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Introduction:

There are many benefits to being outdoors; emotional and spiritual, psychological, physical, along with personal health and wellbeing benefits (Carpenter & Harper, 2018, Jucker & Au, 2022).  The outdoor environment can not only help to treat health issues but can also act as a preventative measure (Sefton, 2022).  Research shows significant benefits to mental health in adolescents when being outdoors (Beck & Wong 2022).  One of the major health issues in primary school age children is childhood obesity; levels have been steadily increasing since the 1970’s (Stamatakis et al., 2005) when the National Study of Health & Growth began recording primary school aged children’s height and weight (Rona & Chinn, 1999).  The increase has seen varying levels of increments each year from 1% to 7%, but had remained steadily increasing at just over 1%, yet despite there being a reduction in the level recorded in 2015/2016 (PHE, 2020), there was a dramatic increase recorded in 2022, as the National Child Measurement Programme reported an increase of 4% following the Covid-19 pandemic (OfHID, 2022).  This dramatic increase indicates that the sedentary lifestyle enforced by the UK Government during the lockdowns had a detrimental effect on children’s activity levels and physical health.  The Office for Health Improvement & Disparities (OfHID) stresses their concern about the increase in childhood obesity, as they consistently report an average of 20% of children being overweight or obese as they start primary school, however that number almost doubles for the age group of children when leaving primary school (OfHID, 2024).

The Covid-19 pandemic also had a detrimental effect children’s attainment levels (ONS, 2022) and on children’s mental health (Capp et al., 2021), due to the isolation caused by lockdowns, the loss of social interactions, along with the increase in family welfare issues created within family households going through immensely stressful, unprecedented times (Burdorf et al., 2020 & BBC, 2021).  Children were returning to school with increased issues such as stress, anxiety and depression, along with an alarming rise in child abuse (Watson et al., 2022).  Primary schools were unable to meet the psychological needs of their students as they did not have enough social workers and educational psychologists to cope with the overwhelming numbers of children returning to schools displaying and discussing emotional, psychological and welfare issues (Kelly et al., 2021).  Four years on and Save the Children (2024) are reporting that the result of lockdown has impacted on children’s long-term social and emotional development, with a staggering 93% of primary school teachers reporting higher numbers of children with such issues in their classrooms since the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic.

National Curriculum:

Despite the knowledge and awareness to the benefits of being outdoors, there is very little recommendation or guidance within the United Kingdom (UK) National Curriculum to encourage outdoor learning, yet, outdoor activities can offer opportunity for learning in several key developmental areas at the same time, as Tinney (2023) explains, both motor development and academic mathematical challenges can be achieved in activities such as climbing.  However, the word ‘outdoor’ is mentioned just once in The National Curriculum for England 2013 (DfE, 2013), as it states, “to take part in outdoor and adventurous activity challenges both individually and within a team”.  This is not clear enough guidance.  Physical activity is mentioned, to support children’s health and fitness, and traditional competitive games are suggested, but with no set amount of time spent outdoors each week or semester.  Yet despite childhood obesity being a national issue Physical Education is still not a core subject within primary education (Griggs, 2015), and Ofsted (2022) state that the format of physical education is to be decided by school’s stakeholder and governors, most of which opt for traditional competitive sports and games.  This style of outdoor activity is not to all children’s preference or ability, especially for children with neurodiversity’s and special educational needs (Allen et al., 2024), as many are restricted by mobility issues or struggle to cope with competitive games which have set rules, furthermore so they are often being delivered by teaching assistants or staff who are not subject specific (Deng et al., 2023).

Another issue, and potential barrier to the delivery of learning outdoors, is that many teachers’ individual views and methods are one mostly of a control and determined style (Waite, 2023), which does not permit children to experience their own freedom of choice in outdoor activities, thus restricting their opportunity to develop key areas such as building self-confidence through taking positive risks.  Waite (2010) also suggests that primary school teachers do not view outdoor learning with high enough regard, and that they are pressured to educate children in accordance with governing curriculum measures and standards; a very positivist approach to education which evolved from the era of modernity (Penn, 2014).  Mart & Waite (2023) also highlight the differing guidelines between the Early Years Foundation System and Key Stage One, in that, children in pre-school environments are encouraged to engage in outdoor activities daily (DfE, 2017), whether that be as a physical activity or participating in outdoor learning.  Early years settings will often have an outdoor space offering play at the child’s free will.  When children move up to primary school, they are primarily taught within the classroom, and children often struggle with this transition.  However, children generally hold fond memories of their experiences in Primary school, and having a strong bond with their teachers can help cement and recall experiences later in life (Sankalaite et al., 2023).  Using this opportunity to create such memorable experiences, which have a lasting imprint on the child’s memory, makes this stage of life an ideal time to introduce and build a love for outdoor learning and a sense of place; an enjoyment in being active outside and exploring the outdoors, through experiential learning, and possibly instilling a desire to revisit an area or place later in life, or to explore further afield and create their own connections to a place.

