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This essay is going to examine the scope and approach of outdoor learning in Early Years Primary School and an ALN unit. It is going to explore how each context uses outdoor spaces to support learning, wellbeing and curriculum development.
Outdoor provision in a primary school means the total planned use of outdoor spaces as a regular, integral part of the curriculum, play and the wider school life, not just as a playground add-on (GOV. WALES, 2023a). In most primary contexts the scope of outdoor provision usually include physical spaces such as the school playground, fields, gardens, and the woodlands area or hard surface spaces, local parks, streets and community sites that are specifically used for learning. Outdoor learning aims to build fine and gross motor skills and the coordination through uses of natural objects (Tinney, 2023). It encourages sensory exploration and more hands on discovery that cannot be replicated indoors. Outdoor learning also supports the core areas of learning which are communication and language, physical development, personal, social and emotional development which aim to provide rich language opportunities in the real-world (GOV.WALES, 2023b). It also ensure on-going opportunities through play whilst strengthening children’s confidence, independence and their risk assessment capabilities. It enhances their emotional wellbeing through expose to freedom of movement and offers inclusive practice for flexible spaces (Robinson, 2025). 
Outdoor provision in an ALN setting is significantly different, in their aims, structure, and approaches, although both recognise the value of experiential, nature-based education. ALN settings boosts curiosity, social skills, confidence, resilience, and physical coordination and development through activities such as climbing, balancing, carrying and nature based fine motor skills tasks. It is also about putting in place specific adaptations, staffing, and different resources so that learners with ALN can participate fully, make progress and regulate their wellbeing in outdoor environments (Ceredigion County Council, n,d). In an ALN setting, adults use smaller groups or 1:1 support in spaces like Forest School areas, cabins or quiet zones so learners can participate at their own pace and feel safe not pressured by their peers. Providing sheltered spaces like log cabins, little huts for the children so outdoor learning is possible in all weathers and can also be used as a calm, low‑stimulus environment when needed for them to also help build resilience (National Autistic Society (n,d).
Outdoor learning in an ALN setting is usually more individualised and therapeutic in nature. It is carefully adapted to meet the diverse and often complex needs of learners, which may include physical disabilities, sensory processing difficulties, or social and emotional challenges. Activities are often smaller in scale and may involve higher staff-to-pupil ratios to ensure safety and provide tailored support. (Edwards, 2023).
Furthermore, while risk-taking is encouraged in both contexts, it is managed completely differently. In primary settings, children are often encouraged to take manageable risks to build resilience and independence. In ALN environments, risk assessment is more nuanced and individualised, balancing opportunities for growth with the need for additional safeguards (Gill, n,d). The focus tends to be on personal development goals such as communication, emotional regulation, sensory engagement, and confidence-building rather than strictly academic outcomes. Whereas primary school outdoor learning is often integrated into the curriculum to enhance the engagement and support subjects such as science, geography, and physical education. Activities may include nature walks, group problem-solving tasks or environmental projects, typically designed for a whole-class participation rather than a small group. The emphasis is often on exploration, social interaction and helping them to develop their independence within a relatively structured framework aligned with the national curriculum (Teacher, 2025).
In a primary setting, the best practice approach is to provide continuous access to well organised outdoor provision not just at ‘play time’ and to ensure the environment offers them open ended, natural resources such as logs, sand, water and loose parts whilst rotating these resources for more imaginative play and to keep the environment stimulating. (Dewey, 2007). It is also important in a primary setting to build in opportunities for sustained shared thinking between adults and children. Prioritising provision of waterproof clothing, boots and shelters for all weather participation so that the children can explore nature no matter the weather (ESP play, 2026).
In an ALN setting, the best practice approach is to have child centred and individualised activities that are tailored to each child’s sensory profile, that the communication needs, developmental level, accessibility and interests are met. They also need structured but very flexible routines (Estyn, 2022). Multi-sensory and experiential teaching methods are delivered through touch, movement, sight, sound and real life world exploration which supports memory, engagement and differentiated learning pathways. It is important to focus on social development and communication which are used to embed communication systems such as PECS and signing, whilst encouraging interaction, cooperation and functional social skills in authentic contexts (PECS UK, 2025).
