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Element 1

Outdoor education is important for well-being and holistic development and there are many benefits for both children and teachers. Research by O’brien and Murray (2006) discovered that by participating in Forest School programs, children showed significant improvements in self-esteem, self-confidence, social skills and collaborative working and a greater enthusiasm for learning. Outdoor education offers children a chance to be actively involved in experiential learning in natural environments. This type of learning can also enhance motivation, boost creativity and improves problem-solving skills. Mann et al (2022) conducted a review that found outdoor learning in natural environments has measurable socio-emotional, academic and well-being advantages and should be integrated into every child’s learning and school experience. This suggests that outdoor education can have a positive impact on children’s well-being and can boost their academic performance. 
“Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 38) Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) (1984) suggests that learning occurs through experiences. According to Kurt (2020) Kolb believes learning involves acquiring abstract concepts that can be adapted to various situations, with new experiences driving the development of fresh ideas. Outdoor education can provide opportunities for children to participate in hands-on activities, reflect on their experiences and apply their newfound knowledge, aligning with Kolb’s ELT.
The writer will be discussing the scope and approach to outdoor learning in two different settings, then comparing them both. The first setting, School A, is a mainstream primary school with children aged three to eleven situated in a deprived area of the city. The second setting, School B is a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) which provides short or medium-term provision for children with social emotional behavioural difficulties (SEBD) or social emotional mental health needs (SEMH). It is a single unit but has four separate houses for different age groups ranging from foundation phase to key stage four.