Pedagogy of Place:

Whilst traditional Outdoor Education focuses primarily on the physical and social benefits (Cataldi et al., 2023), Wattchow & Brown (2011) explain how this should be guided more towards the individuals experience alongside the educational benefits that a place can offer.  The purpose and practice of pedagogy of place can offer learning experiences on a much wider scale, including, but not limited to, ecological and environmental education, community-based education, problem-based learning, indigenous education and democratic learning (Gruenewald, 2008).  Gruenewald (2002) argues that places should be used a lot more in educational settings because they can offer many levels and dimensions of learning.  Pedagogy of Place can be used to teach children about the world they live in and the spaces they occupy, yet current educational system does not include teaching about the immediate places that surround us, that are used daily and that form how people live within those places.  Recent studies on the use of place based experiential learning have shown that this style of outdoor education has a positive impact on how students develop a sense of place (Thorsteinsson 2024), and that students are empowered to learn, explore and develop their understanding of the locations historical, political, economic, cultural and social past.  Thus, raising awareness of issues such as environmental and climate concerns.

The place can be chosen to offer such wide variety of learning possibilities but, as Wattchow & Brown (2011) explains, it only becomes a place in one’s mind and memory when it has been formed with a sense of place, by this we mean the individual has formed or created a deep connection with a particular place.  This sense of place will be different for all children and adults, as we all connect differently to an environment, but the same feeling of belonging to a place is created (Stewart, 2003).  This connection is created by the place offering a sense of awe and wonder, through the many learning experiences, such as the ancestral history, the environmental changes or the impact on the wildlife and nature.  Experiential learning offers many benefits, as Sidebottom (2024) explains, is an organic way of learning about the natural world in which we live, and provides more in-depth knowledge about our environment, which the historic ways of dictatory regurgitation and repeat educating does not.  Stewart (2020) writes about this in his book and argues that the journeys and experiences within place-based learning are held more valuable that his schooling did, as they provide information about the changing environment and ecosystem which could not be taught within a classroom.

Application & Implementations:

The UK education system needs to move away from the traditional classroom style dictatory information led teaching styles and promote a more child-led student-centred method of teaching (Gutiérrez-Ujaque and Degen, 2024), which enables students to be more engaged in their learning environment (Ontong & Waghid 2020).  The UK Government offer an annual funding for primary schools, known as the PE and Sport Premium.  Schools with more than seventeen pupils in years one to six are eligible for £16,000 per annum, plus an additional £10 per student, therefore a school with 30 children in each year group could be awarded £17,800 each year (DfE, 2024).  The Department for Education states the importance of children taking part in regular physical activity, and that all children should have equal access to experience and participate in a wide range of sports and physical activity.  They state that this funding is to be used to develop, improve quality of, or add to schools’ provision for PE, sport and physical activity, and should promote or increase children’s engagement in regular physical activity.  This funding could enable schools to organise outdoor physical activities which take place either within or away from the school grounds and incorporate several learning outcomes.  For example, a walk within the local environment may offer several opportunities to learn about the history of the area, or provoke questions about the local wildlife, thus providing areas of additional learning alongside a physical activity.  Activities further afield could include activities such as orienteering, stand-up paddleboarding or climbing, offering a broader range of physical activities, but also providing and encouraging children to be curious about the space they are in.

Such activities can be planned to make use of the environment where they will take place, and could include historic information, ecological changes or natural phenomenon’s which create a sense of awe and wonder.  Thus, promoting and implementing the theory of pedagogy of place, along with creating lasting memories and imprinting of the internal working memory.  These areas of knowledge to be learned about can be pre-sourced and researched beforehand using online medias such as digimaps which provides historic Ordnance Survey maps.  However, Davy (2019) stresses her concerns about the impact that modernisation and advancing technologies are having on child development, especially given the rise in childhood obesity and special educational needs such as language disorders, attention and behavioural issues.  Louv (2014) also expresses his concerns about the reduction in time that young children are spending outdoors and in nature, which he termed nature deficit disorder, and that this is impacting on how children and young adults view the world around them.  As adults, people often refer to the memories formed during childhood, especially those spent outdoors in nature, and that those memories help us form a sense of place to the natural world around us, through spending direct meaningful time and experiences in the natural world (Davy 2019).

