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Essay

Outdoor education plays an important role in development with many benefits for physical, emotional, social and cognitive abilities. This can help with muscle strength, coordination and being outside will boost vitamin D and will support immune function. Spending time outside can offer a sense of relaxation, improve mood, reduce stress and anxiety. The ecological systems theory by Urie Bronfenbrenner applies to outdoor learning as the macrosystem focuses on how cultural elements affect a child’s development, consisting of cultural ideologies, attitudes and social conditions that children are immersed in and it does not refer to the specific environments of each child (SimplyPsychology, 2024). By children going out into natural environments, this allows to explore ecological systems first hand. You can also link outdoor learning to Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. Piaget’s theory indicates that children learn by exploring and interacting with the environments around them. There are four stages in the development. The first stage is children understanding the world through sensory experiences, second stage is children using symbols to represent objects and events, stage three is thinking logically about concrete objects and events and the last stage is the ability to think abstractly and reason hypothetically (Structural Learning, 2021). 
I will be comparing and contrasting the scope and approach to outdoor provision in secondary schools and special needs (ALN) schools. The scope and approach to outdoor provision in secondary schools and special needs school are different because of the needs and abilities of their students. Secondary schools offer a wide curriculum for students aged 11 to 16 focusing on a broad range of subjects, activities and development. Special needs schools cater to student’s needs, focusing on their personal abilities, offering tailored support, resources, learning programs, social skills development and inclusivity. They main difference between the 2 setting are that Secondary schools teach a range of subjects in depth where the end goal is to provide students with knowledge and qualifications to prepare them for further education and employment. While ALN schools help children to be the best they can be in school and personal life, they also focus on developing their learning and social skills and help them become more independent for when they are ready to leave school. 
Outdoor provision in secondary schools often focus on more structured activities like sports, outdoor education, and extra-curricular activities, most secondary schools offer outdoor adventure trips like the duke of Edinburgh award programs and sports competitions. The benefits of outdoor education in secondary schools are physical health, mental health, social skills, environmental awareness, learning through experience, personal growth and cognitive development. Physical health such as team sports help develop fitness, strength, endurance and coordination. For mental health it can bring a sense of peace and tranquillity, improve mood and emotional wellbeing. Environmental awareness is developed by students having the chance to observe biodiversity, ecological processes and the impact humans have on the environment first hand. They can take part in activities such as tree planting for them to learn what action they can take to protect the environment. Learning through experience offers a hands-on experience to gain a better understanding of the outdoor environment. For example, survival skill workshops where students would learn to build fires, shelters and navigate through the outdoors. Geocaching is very popular as its similar to a treasure hunt, where smartphones and other devices are used to reach specific coordinates to find hidden geocaches, this enforces problem solving, critical thinking and teamwork. Personal growth is developed by students taking part in activities and becoming part of a team where they develop self confidence and a sense of belonging. By taking part in activities such as these social skills are also developed. In 1999 the OFSTED survey of outdoor and adventurous activities was completed in 33 schools in England. This reported pupils achievement in OAA was good; they demonstrated decision-making, problem-solving and interpersonal skills in a range of activities and in response to different types of challenge. (Rickinson et al. 2004, p.27). 
However, there are also some challenges around outdoor education, specifically to secondary schools, some of these include resource limitations where schools may have limited access to outdoor space, funding for programs, and lack of equipment. Weather also brings challenges as bad weather and seasonal changes can cause disruption to certain activities outdoors, and alterations may be made to ensure safety of pupils. Staff training is another challenge as some outdoor programs require specific training for staff to be able effectively assist in the activities, and although teachers are willing to implement outdoor learning into the classroom, it not quite clear on how they are supposed to do this whilst ensuring the pupils are developing an equal amount of skill to what they learn academically. Teachers are receiving inconsistent messages, and tension has left them unsure over the definition of outdoor learning and more specifically how this can determine the structure of a lesson. (Williams.R.T & Scott C.D 2019, p118). Implementing outdoor education into the curriculum is a challenge in itself amongst secondary schools as academic assessment and exams are focused more on indoor classroom learning, therefore incorporating outdoor learning requires careful planning.