School A 
[bookmark: _Int_Oi4yj9o5]Outdoor education in this primary school setting provides a multitude of benefits, that encompass various aspects of a child's development. Being outside has been linked to improved mood and reduced stress levels as exposure to natural environments can enhance mental well-being, reduce anxiety, and increase feelings of happiness and relaxation. A report written by Prisk and Cusworth (2018) suggests that time outdoors boosts mental health and found that research also highlights the effect just being in nature can have on a person’s well-being. Being outdoors has many mental health and well-being benefits for children. It allows children to feel better in themselves and calmer. They are more focussed after being outdoors and can process their day better. Being outdoors also helps to build children’s resilience. Furthermore, spending time outdoors invigorates people, bringing feelings of joy and pleasure, both of which are important for a positive and thriving childhood that can continue into adulthood. Outdoor education is also beneficial for physical development. As School A is in a deprived area, the children attending there are spending less time outdoors due to several factors which could be safety reasons such as traffic accidents, family commitments such as parents working, lack of green space or parks, increased screen time and sedentary behaviour to name a few. Consistent with these reasons, The Wild Network (no date) states they have discovered barriers to time spent outside, Wild Time as they call it, which include fear, time, space, and technology. With the rise of use of technology by children and young people such as smartphones, tablets and games consoles, many children are drawn to spending more time indoors as these can captivate their attention and distract them from exploration outdoors, leading to a sedentary lifestyle and separation from the outdoors. According to Waite and Aronsonn (2022) children living in the most disadvantaged and deprived regions have double the likelihood of obesity compared to those living in wealthier areas. Currently, children and young people spend a significant amount of time on screens, a habit that is linked to increased calorie consumption and lack of engagement with physical and social activities as well as less sleep than is required, all of which are needed to promote good health and well-being. 
School A unfortunately faces several challenges when implementing outdoor learning. With limited funding and constant budget cuts, resources are limited. There is a lack of enough outdoor equipment, and it has not been upgraded or added to in a long time. Another difficulty is the weather, as School A is in the UK, there is very unpredictable weather. There is a supply of wellies and waterproof trousers which are useful for the wet weather, although most of them are for smaller children so not suitable for Year 4 and upwards meaning not all children will be suitably dressed especially as a lot do not wear appropriate outdoor shoes anyway, for example brand new trainers and no coats. Furthermore, many of the children in School A do not enjoy being out in the rain, although they are encouraged to do so, this can be demotivating for staff and other children. The main space used for outdoor education is the woods and field, which in summer can be the ideal relaxing natural space however in winter and autumn, due to being high on a hill, the high winds can become so strong that it is often decided too much of a risk for outdoor learning to take place. Another challenge School A faces is lack of teacher training or confidence to lead outdoor education effectively. There is just one teacher who has had completed training in leading outdoor provision. A study by Dijk-Wesselius et al (2020) found that outdoor learning has no formal status in teachers’ current practice, therefore a lot can find it unfamiliar, unstructured, and very much child-led, this can cause teachers to feel out of control and lack of confidence or inspiration.
School B 
[bookmark: _Int_UghpmtWR][bookmark: _Int_fvYAaqmk]Outdoor education in this school is particularly beneficial as the children either have SEBD or SEMH and it can promote social, emotional, and academic growth. Children attending this school have probably been isolated from their peers in their previous setting. Activities such as group work and games can encourage collaboration, teamwork, and social interaction amongst children, promoting communication, cooperation, and empathy. A study by Price (2019) suggests outdoor learning can promote positive behaviour with children more likely to engage in educational tasks. Moreover, during outdoor education, some children consistently behaved more positively which is in sharp contrast to the typical inconsistent, poor behaviour in lessons indoors. As the majority of children in School B have behavioural difficulties or disorders such as ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) or ASD (autism spectrum disorder), outdoor education can be beneficial as it provides opportunities for self-expression, relaxation, physical and sensory activity. Outdoor environments often provide a calming and sensory-rich setting that can help reduce stress and anxiety levels in children with SEBD. The natural surroundings and open spaces can promote relaxation and a sense of well-being, which may be especially beneficial for children who struggle in traditional classroom settings. Spending time outdoors allows children to engage in physical activity and sensory experiences that can help regulate their emotions. The natural environment provides opportunities for self-expression, self-reflection, and emotional release, supporting emotional regulation and self-management skills in children with SEBD. In a study conducted by Chawla et al. (2014), it was found that when children spend time in natural surroundings, their mood tends to improve, and they exhibit fewer symptoms of stress, anger, inattention, and behavioural problems. Additionally, exposure to nature has been associated with a decrease in symptoms of ADHD, lower levels of depression, and an improved ability to cope with stress among children. School B also faces challenges to implementing outdoor provision. Firstly, it has limited outdoor space on site which means outdoor learning requires a lot more planning in advance as it usually needs to take place off site. This goes hand in hand with the next challenge faced at School B, which is staffing issues. Staff to pupil ratio is higher than mainstream schools and to go off site requires a higher ratio to supervise, which unfortunately is not always possible. Another concern is safety related to the behaviour as some children such as engaging in risk taking behaviours or absconding. Additionally, disruptive behaviours, aggression and non-compliance can also make outdoor provision difficult, unsafe, and unproductive. 
It is imperative that school leadership teams and school staff understand the implications of the Equality Act in terms of their duties to make reasonable adjustments for disabled people and not to discriminate against people with disabilities either directly or indirectly (Martin and Kerr (2023)
This potentially adds to the challenges School B encounters, as they must legally ensure they have made reasonable adjustments to accommodate pupils to be able to carry out normal activities promoting inclusivity and accessibility.
Both School A and School B recognise the importance of outdoor learning for children’s holistic development by incorporating physical activity, social interaction, and environmental education. School A has a larger focus on academic and learning objectives with structure, whereas School B prioritises social and emotional development and behaviour management as a form of therapeutic intervention in nature and offers a more flexible approach with an alternative way of learning. Both settings provide supervision during outdoor learning ensuring the safety and well-being of all children. Overall, in both schools, outdoor learning aims to provide a supportive and inclusive environment that meets the needs of all learners and fosters a deeper connection to nature and the world around them. Independent School Parent (2021) states children need to see and learn to appreciate the world around them and understand learning can happen anywhere. Furthermore, children should be provided with opportunities to enjoy learning, take risks, and make discoveries along the way.
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Loose parts play
	Date:
	15.4.24

	Assessor:  
	Lisa-Marie Manning
	Review date:  
	15.4.25



The boxes in the table below will expand as you type into them; pre-entered text is simply for illustration.  You should delete irrelevant items and replace with text relevant to your circumstances.
Your overall risk rating – Low, medium or high – is based on your judgement about whether the BENEFITS of the activity or opportunity outweigh the RISKS.

