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Outdoor learning is an educational approach that takes place beyond the traditional classroom, using natural environments to support children’s development, wellbeing and engagement with learning. It includes a range of experiences from play-based exploration to structured, curriculum-led activities, promoting holistic development and experiential learning (Kiviranta et al., 2023). This essay compares and contrasts outdoor learning provision in Early Years and Primary school settings, focusing on differences in scope and approach in relation to developmental needs and curriculum expectations. 
	In Early Years settings, the scope of outdoor learning focuses on supporting holistic development through play-based, child-led experiences. Outdoor environments are viewed as an extension of the indoor classroom, providing continuous opportunities for exploration, sensory engagement and interaction with natural materials.  These experiences support key areas of learning, including physical development, communication and language, and personal, social and emotional development (Welsh Government, 2022). Opportunities for movement and exploration support physical development while promoting confidence and independence. Social interaction and cooperative play further support communication and problem-solving, reflecting the importance of play in early childhood development (UNICEF, 2018). Outdoor experiences also provide meaningful contexts that support language development. This approach is supported by theorists such as Piaget (1952), who emphasised active, hands-on learning as central to cognitive development, and Vygotsky (1978), who highlighted the importance of social interaction in learning. 
While both Early Years and Primary settings recognise the value of outdoor learning, their scope differs significantly. Early Years provision focuses on holistic development through play-based, child-led experiences, whereas Primary settings place greater emphasis on curriculum-linked learning and structured outcomes. Both aim to promote physical health, emotional wellbeing and social development through engagement with natural environments. (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2025). Additionally, both settings recognise the importance of developing transferable skills such as communication, collaboration and problem-solving, which are essential for lifelong learning (Waite, 2011).
In Primary school settings, the scope of outdoor learning is broader and more structured, with a clear emphasis on supporting curriculum objectives. Outdoor environments are used to enhance teaching and learning across a range of subjects, including science, mathematics and literacy, by providing real-life contexts (Estyn, 2023). For example, pupils may investigate habitats or apply mathematical skills in practical contexts. This reflects the work of Bruner (1966) who emphasised learning through discovery and active engagement with the environment (Main, 2023). Outdoor learning in Primary settings also aims to improve pupils’ motivation and engagement, as learning beyond the classroom has been shown to increase curiosity and participation (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012). 
However, unlike Early Years provision, outdoor learning in Primary settings is often influenced by curriculum demands, time constraints and assessment requirements, meaning that opportunities may be more structured and less continuous (Rickinson et al., 2004). This reflects the increasing emphasis on accountability and measurable outcomes within Primary education. In Early Years settings, the approach to outdoor learning is child-led, play-based and embedded within continuous provision. Practitioners support learning through observation, interaction and responsive planning, ensuring that activities are tailored to children’s interests and developmental needs (Early Education, 2021). Environments include open-ended resources that encourage exploration and creativity. This aligns with the work of Friedrich Froebel, who viewed play as fundamental to children’s learning and development, and Piaget, who emphasised that children construct knowledge through active exploration and interaction with their environment (Tovey, 2016).
In contrast, Primary settings adopt a more structured and teacher-directed approach, with outdoor learning planned around curriculum objectives (Welsh Government, 2022). Practitioners plan activities with clear learning intentions to support progression, and outdoor environments are used intentionally to support curriculum delivery (Woodland Trust, N.D). Reflecting the work of Bruner, emphasising learning through discovery and the importance of active engagement in the learning process (Main, 2023). Such approaches align with research suggesting that outdoor learning enhances understanding and engagement when it is purposefully linked to curriculum goals and meaningful contexts (Dillon et al., 2006). 
Primary approaches also incorporate collaborative learning, where pupils work together to explore problems and construct knowledge. This aligns with Vygotsky’s emphasis on social interaction, scaffolding and guided learning, highlighting the role of the teacher in supporting pupils’ development through structured support (Mcleod, 2024). However, practical constraints such as time, curriculum pressures and assessment demands can limit the frequency and flexibility of outdoor learning opportunities (Maynard and Waters, 2007). Overall, the approach in Primary settings prioritises purposeful, curriculum linked learning, combining teacher guidance with opportunities for active and collaborative engagement in outdoor environments.
	While both settings recognise the importance of outdoor learning, the distinction lies in how it is structured and delivered, with Early Years prioritising flexibility and responsiveness, whereas Primary settings emphasise progression and curriculum alignment, reflecting differing developmental and educational expectations (Maynard and Waters, 2007). A key difference lies in how learning is organised and supported in both settings. In Early Years contexts, learning is shaped through play and exploration, allowing children to engage in self-directed experiences that support their emerging understanding of the world (Tovey, 2016). In contrast, Primary settings place greater emphasis on structured learning and progression, where teachers guide pupils’ development through planned activities and targeted support.
	Despite these differences, both settings emphasise learning through direct experience. Research suggests that effective outdoor learning involves a balance between exploration and structured support, enabling learners to develop independence alongside subject knowledge (Waite, 2011). As such, although Early Years and Primary settings differ in how outdoor learning is delivered, both aim to create engaging and purposeful learning experiences that support children’s overall development.   
	While outdoor learning is widely recognised for its benefits, its implementation across both Early Years and Primary settings presents a number of challenges. One key issue is the balance between child-led exploration and curriculum demands, particularly in Primary education, where assessment pressures and time constraints can restrict opportunities for flexible outdoor provision (Estyn, 2023). As a result, outdoor learning may be positioned as an occasional enhancement rather than an embedded approach. In addition, practical barriers such as limited resources, staff confidence and access to suitable outdoor spaces can affect the quality and consistency of provision across both settings. Research indicates that practitioners often require additional training and support to effectively deliver outdoor learning, particularly in relation to planning meaningful experiences and managing risk (Waite and Pratt, 2015). This highlights the importance of professional development in ensuring that outdoor learning is both purposeful and sustainable. 
	Furthermore, there is an ongoing tension between promoting risk-taking and ensuring safety. While managed risk is recognised as an important aspect of children’s development, supporting independence and resilience, concerns around health and safety can lead to more restrictive practices (Brussoni et al., 2015). Consequently, opportunities for challenge and exploration may be reduced, limiting the potential benefits of outdoor learning. Despite these challenges, both settings demonstrate the potential of outdoor learning when it is effectively implemented. Addressing these barriers requires a balanced approach that supports both exploratory and structured learning, alongside investment in practitioner training, resources and supportive policy frameworks. 
	In conclusion, outdoor learning plays a significant role in supporting children’s development, engagement and overall learning across both Early Years and Primary settings. While both contexts recognise its value, the scope and approach differ in response to the developmental needs of learners and the expectations of the curriculum. The comparison highlights that effective outdoor learning is not defined by one approach, but by the ability to balance exploration with purposeful guidance. However, challenges such as curriculum pressures, practitioner confidence and resource limitations can impact the consistency and quality of provision. Moving forward, it is essential that outdoor learning is recognised as a valuable pedagogical approach rather than an optional addition to the curriculum. This requires continued investment in practitioner training, supportive policy frameworks and access to appropriate environments. By addressing these challenges, both Early Years and Primary settings can maximise the potential of outdoor learning to support children’s development and lifelong learning. 
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Llangennith Beach /Beach Guardians Activity Day 
	Date:
	20/06/26

