			Outdoor Learning 

This essay aims to analyse and differentiate between the environments of two educational institutions: primary schools in general and the specific secondary school attended by the author. The author will draw upon personal experiences related to their secondary school setting to provide insight. Additionally, the significance of outdoor learning will be examined in depth. Following the comparative analysis, the essay will transition into a critical reflection on the advantages of outdoor learning, as well as the challenges faced by both types of schools
The significance of outdoor learning lies in providing children with the opportunity to engage with the natural environment, allowing them to experience fresh air and proximity to nature. This hands-on approach enables them to observe and interact with various plant species and wildlife directly, rather than merely studying these subjects through textbooks. Such experiential learning fosters a deeper understanding and appreciation of the ecosystem, enriching their educational experience. 
The advantages of outdoor learning for children in a primary school environment lie in their opportunity to investigate the surrounding local area. This experience allows them to encounter new and stimulating activities, often for the very first time. The garden played a pivotal role in Fredrick Froebel’s concept of ‘kindergarten’. It served as an environment where young children could develop and learn at their own speed, supported by adults who fostered their education in the same way that skilled gardeners nurture young plants (Tovey, n.d) 
In primary school environments, children are at a crucial stage of social development, and engaging in outdoor learning and play facilitates interaction among them. “Outdoor play is an essential part of any child’s development and it provides kids with a great opportunity to hone their communication skills” (Creativeplay, n.d) Froebel’s philosophy suggests that primary schools should prioritise outdoor learning to the greatest extent possible. However, this ideal may not be feasible for numerous schools located in large urban areas, where access to private gardens or woodland parks is often limited. Additionally, the urban environment may present various safety concerns that could deter teachers from taking students outside, as they must prioritise the well-being of the children entrusted to their care.  Urban schools face significant challenges when it comes to implementing outdoor learning; however, according to consultant specialist in PHSE Joanna Feast, there are effective strategies to overcome these obstacles. Among the five suggested ideas, two stand out prominently. The website emphasises the importance of utilising existing resources and encourages educators to allow students to take the initiative during outdoor activities. By doing so, children are more likely to engage with their surroundings in meaningful ways, fostering a deeper connection with their environment (Feast, 2023) If Feasts concepts are embraced not only by urban primary schools but also by other educational institutions, and if children are given the chance to articulate their thoughts in a secure setting, then every primary school will have the capacity to offer outdoor learning experiences to all of their students.
In the context of outdoor learning within the authors' secondary school environment, their observations indicate that this approach significantly benefits students. Engaging in outdoor activities fosters a deeper level of involvement, allowing children to absorb knowledge more effectively compared to the traditional classroom setting, where they are often confined to their desks. The author has observed that outside the classroom, children engage with one another in a more amicable manner, in contrast to their interactions within the classroom, which tend to resemble a more structured and less personal environment. The feeling of connection among individuals fosters a sense of belonging, which aligns with one of the levels in Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of needs. (Maslow, 1943). According to Maslow's hierarchy of needs, the attainment of a sense of belonging serves as a foundational step toward achieving self-actualization. This process ultimately enables individuals to realise their full potential in life, a journey that can be significantly enhanced through outdoor learning experiences. In the author's experience within a secondary school environment, there is a concern that if outdoor learning were to be implemented on a regular basis, it might diminish its effectiveness for the students. To maintain its appeal and enhance the learning experience, outdoor activities should be structured as organised excursions, either for an afternoon or as full-day trips. Such arrangements are likely to be more enjoyable for the students compared to a single lesson conducted outdoors, after which they would return to the classroom for their subsequent subject lesson.  One significant obstacle to organising school trips that incorporate outdoor learning is the financial burden associated with transportation for students. Many schools continue to face financial challenges stemming from the economic impact of the COVID-19 lockdown, which can hinder their ability to fund such outdoor learning for their students.  One additional consideration is the capacity of teachers to allocate time for organising trips, which enables students to participate in outdoor learning experiences. Given that educators already face a substantial workload, the task of planning a trip becomes even more challenging, particularly when it involves ensuring that a comprehensive risk assessment is thoroughly conducted. At the GCSE level, the author has observed a complete absence of outdoor learning experiences, particularly since the institution ceased to provide GCSE horticulture as an elective. This decision was primarily driven by the inability to appoint a replacement for a staff member who was uniquely qualified to teach the course. The school recognised the significance of the horticulture course and made efforts to sustain it; however, due to a lack of experience among the new teachers who took over after the previous teacher’s departure, the course ultimately had to be discontinued. 