	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

	Loose parts play

	This type of play allows children to express their creativity and imagination and develops problem solving and critical thinking skills. It also develops motor skills and contributes to physical development. Chance to explore different textures, sizes and properties. Develops social skills through child led learning.

	Splinters, choking and swallowing

	Children and young people

	· Teaching children and ensuring they understand how to play with equipment
· Avoid using too small parts initially - develop familiarity
· Check equipment is in good state regularly
· Current first aider to be present
· Play use rules explained clearly and reviewed at the start of each session
· Close adult supervision during play.
	Low

	
	
	
	
	
	




Element 4 
The role of outdoor education	
 
Outdoor learning involves utilising outdoor spaces to create educational environments. It extends beyond the traditional classroom setting, providing students with opportunities to engage directly with nature. By being immersed in outdoor activities and exploration in natural landscapes, outdoor learning facilitates holistic development, promotes experiential learning and develops a connection to nature and their environment. “Outdoor learning in education is a planned and purposeful approach that uses activities and resources to enhance learning, mental health and wellbeing, and environmental awareness” (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023)
Outdoor learning provides children with meaningful opportunities to develop a variety of traits such as applying classroom knowledge in real world situations, ability to complete tasks and build stronger connections with their peers. According to The Outdoor Teacher (2023) although the term ‘outdoor learning’ is broad, it essentially includes children discovering, experimenting, learning about, and connecting to the natural world. Outdoor learning involves engaging in adventure and environmental activities as well as transforming knowledge, skills, behaviours due to the direct engagement of outdoor environments. Experiences that are purposeful in the outdoors can be a driving force for learning that is memorable. Friedrich 
Froebel (1782-1852) was a German educator who is recognised as the founder of the kindergarten and a pioneer in early child education. Many of his ideas on the importance of play and learning through nature continue to influence educators and practitioners today. According to Bruce (2012) Froebel believed in a holistic approach and that every child, with their distinct individuality, is interconnected within the broader context of family, community, and ultimately, the expansive universe. Frobel placed great value on the importance of play and learning through nature by spending time in gardens and forests. His ideas emphasised the importance of play, creativity and self-expression in children’s learning and development.
There are several key themes concerning outdoor education, each of which can enhance learning experiences beyond the traditional classroom. The writer will be discussing mental health and well-being and skills development. Outdoor education can promote physical fitness, encourage healthy and active lifestyles and supports mental well-being.
Jackson et al (2021) carried out a study which found that outdoor activities provide children and young people with opportunities to undertake physical activities which in turn is likely to have a profound effect on maintaining physical and mental well-being. Additionally, the study found that life satisfaction indicates that decreases in engagement with physical activity are associated with declines in life satisfaction. Whereas increasing the frequency and duration of physical activity has been positively connected to subjective well-being, defined as a sense of life satisfaction, positive and low negative affect. Exposure to physical activity and nature combined has been shown to have a greater positive effect on physical and mental health than just physical activity alone, supporting the potential benefits that can happen with physical activity through outdoor play. Outdoor activities encourage children to explore through play and express creativity, which stimulates imagination and cognitive function. This could be through building dens, climbing trees, exploring natural habitats or taking part in games. By participating in hands-on learning, children develop curiosity, problem solving skills, spatial awareness and critical thinking. According to Buredette and Whitaker (2005) free play, particularly outdoor, unstructured, active play needs to be part of children’s daily routine. Promoting the term play, rather than calling it physical activity, may encourage greater movement in children which in turn will increase physical activity levels as well as positively promote social, emotional and cognitive development. As outdoor spaces are less structured and more varied than indoor, children are likely to find opportunities for decision making that can stimulate problem solving and creative thinking. Additionally, play allows children to create and develop friendships, to collaborate, to take leadership and to follow other’s lead. Unstructured, active play can be a great chance to build social and emotional skills such as empathy, communication, self-awareness, self-regulation and resilience. Play is a fundamental right for children, in accordance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 31), which recognises children’s “right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities” Overall, unstructured outdoor play can promote children’s physical health and mental well-being by keeping them physically active and develop essential social and emotional skills that