Special needs schools tailor outdoor activities that cater to the children’s abilities, focusing on sensory experiences, and learning to support student development and well-being. While focusing on sensory experiences this is to stimulate sensory processing and integration. These activities include nature walks, gardening, sensory gardens, outdoor play areas, and areas designed to engage students with different sensory needs. ALN schools also use therapeutic interventions into their outdoor provision such as animal assisted therapy, this can involve small animals like fish, hamsters, rabbits or birds, to help the children engage in activities like feeding, petting, holding and watching the animals. This will assist them in learning empathy, social skills, relaxation, responsibility and promote emotional wellbeing, academic and social emotional development. This in turn will help them with developing their emotional regulation, communication skills, and overall well-being through interaction with animals and nature. Outdoor provision also focuses on individualised learning and skill development, with activities adapted to meet specific needs and goals for each individual. The teachers and therapists in special needs schools work closely together to design outdoor activities that promote social interaction, communication, motor skills development and sensory integration ensuring that every student can fully participate and benefit from outdoor experiences. 
With all the benefits of course come some challenges. There are many challenges to outdoor education in ALN schools, these can include making sure that pupils with physical disabilities are able to access all areas, such as trails, outdoor play areas and mud kitchens, all facilities need to be adapted to be physically accessible to everyone. Extra support is needed for those with additional needs, activities need to be adapted for each child to ensure they are able to take part but to their own abilities as each child is different. Sensory issues can be a major challenge as when outdoors there are multiple elements that can cause sensory overload. There needs to be support in place to help manage the sensory issues when they occur, for instance, fidget toys, noise cancelling headphones, quiet space for the child to go to when they feel overstimulated. For those children with behavioural difficulties being outdoors can pose as a challenge as they would require to be more sociable, interact with the group and have more structure due to the safety risks included with the outdoors. Therefore, there may be extra staff needed to ensure a good staff to pupil ratio should any pupils need to separate themselves to regulate their emotions. Saff and teacher training are very important when it comes to special needs students. The specific needs of each child needs to be understood, as there are many forms disability comes in and each child is faced with different challenges. Having staff trained correctly allows them to accommodate outdoor activities to ensure it is inclusive for all. They need to be specially trained in behaviour management to use behaviour support techniques, strategies, and crisis management methods to help address behavioural challenges. Staff would need some form of first aid training to support students with specific health concerns. Communication between all staff, parents and other third parties is essential, to be able to provide a good outdoor learning and experiences that meet the many needs of the students. Piaget’s theory includes discovery learning, where the children explore activities and gain an understanding themselves, however he stated that it is important for teachers to guide them for a more effective development in their learning. This becomes more prominent with special needs children as it is more difficult for them to process information and understand the concept of certain activities, which is where staff would need to be more hands on in guiding the children to reach their best abilities. The education hub (2021). 
In conclusion there are many key challenges that both secondary schools and ALN schools, such as accessibility to outdoor learning, where both schools may not have direct access to be able to undertake outdoor activities. They may not have the funding to be able to create outdoor learning and create spaces to take lessons. They may also not have the funding for equipment whether that would be sports equipment, like footballs, goal posts, or running tracks. Or climbing frames, mud kitchens and sensory walls. They both also have many safety risks to the outdoors although the teacher child ratio would need to be significantly higher in special needs schools than secondary schools, this is for the needs of the children, the safety risk are much the same for both schools. However, in ALN schools the staff training for outdoor activities would be less than those in secondary schools as the activities are less physical. For example, the Duke of Edinburgh award, where students plan and undertake outdoor adventures as a challenge such as hiking, camping and canoeing. The benefits for both schools are very much the same as outdoor education, can improve physical health and body regulation, it relaxes the mind and promotes healthy wellbeing. It helps develop social skills and build relationships between peers and staff, offering an alternative learning environment and its allows both students to develop environmental awareness and an understanding of the impact the outdoors has on our environment. 
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Come along lets make new friends, learn about farming, and see how we connect to the community!   (SimplyPsychology 2024)
Need a break?
Why not stop at the cozy café.
We have some delicious, sweet treats, sandwiches and snacks to fill those hungry tummies. Or quench your thirst with a variety of hot and cold drinks.