	Assessor:  
	Hannah Morgan
	Review date:  
	



	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

	Surf Taster Session (Shallow Water)
	Builds learners confidence, physical coordination, and resilience. Provides real-life experience of water environments and supports water safety awareness.
	· Slips, Trips and Falls.
· Drowning Risk.
· Cold water exposure.
· Minor injuries from boards.
· First Aid – Stings, Cuts and scrapes.
· General Public.
	Children, Staff and General Public.
	· Qualified Surf Instructor and Lifeguard leading session.
· Shallow, waist-depth water only.
· Constant supervision (1:5 ratio – all staff first aid trained)
· Safety briefing before activity.
· Local lifeguard partnership
· Weather and tide conditions checked prior to session
	Medium

	Water Safety and Beach Awareness
	Builds understanding of risk, promotes safe behaviour and decision-making in real-life environments.
	· Misunderstanding Safety rules,
· Children moving to close to water.
· Children becoming separated from group.
	Children
	· Clear explanation of beach safety rules (flags, waves, boundaries)
· Adult supervision throughout. 
· Reinforcement of rules during session.
· Frequent number counts.
	Low

	Rock Pool Exploration 
	Encourages curiosity, scientific observation and environmental awareness
	· Slip, trip or fall on wet rocks.
· Cuts or grazes from rocks.
· Contact with marine life.
· Climbing hazard.
	Children and Staff
	· Suitable footwear required.
· Clear boundaries and rules set.
· Instructions not to touch unknown species.
· Instructions not to climb high rocks.
· First aid kit available.
	Medium

	Beach Clean-up
	Promotes environmental responsibility, teamwork and community awareness.
	· Sharp objects (Glass, litter).
· Manual handling strain.
· Hygiene risks.
· Children becoming separated from group.
	Children and Staff
	· Protective gloves and litter pickers provided.
· Clear guidance and instruction of safe handling.
· Adults manage hazardous waste.
· Safety briefing before and hand washing after activity.
· Frequent number counts.
	Low