There are many similarities in both mainstream primary and ALN settings, outdoor learning aims to support and provide holistic development, engagement, and wellbeing but ALN approaches are often more highly adapted, individualised, and therapeutic in their focus. They both use experiential and play‑based approaches, drawing on constructivist Jean Piaget, who argues that children actively construct knowledge through interaction with their environment and sociocultural theorist Lev Vygotsky who emphasises learning through social interaction and is often used to theorise collaborative outdoor and forest school activities. Friedrich Froebel also strongly emphasised that nature and outdoor experience in early childhood education is vital (Structural Learning, 2026). Both settings also use outdoors to enhance motivation, behaviour, physical health, social skills, and resilience. They each require risk assessments, clear routines and appropriate staffing plans to manage behaviour, safety, and weather while enabling positive risk‑taking (Edwards, 2023b).
There are numerous differences between a primary and ALN setting in regards to outdoor learning. Usually a primary setting will plan for the whole class together where as an ALN setting have their outdoor learning built around individual profiles, sensory needs, and specific targets (communication, regulation, independence). Mainstream sessions prioritise broad curriculum coverage and generic skills such as teamwork, problem‑solving and being aware of the environment, whereas ALN sessions often prioritise regulation, sensory integration, functional communication, and life skills (ESTYN 2024).
To conclude, outdoor learning in a primary and ALN setting means deliberately using outdoor spaces as a regular context for teaching curriculum content, social skills and wellbeing, with tasks adapted so that pupils with Additional Learning Needs can access and benefit from them alongside their peers. Regular outdoor learning supports child development by building independence, resilience and a sense of freedom beyond rigid classroom seating and routines. It can strengthen peer relationships through teamwork tasks such as problem‑solving trails, nature investigations or outdoor drama, which is particularly valuable for pupils who struggle socially indoors and for ALN learners, these experiences provide structured opportunities to practise social interaction, cooperation and self‑advocacy in authentic, motivating contexts. It is also linked to improved confidence, social skills, communication, motivation, physical skills, knowledge, and more positive attitudes to learning within a primary setting (National Literacy Trust 2022). Sensory‑rich outdoor spaces can support attention, emotional regulation and engagement in an ALN setting. Theories such as Attention Restoration Theory (Kaplan, 1989) suggest that natural settings help restore focus, whilst research with primary‑aged children with ALN shows outdoor learning can promote progress in understanding, social interaction, independence and wellbeing (ECEHH, 2024).
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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

	Jersey
Park
	The park includes climbing frames, slides, swings, balancing boards, round-abouts and see-saws so will help with many different skills (Gross motor skills, balancing, hand – eye coordination, hand grip)
Turn taking, sharing, helping peers.

	Falling, tripping, bumping head.
Cuts, concussion, grazes
	Young children
	· Walking
· Taking turns on apparatus
· No pushing down slides
· No pushing fast on round-abouts
· Adults in attendance for extra support, ratio 8:1
· First aider with kit and bag
· Keep a fully charged mobile phone in case of emergency
	Low

	Jersey park
Pond
	Seeing wildlife and how waterfalls work.
Benefits of this are, multi-sensory, impossible to replicate indoors.
Finding out new facts about animals and nature, building confidence and knowledge.
	Drowning, falling in, slipping, tripping
	Young children
	· Keeping children behind fence
· Make sure they stay on the decking
· Reviewing the pond rules
· Sitting down until an adult takes 1 child closer
· Extra adults for support. 4:1 ratio near the water
· Keep a fully charged mobile phone in case of emergency
	Low



The role of Outdoor Education
Outdoor learning is an educational approach in which planned learning activities are conducted outside the traditional classroom, utilising outdoor environments such as school grounds, gardens, parks, or forests as the primary context and resource for learning. It involves direct, hands-on and experiential engagement with the environment rather than just textbook or classroom based work. The activities are purposefully designed to meet the curriculum or certain developmental goals for the children (Robb, 2024).