will benefit them throughout life. However, changes in societies today are affecting childhood experiences and outdoor play is declining contributing to a disconnection from the natural world and a more sedentary lifestyle. Bento and Dias (2017) suggests outdoor play opportunities are diminishing due to use of technology, globalisation, and urban development. Whilst, parents and carers seem to acknowledge the importance of outdoor play, their fear of potential accidents such as interactions with strangers or road traffic, result in a preference to keep children indoors, closely supervising them and engaging in structured activities. By playing outdoors, children are exposed to sunlight and natural elements which can contribute to stronger immune system, bone development and increased physical activity. Garden (2022) suggests an increased use of digital technology has caused children to increase their time spent indoors and lead to a decrease in time spent outdoors. Additionally, the Covid-19 pandemic forced people to remain indoors, restricting contact with others and for most children, the start of digital learning. This could also contribute to children’s use of digital technology and spending more time at home in this present day as it became the ‘new normal’. 
The Curriculum for Wales 2022 highlights experiential learning, holistic development and connections with the real world as well as emphasising outdoor learning to enhance children's learning experiences, promoting their personal, physical, social and emotional development. The Health and Well-being Area of Learning and Experience (AOLE) offers a comprehensive structure for understanding health and well-being. Its objective is to help children recognise and value the connection of the elements of health and well-being, acknowledging that optimal health and well-being are essential for fostering successful learning. Outdoor education promotes physical activity, mental well-being and opportunity to connect with nature, all of which align with the curriculum’s focus on health and well-being. In addition to this, outdoor education allows the development of a wide range of skills including collaboration, problem solving, critical thinking and how to adapt to new environments, all of which will be essential for future success. Another emphasis of the curriculum is environmental sustainability and teaching children to understand environmental issues and their impact on the world around them. This also closely links with the community engagement focus which provides children opportunities to make connections with their local community, contribute to environmental projects and develop a sense of stewardship for the natural world. As well as aligning with the AOLEs, outdoor education is also intricately linked to the Four Purposes of the Curriculum for Wales which provides framework set out to ensure learners become ambitious, capable learners that have problem solving and critical thinking skills, develop curiosity, independence and a passion for learning. Outdoor education encourages learners to become enterprising, creative contributors by allowing opportunities to develop creativity, teamwork, leadership and communication skills through team activities, environmental ventures and challenges. As the writer has discussed, outdoor education contributes positively to physical health, mental health and well-being and personal development which can shape learners into healthy, confident individuals. Children can become ethical, informed citizens by learning how to be environmentally aware and understand the impact they can have on the natural world and inspire them to protect and nurture it. Collectively, outdoor education closely corresponds to the framework of the Curriculum for Wales by providing experiential learning opportunities, promoting health and well-being, raising environmental awareness and encouraging skill development. It plays a vital role in the holistic and progressive approach to education outlined in the Curriculum for Wales framework. 
It is reasonable to conclude that outdoor education can provide children with a multitude of educational opportunities, social and emotional benefits and improved physical and mental health and well-being. “97% of teachers worldwide agreed that time to play outdoors throughout the day is critical for children to reach their full potential” (Prisk & Cuthworth, 2018) Yet, for various reasons, children are spending less time outdoors both during and out of school. However, outdoor education can be suitable for all types of learners and can enhance many children’s learning. The Theory of Social Constructivism proposes that knowledge develops due to social interactions and use of language and therefore is not an individual experience but rather a shared one. Through hands on, experiential learning in nature and engagement with the environment and collaboration with others to construct meaning and understanding, learners are active participants that can construct meaning, develop skills and deepen their understanding of themselves and the world around them. Outdoor education positively contributes to children’s learning in many ways and improve their overall development. “The outdoors is full of special stimuli such as weather, sounds, smells and textures which can enrich and enhance a child’s learning environment” (Welsh Government, 2009) Sensory experiences promote holistic development, supports well-being, enhances learning and deepens connection to nature. Engaging in outdoor learning contributes to achieving the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales, ensuring children are given the opportunity to develop the skills, attitudes and values required to succeed in an ever-evolving world. 
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