Yet using these online sources along with data about other changes within the environment offers the opportunity to create a learning experience for children which can have a lasting imprint on their memory.  An example of which could be a local river walk where conversations about the birds that live along the bankside, or the migrating birds that only inhabit the riverbanks during summer.  There may also be changes to the types of trees or plants growing along the river that could be due to human introduction.  These conversations offer great opportunities to education children about the impact of environmental changes, which is paramount to the future generations and to preserve the earth that we live in.  A paddle sport experience on a local lake could provide learning about how much water was there hundreds of years ago, if the lake even existed, or maybe it used to be a reservoir, or that a damn was built to protect the villages downstream.  Again, there are many different areas and subjects which can be brought into this one session of learning, whilst encouraging children to be physically active outdoors, and creating a sense of place.  The learning can then be taken back to the classroom for a reflective session where a project about the excursion can be planned, to instil the memories formed, and possibly encourage further thinking and questions about the area.

Another current resource available for primary school teachers, is a book written by Carley Sefton, the CEO of Learning through Landscapes, and offers suggestions on many activities for outdoor learning.  This book, however, is purely based on covering the current national curriculum within the school grounds, such as the playground or school field.  This alone comes with limitations, as many schools in both urban and rural areas do not have a vast amount of space within the schools’ grounds, yet Sefton (2022) suggests that there are many things that schools can do within their grounds to help with biodiversity and climate change and can be done so with the help and support of the wider communities.  Sefton (2022) also talks about the issues that have followed from the Covid-19 pandemic, and how important it is now to encourage children to be outdoors to help improve mental health and wellbeing, along with the benefits of being able to educate inline with the curriculum.  Primary school is also a great age to start to encourage children to explore their surroundings and be more active in an outdoor lifestyle, as this will hopefully encourage children to continue to be active and involved during their teenage years and into their twenties, as this is the age where many children and young adults are less active and can unfortunately turn to destructive anti-social behaviours (Foxcroft, 1996. & Gair, 1997. & Moll and Kuusi, 2021).

Sociocultural Considerations:

Outdoor education is viewed with much higher regard in other countries, such as Denmark & Sweden, where an outdoor way of life is more instilled in their society.  This is very different to the UK, although Welsh Government is making their own progression in the promotion of outdoor education by supporting and encouraging place-based learning, especially to educate children about the history, heritage and landscape of Wales (EW, 2022).  Norway also holds outdoor education with high regard, as outdoor lifestyle is a major part of everyday living for all.  These European countries value nature and the connections people have with nature, in order to understand, maintain and preserve the earth, and not let it get ruined and tarnished by the vast modernisation seen in the last century (Henderson and Vikander, 2007).  Friluftsliv is a Norwegian term derived in the 1850’s and was initially used to describe spending time in outdoor remote locations for physical and spiritual wellbeing.  It now translates to “open-air living” and is so ingrained within the culture of these countries that some large corporations incorporate it into the working week, some by way of offering a wellbeing day each month to their staff (BBC, 2025).  Or as described by Borge et al (2002), “Friluftsliv consist of a simple outdoor-orientated lifestyle based on enjoying nature, health, and camaraderie”.  Can we bring this cultural way of living into British society and teaching?  Teachers in Denmark have much greater levels of autonomy in their lesson content as well as their pedagogical approach to educating (Mann et al., 2022).  Waite (2010) argues that educating children should go back to its historical roots, where learning took place outside of the confides of a school building.

Safety & Risks:

Of course, with any school outing there should be a full health and safety assessment with all potential hazards and risks identified and clear plans in place should any accidents or situations arise.  Any medical issues need to be identified beforehand and ensured are catered for and that activities are made inclusive to support each child’s needs.  Contact telephone numbers for special support if needed, along with any medication that may be needed, is to be always carried by the safety person on the day.  Parents should be informed of the activities being arranged along with written permissions should also be obtained from parents and carers of all children before taking them out of the school grounds.  This would also be an ideal opportunity to encourage parent’s to be part of the excursions and ask if any would like to attend as a parent volunteer.  

Ethical Implications:

Place-based learning within primary education must been planned with full inclusivity in mind.  Children with special educational needs have different disabilities or sensitivities.  A walk alongside a river may be suitable for a child with a sound sensory issue, but not for a child who requires walking aids, however a walk around a local village, town or city would.  Whereas the derive around a busy city would not suit a child with sound sensory issues.  It is also important to consider those children who live and attend school within busy built-up urban areas, as they may not have the opportunity to experience or spend much time being in an open outdoor natural environment.   It might also be that children living in such urban areas are living in a poverty high society and therefore may benefit from learning about the history of the area, to improve the surroundings for all that live there.