Some of the main purposes of outdoor learning are that it supports academic learning by applying concepts, like measuring in maths, investigating habitats in science, developing personal and social skills such as confidence, teamwork and problem solving. It also fosters environmental awareness and a sense of connection to certain places by spending regular time in local natural or semi natural spaces getting fresh air and opening the mind to new adventures (Healthfield Knoll School, 2024).
Outdoor learning also significantly contributes to children’s physical health. Activities conducted in settings such as the woodlands or on school grounds allow for plenty of physical activity. This can range from climbing trees to sports, den building, which help develop gross motor skills and can also establish an active lifestyle. Regular participation in outdoor activities promotes stamina, reduces the risk of childhood obesity and improves muscle strength (EYR, 2025).
Frobel’s ideas about nature are that children learn best through direct, hands‑on experiences with the natural world which support physical, intellectual and spiritual development and that frequent time outdoors should be part of daily provision and not an occasional treat so that children feel connected to nature and the outdoors which leads to them developing curiosity and more independence. He believes adults should act as guides rather than instructors, observing what the children have interests in and extending their learning and that the learning environment should be carefully prepared with useful materials and spaces that invite independent exploration (O’Brien, 2026).
Outdoor learning faces several key barriers that can disrupt its effectiveness and discourage implementation. These challenges often come from teacher concerns or external factors. Teachers frequently lack confidence in delivering lessons outdoors due to limited training and experience which can hinder the lessons. There are also health and safety fears, such as managing student behaviours if are there challenging children in that class or accidents, which can make educators not want to venture outside. Many feel unprepared for adapting indoor curriculum to natural settings, viewing it as more complex than the normal classroom teaching they are used to (UK Youth & Millar, 2023)

Key themes in outdoor learning or education gather around learning through experience, personal and social development and a positive relationship with the natural world. The core educational themes Experiential learning: Knowledge is constructed through direct, hands-on experience followed by reflection (e.g. Kolb’s learning cycle), making doing–reflecting–applying central (Harman and Harman, 2024).
There are many benefits of outdoor learning but some of the key factors are; physical and mental health & wellbeing. Outdoor learning supports positive mental health by combining education with the natural benefits of being in the outside world. When the children learn in their natural environments such as parks, forests or school gardens, they often feel calmer and more relaxed than in the traditional classroom environments. Nature has been known to reduce stress and anxiety which can help the brain recover from mental fatigue. Fresh air, natural light and lots of green areas can improve mood and increase their wellbeing (Green Schoolyards America, n,d). Another important benefit is increased physical activity. Outdoor learning often involves walking, exploring and lots of hands on activities. Physical movement releases endorphins, which are chemicals in the brain that boost your mood and reduce the overwhelming feeling of stress. This can make children feel more energetic and focused on their activity. As a result, they may find it easier to concentrate and engage with their peers (Edwards, 2025ab)
Outdoor environments also encourage curiosity and creativity. When students interact with natural surroundings they tend to ask more questions, observe the wildlife around them and learn through real life experiences. This type of learning can make lessons more enjoyable and meaningful for the children which will then support positive mental health (Edwards, 2025b). In addition, working together on activities like nature projects or group teamwork can build friendships and improve communication skills. Strong social connections are such a massive and important part of maintaining good mental health. Overall, outdoor learning helps reduce stress, improves mood, encourages physical activity, and strengthens social relationships between the children. These benefits make it a valuable approach for supporting mental health while also focusing on education (Ravi, 2025).
Outdoor learning is a central teaching approach within the new Curriculum for Wales, it offers rich opportunities to realise the four purposes for all learners aged 3–16. Learning outdoors is recognised as equally valuable to indoor classroom experiences for children and is encouraged across all Areas of Learning and Experience (Curriculum For Wales, 2020).
The framework highlights that the learning environment is a key enabler of the curriculum and should promote independence, pupils’ voice and responsibility. Well planned outdoor spaces are very powerful for achieving this. Regular access to outdoor environments will also support high levels of well-being, confidence and engagement with clear physical, mental and emotional benefits for children and young people. Welsh Government guidance explains that being outdoors will support all of these things, such as social, emotional, spiritual and physical development while also providing many opportunities to develop the children’s skills, such as literacy, numeracy and digital competence (Natural Resources Wales, 2022a).