Why not join us for an “unplugged” day filled with lots of activities to enjoy with the whole family.  
Take a walk through the woodland trail, taking part in the scavenger hunt looking for different animals, bugs, flowers and plants. 
Come to the barn to see the animals, we have chickens, chicks, sheep, lambs, ducks, ducklings, miniature horses, rabbits and guinea pigs. There will be chances to feed and pet the animals at scheduled times throughout the day. 
Why not get messy and play in the mud kitchen. Use your imagination and create different food or potions using natures ingredients. 
Bring your rubber duckies and race them down the stream to see how fast they cam “swim”. Don’t have a rubber duck? Don’t panic we have some here you can borrow so everybody can take part. 
Why not play in our designated play areas, we have miniature diggers to pick up sand and logs and place them in their correct boxes. Indoors we have slides, ball pits and soft play, and outside we have a tractor shaped climbing frame, monkey bars, slides and small pedal tractors.
Learn how to build fires and how to be safe when doing so! How about treating yourselves and toasting some marshmallows and adding then to biscuits to create the perfect fire side treat!  

Come and join us for a fun filled family day out! All ages welcome. 
6th of May 10am – 4pm
Entry –  £1 children under 16 & £2 for 16+ 
       What’s on:
· Woodland trails 
· Scavenger hunts 
· Baby animals 
· Mud kitchen 
· Rubber duck racing 
· Miniature diggers 
· Indoor play area 
· Outdoor climbing frames 
· Animal feeding and petting 
· Fire building. 
· Marshmallow toasting 
Community Farm Open day
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Risk benefit assessment
	Location / Activity:
	Penllergar Valley woods.
	Date:
	19/04/2024

	Assessor:  
	Katie Dacey 
	Review date:  
	19/04/2025

	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

	oodland walk: Penllergar Valley woods. 
	· This activity provides fitness and fresh air.
· It will help with their mental health as being outside reduces stress and anxiety. 
· Sensory stimulation as they will be able to interact with nature by seeing, touching, hearing and smelling the different elements. 
· They will be able to use their imagination and engage with nature. 
· Improve social skills, while on the walk they will be able to engage with other pupils and staff in a more calming and quieter environment, creating bonds and sharing experiences. 
	· Uneven and wet ground - this can lead to trips and falls causing injuries like scratches, cuts, bruises or even worse sprains, fractures and broken bones. 
· Natural hazards such as fallen branches, overgrown roots, that can again cause trips falls and injuries if not seen in time.
· The weather – rain, storm, extreme heat can pose hazards where there is a risk of obstructing the trail, sunburn, getting to cold or to hot. 
· Allergies/ unknown allergies – commonly pollen and hay fever. However, there could allergies that pupils are not yet aware of. 
· Bodies of water like streams, ponds and rivers causing risks of drowning if not supervised. 
· Getting lost can cause stress or worry or not finding their way back to the trail/ meeting point. 

	· Pupils 
· Staff  
	· Supervision- make sure that all children are supervised, ensure that if it is a large group of children, the group is divided into a staff to pupil ratio. 
· Stay on clear paths, make sure that paths are followed or follow maps. Don’t steer off into unknow territory to reduce getting lost or becoming separated from the group. 
· Dress for the weather- if its sunny make sure to have suncream, suitable clothing that is light and plenty of fluids to hydrate. If it’s cold or raining, ensure to have warm clothing and raincoats to reduce the chances of catching cold or becoming hypothermic. 
· Be sure to have a first aid kit containing essentials, such as plasters, creams and antiseptic creams. 
· Be aware of surroundings, keep a look out for any uneven ground, or overgrown roots. 
·  Make sure that staff phones are charged if they need to call for help and make sure maps are followed. 
	Medium 


























Literature review ‘The role of Outdoor Education’ 