	General Beach Visit (Arrival, Supervision & Movement)
	Supports organisation and awareness of boundaries in outdoor environments. Helps children understand expectations, routines and safe behaviour during off site activities.
	· Children becoming separated from group.
· Trips, slips or falls.
· Weather exposure (Sun, wind)
· Lack of awareness of boundaries.
	Children and Staff
	· Clear meeting point identified and explained.
· Frequent number counts.
· Children briefed on boundaries and expectations.
· 1:5 adult to child ratio kept at all times.
· Staff positioned strategically across the group. 
· Emergency procedures in place.
· Weather checked in advance, appropriate clothing required.
	Low
















Outdoor education is widely defined as learning that takes place beyond the traditional classroom, often within natural environments, where learners engage in direct, experiential activities (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012). It encompasses a range of approaches, from structured curriculum-based activities to informal, play-based exploration, all of which aim to enhance learning through interaction with the natural world. Organisations such as the Institute for Outdoor Learning (2020) describe outdoor learning as a process that supports personal development, wellbeing and engagement through real-world experiences. The theoretical foundations of outdoor education can be linked to key educational theorists. Piaget (1952) emphasised that children construct knowledge through active exploration, suggesting that hands-on experiences are essential for cognitive development (Mcleod, 2024). Similarly, Vygotsky (1978) highlighted the importance of social interaction and guided learning. In addition, Dewey (1938) argued that education should be grounded in real-life experiences, reinforcing the value of learning beyond the classroom (Nickerson, 2024). This perspective is reinforced by Froebel, who viewed play and interaction with the natural environment as fundamental to children’s learning and development (Tovey, 2017).
A high amount of research highlights the positive impact of outdoor education on children’s physical and mental health. Outdoor learning environments encourage movement, exploration and engagement with natural spaces, which contribute to improved physical health outcomes (Natural England, 2016). Studies suggest that children participating in outdoor learning demonstrate increased levels of physical activity and reduced sedentary behaviour, supporting overall physical development (Dillon et al., 2006). This is particularly significant in the context of rising concerns around childhood inactivity and associated health issues. In addition to physical benefits, outdoor education has been strongly linked to improvements in mental wellbeing. Exposure to natural environments is associated with reduced stress, improved mood and increased emotional resilience (Kiviranta et al., 2023). Research by Knight (2013) suggests that outdoor experiences can enhance children’s confidence and self-esteem, particularly when they are given opportunities to take managed risks and engage in independent exploration. These findings align with those of Dewey (1938), who emphasised the importance of experience in supporting personal growth and development.
However, despite the widely recognised benefits, some researchers argue that the evidence base remains inconsistent. For example, Rickerson et al. (2004) found that while outdoor learning can positively influence attitudes and engagement, its direct impact on academic attainment is less clear with studies suggesting that outcomes are difficult to measure. This has led to ongoing debate regarding how the effectiveness of outdoor education should be assessed, particularly within formal education systems that prioritise quantifiable outcomes (Beames, Higgins and Nicol., 2012). Furthermore, access to outdoor learning opportunities is not equal for all children. Factors such as school resources, geographical location and staff confidence can limit participation, particularly in urban or disadvantaged areas (Waite, 2011).
Outdoor education plays a significant role in promoting environmental awareness and fostering sustainable attitudes among learners. By engaging directly with natural environments, children are provided with meaningful opportunities to develop a deeper understanding of ecological systems and their relationship with the natural world (Beames, Higgins and Nicol., 2012). Research suggests that outdoor learning can support the development of environmental knowledge and encourage pro-environmental behaviours, particularly when learners have regular contact with nature (Waite, 2011). This is increasingly important in the context of global challenges such as climate change, where education is recognised as a key tool in promoting sustainable futures (Higgins and Nicol, 2002). One of the key strengths of outdoor education is its ability to provide authentic, real-world learning experiences that cannot be replicated within a classroom. Through activities such as exploring habitats, observing wildlife and engaging in conservation tasks, learners can develop a sense of responsibility towards the environment.
Sobel (2004) emphasises the importance of developing emotional connections with nature in childhood, arguing that this connection is essential for fostering long-term environmental responsibility. This perspective Is further supported by research which suggests that regular engagement with natural environments can strengthen children’s connection to nature and positively influence future environmental behaviours (Chawla, 2015).
However, despite these benefits, some researchers argue that exposure to outdoor environments alone is insufficient to promote sustainable behaviour. Dillon et al, (2006) suggest that without structured guidance, reflection and clear learning intentions, outdoor learning experiences may not lead to meaningful or lasting understanding. Similarly, Beames, Higgins and Nicol (2012) highlight that outdoor learning must be carefully planned and embedded within the curriculum to maximise its impact, rather than being treated as an isolated or occasional activity. Furthermore, there are practical challenges associated with implementing sustainability-focused outdoor education. Schools may face barriers such as limited access to natural environments, lack of resources and insufficient staff training, which can restrict opportunities for meaningful engagement (Waite, 2011). These limitations raise concerns around equity, as not all learners have equal access to high-quality outdoor learning experiences. In addition, poorly planned outdoor activities may inadvertently harm the environment, highlighting the need for careful planning and environmentally responsible practice (Chawla, 2015). Overall, outdoor education has considerable potential to promote environmental awareness and sustainability, however, its effectiveness depends on thoughtful implementation. 