Outdoor learning directly supports the Health and Well-being AoLE, which places strong emphasis on experience and connection with the natural world. Experiences such as nature walks, fieldwork, gardening, problem-solving challenges, team working and adventure activities enable learners to apply knowledge in real-life contexts, and gives a very deep understanding in lessons such as Science and Technology, Humanities and Expressive Arts as well as Languages, Literacy and Communication. High-quality outdoor practice also comes in line with earlier Welsh guidance that the outdoor environment should be an added extension of the indoor classroom, with plenty of structured activities available daily, in all weathers (Curriculum For Wales, 2019).
The Curriculum for Wales gives schools the freedom to design their own curriculum whilst outdoor learning offers a flexible vehicle for local, authentic learning rooted in place and community. To fully harness these opportunities, research highlights the importance of professional learning so that all practitioners value and embed outdoor learning as mainstream practice rather than an occasional add-on. Evidence from Welsh research and Estyn shows that effective schools develop a shared rationale for outdoor learning linked to the four purposes and AoLEs, so staff see it as mainstream practice. Outdoor learning is timetabled to regular sessions, a lot of schools have also redesigned school grounds into “outdoor classrooms”. There are many different resources that can be used to help structure these sessions that explicitly deliver Curriculum for Wales outcomes (Estyn, 2024).
Outdoor learning supports sustainability education by allowing learners to observe natural processes in real time. For example, the children can see how plants grow, how insects pollinate flowers, and how soil, water, and sunlight interact to support real life. When they can see these things happening, they will take more of an interest. These experiences will help learners understand the key environmental concepts. Instead of abstract ideas, sustainability becomes something visible and tangible (Love Outdoor Learning, 2024).
Outdoor learning also highlights the importance of protecting the natural spaces for future generations. By exploring local environments, the children learn about the impact of pollution, climate change, and habitat loss. Teachers can use these real-world examples to discuss solutions, such as renewable energy and helping to save the wildlife, this helps to getting the children engaged and by them giving solutions they will feel like their helping the environment. It also helps the children understand that sustainability is not only a global issue but also something that affects their own communities (Children & Nature Network, 2021)
Overall, outdoor learning is an effective way to promote sustainability and environmental awareness. By engaging the children with direct nature, learners gain knowledge, appreciation, and a sense of responsibility for the natural world and their community. These experiences encourage individuals to care for the environment and make choices that support a more sustainable future (Kiviranta et al., 2023).
Outdoor learning is a powerful approach to education that moves learning beyond the traditional classroom and into natural environments. By using outdoor spaces, it allows students to engage directly with the world around them. This type of learning encourages curiosity, exploration, and hands‑on experiences that help students better understand both academic subjects and real‑life situations. One of the key strengths of outdoor learning is that it supports the development of the whole child. While students are learning academic content such as science, geography, or mathematics, they are also building important personal and social skills. Working outdoors often involves teamwork, communication, problem‑solving, and decision‑making. These experiences help students develop confidence, independence, and resilience, which are essential skills for lifelong learning (Natural Resources Wales, 2022b).
Outdoor learning also plays an important role in improving students’ wellbeing. Being outside in natural environments can reduce stress, increase physical activity, and support mental health. Fresh air, movement, and contact with nature help students feel more relaxed and focused, which can improve their ability to concentrate and participate in learning. In addition, outdoor learning helps young people develop a stronger connection with nature and a greater sense of responsibility for protecting the environment (The Muddy Puddle Teacher, 2026). Another important benefit is that outdoor learning makes education more engaging and meaningful. Instead of only reading about concepts in books, students can see, touch, and experience them directly. For example, studying plants in a garden or measuring distances in a field can make learning more memorable and easier to understand (Institute For Outdoor Learning 2026).
In conclusion, outdoor learning is an enriching educational approach that combines academic learning with real‑world experiences. It supports physical health, emotional wellbeing, social development, and environmental awareness. By providing opportunities to learn through exploration and interaction with nature, outdoor learning helps create more motivated, confident, and capable learners who are better prepared for the future (Wales Council, 2021).
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