Counterarguments & Criticisms:

As previously suggested, the PE and Sport Premium funding could provide the financial backing to cover the implementation of outdoor learning and physical activities to take place, however it may be argued that a walk, hike, paddle sports or climbing are not classed as a sport or physical education.  Yet, with the issues of childhood obesity, special education needs, learning difficulties, alongside the increase of technology creating more sedentary lifestyles, they could be some of the easiest ways to get children active and moving more.  The activities suggested in this paper do not pose any competitive elements, or any rules of play that children with neurodivergence’s may struggle with, especially in traditional PE sports and games.  Learning in the outdoors through direct experiences could be a slower process than being sat in a classroom with having masses of information directed at higher numbers of pupils at one time (Mann et al., 2022), however there are many topics being covered and Mann et al. (2022) go on to explain that the planning alone for offsite outdoor activities is a lot more time consuming.

Most of the information accessible for teachers and students discusses the use of outdoor experiential learning for ecological and environmental education, which is a clear and obvious topic to discuss when outdoors, however this should not hinder or affect views that other topics cannot be learnt and discussed within outdoor learning sessions.  Urban areas can be explored by organising walks around the city or towns, providing opportunity to learn about the culture within cities, or the changes in architecture, or the formation of psychogeography.  Walking through purpose-built streets without an organised route but simply wondering with curiosity and exploration can encourage the learning experience within urban places and promote the sense of place in wonderment (Smith 2010).  This could be achieved with primary school children by using a Geocaching app to find previously hidden treasures, which can encourage physical activity, team building and elements of historic learning.  This is also an activity that children can take into their home and family life and continue exploring with friends and family as well.  

Outdoor education and experiential learning have evolved from adventure activities be it both formal and non-formal learning experiences (Humberstone, Prince & Henderson 2018), yet some primary school educators may still identify outdoor education as predominantly adventure and risk-taking activities.  This leads to challenge within the UK schooling system, as there has been a growing risk-averse culture since the 1950’s.  This viewpoint may deter many primary school teachers to not consider the implementation of outdoor experiential learning, along with many bias opinions that classroom style learning is the only way to educate children.  Outdoor education has also been predominantly seen as adventure risk taking activities, therefore environmental education or cultural learning in place-based activities may not be as desirable to the children, as they want the adventure.  They may also lose interest as there is no instant gratification from learning about the environment (Johnston 2019).  

Conclusion:

The age of children at primary school is ideal for creating experiences which have a long-lasting memory and form a deep connection to a place that created such feelings of awe and wonder.  A sense of place.  As discussed, place offers learning experiences on all levels, and with children and adults experiencing the same place in a different way, this opens an opportunity to learn about many aspects in one setting.  With the different topics being covered also encourages children to be more connected with a place and form a bond that will be remembered into adulthood, thus encouraging them to re-visit a place and want to help maintain, preserve and care for the place.  These early years within the UK Education System are the ideal time to provoke thought about the changing world we live in, our immediate and further surroundings, to instil a level of care about how we live in this world and preserve it as best we can for future generations.  

Places can be chosen that are within the local community, or slightly further afield such as a local lake, or riverbank, or town.  When planning, research into all possible learning outcomes for the area can be done beforehand and possibly include the children into the research, making use of current technology, and forming a connection with the place beforehand, thus instilling a deeper connection of place.  Revisiting the place, be it within the classroom, or again to the location will help deepen the sense of place and give opportunity for ongoing research into the benefits of place-based learning within primary education.  Questions such as, would you like to revisit this place again?  Are you likely to visit with family or friends when out of school?  What do you recall being the main changes taken place?  How can we preserve this place?  What do other people need to know about this place?  A longitudinal study would be of great benefit, to see if a place is re-visited by adults, that they were taken to whilst at Primary school.  

To conclude with implications for primary school educators practice and policy, teachers’ autonomy, creativity, support from governing bodies and local community is essential in the introduction and continued practice of outdoor learning, with a pedagogy of place in mind.  Exam grades and Ofsted reports show preference to the school’s ability to teach children how to remember masses of data and information, about skills and outcomes that they may never utilise again.  This is not to diminish the importance of learning good math and English, however, the modern and changing world needs more than these traditional topics.  

It is essential for all people and children to learn and understand about the environmental, geographical and ecological changes that are impacting on our planet, and this can be achieved in primary education by changing the ways we educate children.  Teaching about environmental changes in the environment they are taking place in, will have more of an impact on the child.  Moving away from the historic methods of modules in classrooms, that require regurgitation and repetition of mass data, followed by tests and labelling with grades.  These traditional systems of education do not provide ways of learning about and addressing the issues that we face in this world, nor create or encourage young minds to question or challenge the way we do things, or how our immediate environment, be it environmental, historical, geographical or economic, is changing around us.  

Do the education board need to structuralise outdoor education into the curriculum?  Either as a stand-alone module, or into the teaching methods for all schools.  Is the issue of childhood obesity alone enough to create this change, to encourage and support young children to be more active daily and creating healthy patterns and habits with a goal of those being maintained into adulthood.  As discussed, this will also support children’s mental health and wellness.  
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