Both primary school and the secondary school environment emphasised in the authors' observations share a significant commonality: they both prioritise outdoor learning as an essential component of their educational offerings. Recognising the critical role that outdoor experiences play in fostering social development, these institutions understand that such learning opportunities are vital for students of all ages. This highlights the fact that outdoor learning serves as a fundamental educational experience, catering to the diverse learning needs of students, regardless of their age differences.  Both primary and secondary schools, encounter significant obstacles in facilitating outdoor learning experiences for their students. Among these challenges, health and safety considerations stand out as particularly daunting. The responsibility of ensuring the safety of children in outdoor settings can be a source of anxiety for educators, as they must maintain an appropriate staff-to-student ratio during such activities to mitigate risks effectively.  Outdoor activities inherently carry certain risks; however, it is essential for educators to carefully assess these risks in relation to the potential benefits of the activities. If teachers find themselves feeling anxious about the associated dangers, it may indicate that the risks outweigh the advantages for the students involved. Primary schools generally find it more feasible to implement outdoor learning programs than secondary schools; however, secondary institutions can also offer courses such as horticulture, provided they have the necessary staff. This situation raises the question of whether the government should consider mandating some form of compulsory outdoor learning. The advantages of such programs for children's social interaction and communication skills are evident, even when accounting for potential risks. Tim Gill authored a briefing aimed at educators, focusing on the equilibrium between risks and benefits associated with outdoor learning. He emphasises the importance of employing risk management strategies to ensure that risks are maintained at an acceptable level. However, he also argues that a certain degree of risk can be beneficial, highlighting its potential positive impact on the learning experience (Gill, n.d). Gill's perspective holds merit; without exposure to risk, children may lack the necessary experiences to learn how to protect themselves effectively. 
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	Activity 
	How will young people BENEFIT from this activity?
	Possible hazards
	Who is at risk?
	PRECAUTIONS in place to reduce the risk of injury
	Overall risk RATING: L/M/H

	Nature walk into Singleton park and Botanical Gardens 
	Botanical Gardens gives children access to many different varieties of plants and gardening. Pupils will learn from information boards and talks from members of staff working in the gardens. 
	Trips and falls on route with potentially hit by car on De La Beche Road before entering Singleton 
	Pupils and staff
	Children to walk single file until entering singleton park member of staff at front, middle and back while escorting pupils
	Low

	Game of Rounder’s
In Singleton Park 
	Pupils will benefit from the social interaction the game offers then and will also provide exercise.
	Pupils may injury themselves running or being hit ball.
	Pupils
	Staff leading to check playing area free of trip hazards and uneven surfaces and to use soft ball to prevent injury. Staff to supervise pupils during game.
	Low

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	























The role of outdoor Education


Prior to the establishment of formal schools and the advent of written language, it is likely that humans acquired knowledge and skills through experiential learning in natural environments. This form of education, rooted in observation and interaction with the surrounding world, allowed early humans to develop essential survival skills and cultural practices, fostering a deep understanding of their environment and community. Through outdoor learning, individuals would have shared knowledge, learned from one another, and adapted to their circumstances, laying the groundwork for the more structured educational systems that would emerge later in history. “While there is little doubt that the first attempts to impose order on the landscape were inspired by the need for food” (Joyce, 2012). In her book Outdoor learning; past and present Joyce discuss the historical and contemporary aspects of outdoor learning, Joyce emphasizes a significant observation regarding the innate human capacity for learning, which was originally developed through the necessity of foraging for food in the natural environment. This raises an important question: do we still retain this instinctual ability to learn in outdoor settings, or have we evolved to such an extent that we find ourselves confined to traditional classroom environments.
Outdoor learning is fundamentally characterized by experiential education that takes place outside traditional classroom settings. According to Estyn, “The outdoors is an essential part of every pupil’s daily life in school. The impact on them is not isolated to any one area; it develops them holistically” (Estyn, 2023). Fredrick Froebel concurs with the assertions made by Estyn, as he holds a similar belief regarding the matter in outdoor environments, children have the opportunity to engage in more unrestricted movement, participate in expansive play, and directly interact with their surroundings. This experience significantly contributes to various aspects of their development, including problem-solving abilities, gross and fine motor skills, as well as social and emotional growth (Froebeltrust, 2023). Joyce, Estyn, and Froebel emphasize the significance of outdoor learning, suggesting that it may align with a natural instinct inherent in children. However, it is essential to explore the various advantages that outdoor learning offers to children. Furthermore, one must consider whether the benefits of outdoor learning are exclusive to specific age groups or if they extend to children of all ages. 