Outdoor education is closely associated with experiential learning, where knowledge is constructed through direct experience and active engagement with the environment. This approach is rooted in the work of Dewey (1938) who argued that meaningful learning occurs when individuals interact with real-life situations (Miettinen, 2010). Outdoor environments provide valuable opportunities for this type of learning, allowing children to explore, investigate and problem-solve in authentic contexts that extend beyond the limitations of the classroom (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012). Such environments encourage learners to apply knowledge in practical ways, supporting deeper understanding and long-term retention. Research highlights that experiential outdoor learning contributes to the development of a broad range of cognitive and social skills. For example, participation in outdoor activities has been linked to improvements in problem-solving, critical thinking and decision-making, as learners are required to respond to unpredictable and dynamic situations (Dillon et al., 2006). In addition, outdoor learning often involves collaborative tasks, which support the development of communication and teamwork skills. Reflecting Vygotsky’s (1978) perspective, emphasising the importance of social interaction in learning. 
Outdoor education also plays a key role in supporting personal development, particularly in relation to independence, resilience and confidence. Opportunities to engage in managed risk-taking, make decisions and learn from experience are considered essential for developing these attributes (Knight, 2013). These experiences allow learners to challenge themselves in a supportive environment, contributing to both personal and academic growth. Furthermore, Waite (2011) notes that engagement in outdoor learning has been linked to increased motivation and positive attitudes towards learning, particularly for pupils who may struggle in traditional classroom settings. Despite these benefits, there are ongoing debates regarding the effectiveness of experiential learning in outdoor education. Rickinson et al. (2004) argue that without clear learning objectives and opportunities for reflection, outdoor experiences may lack depth and fail to achieve intended outcomes. This suggests that while experiential learning is valuable, it must be supported by intentional planning and pedagogical structure to maximise its impact. Overall, outdoor education supports experiential learning and skill development across cognitive, social and personal domains. However, its effectiveness depends on balancing exploration with structured guidance and linking experiences to meaningful learning outcomes.
Outdoor education plays an important role in supporting children’s development across a range of areas, including physical and mental wellbeing, awareness and experiential learning. The themes explored show how these aspects are closely linked, highlighting that outdoor learning is not just about being outside, but about providing meaningful experiences that support children’s overall development. Research suggests that outdoor education can improve physical activity levels, support emotional wellbeing and build resilience, while also helping children to develop a greater understanding of the natural environment. In addition, learning through real-life experiences allows children to develop important skills such as problem-solving, communication and independence. However, despite these benefits, the literature also highlights a number of challenges. One of the main issues is that outdoor education is not always delivered consistently across different settings. Factors such as access to outdoor spaces, availability of resources and staff confidence can all impact how often and how effectively outdoor learning takes place. This means that not all children have the same opportunities to benefit from outdoor education, particularly those in more urban or disadvantaged areas. In addition, there is ongoing debate about how the impact of outdoor learning should be measured, as its benefits are often more difficult to quantify compared to traditional classroom-based learning. 
Another key point highlighted in the literature is the importance of balancing child-led exploration with structured teaching. While outdoor education is often associated with freedom and play, research suggests that is most effective when activities are carefully planned and supported by practitioners. Without this, there is a risk that learning opportunities may not be fully developed. Therefore, the role of the practitioner is essential in guiding learning, ensuring that experiences are both enjoyable and purposeful. Looking ahead, the role of outdoor education is likely to become increasingly important, particularly in response to issues such as declining physical activity, concerns around children’s mental health and growing environmental challenges. In order for outdoor education to reach its full potential, it needs to be recognised as a valuable part of the education rather than something additional. This will require a greater support for practitioners, improved access to outdoor environments and a stronger emphasis on outdoor learning within educational policies and practice. To conclude, outdoor education offers significant benefits for children’s learning and development. However, its success depends on how it is implemented, including the level of support available and the opportunities provided to learners. By addressing current challenges and embedding outdoor learning more effectively within education, it has the potential to play a key role in supporting children both now and in the future. 
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