggests that the reluctance from teachers often stems from misconceptions that outdoor learning is an extracurricular activity rather than a core teaching method, as well as concerns about health and safety, inadequate training, and lack of support from school leadership. An article by Alfresco Learning states that another challenge is that many staff members do not personally enjoy spending time in the outdoors, which can result in a lack of enthusiasm and resistance to deliver outdoor lessons. If educators do not see the learning opportunities in outdoor environments themselves, they are less likely to view them as beneficial for their pupils learning also. With that in mind, the article by Alfresco Learning (2021) suggests that school leaders should provide their staff with multiple, positive outdoor experiences during their staff training, or professional development time. These opportunities can help shift perceptions by allowing staff members to engage with the outdoors and associate these spaces with positive experiences. Alfresco Learning (2021) states that these hesitant staff members will then embrace the educational benefits of the outdoors, ultimately becoming more confident and enthusiastic to bringing their students outdoors. While these are suitable recommendations, it is well known that teachers have an increasing amount of responsibilities. Earp (2022), conducted research to question whether teachers have enough time to do their jobs effectively. A survey of five thousand four hundred and forty two teachers and school leaders found that ninety two percent of teachers reported that they “always” or “frequently” lack the time needed to properly prepare for effective teaching. The survey found that his effects teachers with different years of experience with eighty six per cent of those in their first two years of teaching and ninety three per cent of those with over ten years in the profession expressing the lacking of time. Which begs the question, how are teachers supposed to be enthusiastic and plan effective outdoor learning activities when they have limited time to do so?
The research shows that outdoor learning has many benefits for children and young people, especially in the early years. It improves wellbeing and allows for young people to make a connection to nature. The literature shows that outdoor education supports the goals of the Welsh Curriculum by helping children become healthy, confident, creative and responsible individuals. While there are strong policies and guidance that encourage outdoor learning in Wales, there is still a gap between what is expected from the Welsh Government and what is currently being practised. Many teachers are lacking in confidence or feel that they are not fully supported to teach outdoors, and some schools do not have the correct resources or offer adequate training for their staff. With that, it is important to recognise that a teachers job is full of many different responsibilities and their time where they are expected to plan effective lessons are often interrupted by other responsibilities. To make outdoor learning a regular part of education, schools need more support, training and encouragement. With these improvements, outdoor learning can be used more effectively and benefit more children across Wales. Outdoor education needs to be seen as not just an extra curricular activity and more as a core teaching method that has the power to make learning more engaging and inclusive, especially for those who may struggle in a traditional classroom setting.














Reference list
Alfresco Learning, (2021) Convincing reluctant staff to embrace outdoor learning: 4 tips for outdoor learning leaders, ‘Alfresco Learning’ [Website] Available at: https://www.alfrescolearning.co.uk/blog/convincing-reluctant-staff-to-embrace-outdoor-learning-4-tips-for-outdoor-learning-leaders (Accessed: 25/04/25).
Earp. Jo, (2022) Teacher time pressures ‘impacting effective classroom practice’ ‘Teacher’ [Website] Available at: https://www.teachermagazine.com/au_en/articles/teacher-time-pressures-impacting-effective-classroom-practice (Accessed: 26/04/2025).
Harvey. David, (2012) What is Outdoor Learning? ‘Professional Matters’ [Website] Available at: https://www.outdoor-learning-research.org/Portals/0/Research%20Documents/Horizons%20Archive/H57.WhatIsOutdoorLearning.pdf (Accessed: 22/04/2025).
Hwb, (2020) Developing a vision for curriculum design, ‘HWB’ [Website] Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/designing-your-curriculum/developing-a-vision-for-curriculum-design#curriculum-design-and-the-four-purposes (Accessed: 22/04/2025).
Learning Through Landscapes, (2023) Teacher confidence: Why it’s integral to outdoor learning, ‘Learning Through Landscapes’ [Website] Available at: https://ltl.org.uk/news/teacher-confidence-why-integral-outdoor-learning/ (Accessed: 22/04/2025).
Mind, (2025) Nature and Mental Health, ‘Mind’ [Website] Available at: https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/tips-for-everyday-living/nature-and-mental-health/ (Accessed: 25/04/2025).
The Welsh Government, (2023)Teaching in the outdoors: the current state of outdoor learning in schools in Wales, ‘The Welsh Government’ [Website] Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/177a33a6-7c70-4843-bb63-903e70a04154/teaching-and-learning-in-the-outdoors-the-current-state-of-outdoor-learning-in-schools-in-wales.pdf (Accessed: 25/04/2025)
Welsh Assembly Government, (2009) Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook, ‘Hwb’ [Website] Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/fcb8539c-9be7-4883-8542-35d7b54b56f2/foundation-phase-outdoor-learning-handbook.pdf (Accessed: 16/04/2025).
Welsh Government, (2015) Evaluating the Foundation Phase Final Report, ‘Gov.Wales’ [Website] Available at: https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2019-07/150514-foundation-phase-final-en_0.pdf (Accessed: 16/04/2025).
White. Jan, (2020) Learning in the outdoors and listening to Froebel, ‘Early Childhood Outdoors’ [Website] Available at: https://www.earlychildhoodoutdoors.org/learning-in-the-outdoors-and-listening-to-froebel/ (Accessed: 17/04/2025).

image1.png
‘
. LEARNING THROUGH NATURE

Looking for a fun and educational way for %ur
child to learn outside the classroom?

Our outdoor learning program is the perfect
opportunity for your child to engage in nature, in

a safe, hands—on, exciting environment!
o ‘

Sessions run from 4pm - 6pm Tuesdays and q
Thursdays

ACTIVITIES INCLUDE: =~ WHATS PROVIDED: WHAT TO BRING:

rtable shoes for walking
oots
ater bottle

Weather apporpriu're&#hing
Sun cream B
A spirit of adventure!

&

¢ Gardening

Nature walks

Storytelling

Art - using natural ma'rﬂbls
Nature scavenger hunt

Wildlife observation )

materials
Safety equiptment
Nature library

Exploring pack
Snacks L4

LY
" OUR STAFF

Our dedicated team of ourdoor educators are ¢ ®
r)cxssioncx‘re in providing engaging outdoor <@
eornin%fexperience&for your child.

| Our staff ratio is: 1 member of staff to 6 children.
Together, we are committed to inspiring young
minds in the outdoors!

.S
OOKING AND COST ~

Booking required, as only 24 spaces
available per session, giving each child the
space and opportunity to thrive!
Accepting bookings from: 01/09/2025.

Cost: £20 per session peMd |
20% sibli iscount