An article on the Trees for Cities website discusses the growing concern of 'Nature Deficit Disorder,' a concept suggesting that reduced opportunities for outdoor play, exploration, and learning may contribute to behavioural issues (Treesforcities, 2024).  The concerns surrounding nature deficit disorder suggest that this issue poses a significant challenge for children, who stand to gain immensely from outdoor learning experiences. Engaging in educational activities in natural settings not only allows children to absorb knowledge in a refreshing environment but also fosters a sense of community and belonging among peers. This connection can enhance their self-esteem, addressing two crucial levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943). A sense of belonging and self-esteem are essential components of personal identity. If Maslow's theory holds true, then outdoor learning may play a pivotal role in the holistic development and growth of children, potentially mitigating behavioural problems before they manifest. 
Theorist Jean Piaget suggests that “Playing outside can incorporate all areas of learning and help kids to become more aware of their environment” (Piaget, 1971). John Dewey, much like Piaget, shares a similar philosophical perspective, proposing that outdoor education should be applied for children need to engage with their surroundings to facilitate learning and adaptation (Clarke, n.d). Both Piaget and Dewey emphasize the significant role of outdoor learning in fostering children's development, particularly in relation to their sense of belonging and self-esteem, which are essential components of Maslow's hierarchy of needs. This perspective suggests that incorporating outdoor learning into the educational curriculum may be necessary to support these critical aspects of children's growth and well-being. 
In this Review, the potential benefits of outdoor learning on a child's cognitive development are examined; however, it is also pertinent to consider its impact on the child's physical well-being. Outdoor learning plays a crucial role in enhancing children's physical health. Engaging in activities in environments like woodlands or school grounds facilitates vigorous physical exercise. Such activities may include climbing trees or participating in sports, both of which aid in the development of gross motor skills and foster an active lifestyle. Consistent involvement in outdoor pursuits boosts stamina, enhances muscle strength, and lowers the likelihood of childhood obesity (Heathfield, 2024). It is commendable to observe that Heathfield School is implementing outdoor learning initiatives, and if their website is to be taken at face value, they are making remarkable strides in enhancing the physical well-being of their students. 
The significance of outdoor learning for children's mental health, overall wellbeing, and physical health prompts a critical inquiry into the apparent scarcity of such educational experiences across various age groups and subjects within the school curriculum. Given the numerous benefits associated with engaging students in outdoor environments, it is essential to explore the barriers that may hinder the integration of outdoor learning into educational practices. This brings to light significant inquiries concerning the potential barriers that may hinder the participation of all schools and students in outdoor learning experiences. This review highlights the significance of outdoor learning in promoting children's mental health and overall well-being; however, it is not always feasible for educators to implement such experiences. Various obstacles may hinder this process, including adverse weather conditions, concerns regarding the safety of children, and the lack of adequate outdoor space in certain schools. Additionally, the necessity of conducting risk assessments for any outdoor activities adds to the already demanding responsibilities that teachers face in their daily routines. Teachers must consider the outdoor learning policies established by their school when conducting risk assessments for outdoor learning activities. Adhering to these policies is essential to ensure a safe and compliant educational experience.  “Your policies may include what types of conditions you will allow your students to participate in” (Thrive, 2023). If teachers were to accept this statement as true,  “real work’ is thought to happen within classrooms only, and therefore teachers are often reluctant to go outdoors” (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2011). It could lead to their hesitance in offering outdoor learning experiences for their students that combined with poorly designed schools for outdoor learning.
“At some schools, poorly designed school grounds limited the amount of
outdoor learning that happens” (Dyment, 2005).  The challenge of transitioning classrooms to outdoor learning is significantly compounded by the inadequately designed infrastructure of certain schools. In instances where a school lacks a designated field and is predominantly constructed of concrete, the opportunity for educators to engage students with nature becomes severely limited. This situation presents considerable difficulties for many primary schools in London, as the absence of suitable outdoor spaces hinders their ability to provide experiential learning opportunities that connect children with the natural environment.
“A Bill to require that every child be offered at least one outdoor education experience during primary school years and at least one such experience during secondary school years; and for connected purposes” (Parliament, 2025). In the year 2025, it is quite astonishing that the proposal for outdoor learning experiences, intended for both primary and secondary schools, is still merely being introduced in the House of Commons. The delay in addressing this initiative raises questions about why such an important educational enhancement has not been implemented earlier. 
The significance of outdoor learning, as highlighted at the outset of this review, has been integral to human education for an extensive period. It is rooted in our innate instincts to engage with the natural environment prior to the establishment of formal educational systems. This historical context underscores the vital role that outdoor learning plays in shaping how children understand and interact with the world around them. This review has demonstrated that outdoor learning is closely linked to the theories of various educational theorists, highlighting the numerous benefits it offers to children across different age groups. While outdoor learning presents significant advantages, it is not without its inherent risks. It is the responsibility of the teacher overseeing the activity to carefully assess these risks against the potential benefits, ultimately determining whether the experience is valuable for the children involved.
The assessment of risks by the teacher overseeing outdoor learning activities is crucial, as it allows children to engage with their environment in a manner reminiscent of pre-school education. This form of experiential learning not only enhances their educational experience but also contributes positively to their mental health. The significance of outdoor learning is particularly pronounced for primary school-aged children, who are at the beginning of their educational journey. It is essential for them to fully experience the benefits of outdoor learning, as it lays a strong foundation for their future development and learning.

The significance of outdoor learning cannot be overstated, making it essential for the government to assist all schools in implementing this educational approach. Certain schools, particularly those in less accessible areas, may face challenges in offering outdoor learning opportunities. However, as highlighted in this review, when children are given the freedom to explore their surroundings in a safe manner, they often demonstrate to their teachers their capacity for independent learning. The role of outdoor learning is essential in providing children with various opportunities, including physical exercise, social interaction, effective communication, and a sense of belonging. It is imperative for schools to incorporate outdoor learning into their curricula, as this approach allows children to engage in these activities and develop vital life skills that will benefit them in their personal and social development. By facilitating outdoor experiences, educational institutions can foster an environment where children thrive both academically and socially.
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