The forest schools association states that outdoor education is a child centred approach, its allows the children to learn through exploring their surrounding outdoor environments regularly, allowing them to play and take small risks like jumping on things and rolling in grass or dirt activities, giving them a hands on experience. Its helps children gain emotional and physical health, where they are able to gain self confidence in trying new things and being more aware and alert within their surroundings. By taking in part in outdoor activities children become more create and independent.
There are many key themes surrounding outdoor learning, learning through experience is one of the core themes, it allows learners to have direct contact with all natural elements, it allows them to use all their senses is one place whether its going on a woodland walk, down to the beach or watching animals. For example, going on a walk through the woods, your able to hear the birds singing, trees blowing, leaves crunching and the trickle of steams, the different smells through woodlands, you can visibly see the different colours of the trees and flowers and feel the different textures throughout. They are physically interacting and engaging with nature, instead of sitting in a classroom and learning through books, ipads and computers. They are able to experiment and create new discoveries for themselves and have a sense of pride in when discussing their findings. It also helps develop problem solving, by following a map and making sure you are on the correct path, overcoming obstacles e.g. is there something in the way of the trail and how would you deal with it or are there separate routes you can take, and which one would be the safest. Following from this it can then develop int personal growth, where children’s self-confidence will increase, they will become more resilient. Children will become more aware of the environment and understand the responsibility they have to help protect the natural world. They will also gain connections to the local community and different cultures within it where they can find a sense of belonging. It can also enable children to protect and respect the natural environment, and work hard at protecting the world we live in. The new curriculum for Wales is encouraging schools to implement outdoor learning into their education and it links to this because it helps students develop high levels of well-being, confidence and social skills, it promotes emotional, physical and social development and gives opportunities to develop cross-curricular skills. Outdoor learning also helps the development of imagination and creativity, empathy for the environment, and a sense of protectiveness for the world and all that lives in it. 
There is a broad range of personal skills that can be developed within outdoor education. Teamwork will allow students to build relationships, and work together to overcome challenges, its shows them how to communicate effectively and support other students to be able to reach goals together. It builds leadership skills by allowing them to take initiative in leading a group in an activity and teaching them to motivate others. It will also effectively build communication skills, by conversing with other students and staff members during discussions and to work their way through certain exercises. It will build resilience teaching children how to overcome hurdles they may run into, through emotional or physical discomfort. By developing these skills, it will ultimately enhance their self confidence in believing themselves and be willing to push themselves further in more activities. Learning through experience, is another key factor that has a broad variety of skills as it is not just “learning through play”. It allows children to physically participate in activities, such as walking, running, garden interacting with animals and although they may not be “leading” the lesson they are actively participating and therefore still learning without knowing. They’ll also feel more connected to the environment, where they’ll learn to appreciate the world and those who live it in. 
Outdoor learning can help children enhance their knowledge in a number of subjects without having to learn though books and classrooms. It can help with science by engaging with and observing plants and animals in their natural habitats and doing experiments and collecting data, for example planting a seed and documenting its growth by taking pictures and logging the progress over the course of a few weeks. It also helps with geography as children will learn about land, climate and natural resources available. As stated above the use of maps and how to navigate through the outdoors and understand how patterns shape nature. History can also be taught by understanding the significance of outdoor spaces and going on visits to historical sights, landmarks and learning about landmarks their heritage. 
In conclusion there are many themes linked to outdoor learning to help children in both secondary schools and ALN schools develop. Secondary schools use hands on experiments and activities, they develop teamwork and leadership through team sports, and outdoor challenges. They us the outdoors to teach certain subject for example art, photography, cookery and of course physical education. Health and well being is supported by exercise, fresh air, and stress relief and they are taught about environmental awareness by learning about ecosystems, conservation and the environment itself.  
ALN schools use sensory experiences like exploring the outdoors using different textures and playing. Their outdoor activities are uses to develop social skills, self-regulation, self-confidence and communication. They use outdoor learning in line with their individual educational plans to reach targets and learn life skills that will be detrimental to them in the future. Being inclusive through outdoor education in ALN schools means all activities are tailored to each child specific needs ensuring that there is adapted lesson plans and equipment. For their health and wellbeing outdoor activities are to support their sensory needs, mental health and reducing stress or anxiety ensuring that the environment is relaxing. 
Outdoor education is important in all school setting because of the many benefits it has to offer. It gives student a hands-on experience in their educational journey and allows them to develop not only their academic skills but also skills that they will use in their personal life and future. It helps students expand their mind grow personally and socially. It boosts mental health and wellbeing, and actively teaches them about the environment without them even knowing. Outdoor learning is a flexible subject that is able to be tailored to meet the needs, interests and different learning styles of every student. It can be taught in many different environments, it can be taught out on the playground, in the woods or some schools now even have an “outdoor classroom” where they have logs as benches and are hidden under a tree. As discussed above there are multiple benefits that come from this and by using this as a way of learning for students it is likely to enhance their willing to learn and become more engaged within their education, gain a wider understanding of how the outdoors effects our world and need to take part in helping the environment.    
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