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Compare and contrast the scope and approach to outdoor provision in two types of settings
Outdoor learning refers to structured and unstructured learning experiences beyond the classroom that support children’s cognitive, physical, emotional and social development through engagement with natural and community environments. Within Wales, outdoor learning is recognised as a key pedagogical approach that supports progression towards the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales, particularly through promoting independence, resilience, wellbeing and engagement with learners’ cynefin, which refers to a learner’s sense of belonging and connection to the local environment, community, culture and heritage (Welsh Government, 2022). Increasingly, outdoor learning is understood not simply as enrichment but as a central component of effective pedagogy across educational contexts (Estyn, 2023; Natural Resources Wales, 2024).
This essay critically compares the scope and approach to outdoor provision in two contrasting settings: a mainstream primary school and a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU). Although both settings use outdoor learning to support holistic development, their priorities differ significantly due to curriculum expectations and the complex emotional and behavioural needs of PRU learners.
Within a primary school context, outdoor provision supports learning across all six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs) and contributes directly to the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). Outdoor environments provide authentic contexts for developing literacy, numeracy, scientific inquiry and creativity through experiential learning embedded within curriculum planning (Natural Resources Wales, 2024). However, the extent to which outdoor learning is fully embedded across AoLEs depends on staff confidence, resources and access to suitable environments, meaning provision varies between schools despite national guidance (Estyn, 2023).
Outdoor learning supports the Health and Wellbeing AoLE through physical activity, supported risk-taking and resilience-building experiences such as den-building and cooperative games. These experiences support learners in developing confidence and managing risk effectively (Welsh Government, 2022). From a constructivist perspective, active exploration aligns with Piaget’s (1952) view that children construct knowledge through direct interaction with their environment. Similarly, biodiversity investigations support the Science and Technology AoLE by encouraging observation and hypothesis testing and reflect Vygotsky’s (1978) emphasis on collaborative learning and guided interaction.
Research demonstrates that outdoor learning improves engagement and motivation by providing meaningful contexts for applying knowledge (Rickinson et al., 2004; Estyn, 2023). These experiences also develop learning dispositions such as curiosity and persistence, which Carr (2001) identifies as essential for lifelong learning and closely aligned with the four purposes.
Outdoor provision also strengthens learners’ connection with their cynefin. Developing cynefin through outdoor experiences helps learners understand their role within their community and environment, supporting progression towards becoming ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the wider world (Welsh Government, 2022; Natural Resources Wales, 2024). Chawla (2020) argues that meaningful childhood experiences in local natural environments are strongly associated with the development of lifelong environmental responsibility and stewardship.
Outdoor learning also supports inclusive practice within primary settings. Learners with Additional Learning Needs often benefit from multisensory environments that allow flexible engagement with curriculum content (Estyn, 2022). These experiences reflect Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, in which knowledge develops through reflection on experience. However, effective inclusion requires careful planning and appropriate scaffolding to ensure outdoor environments remain accessible for all learners.
Overall, the scope of outdoor provision within primary schools is broad and curriculum-focused, supporting academic progression alongside wellbeing and environmental awareness.
In contrast, outdoor provision within PRU settings reflects the complex social, emotional and behavioural needs of learners who have often experienced exclusion or disrupted educational pathways. Consequently, outdoor learning frequently serves therapeutic as well as educational purposes. This represents a shift in emphasis compared with mainstream primary provision, where outdoor learning more commonly supports curriculum progression rather than readiness for learning.
Outdoor environments provide opportunities for learners to develop confidence, resilience and emotional regulation through structured physical activity and team-based experiences. Waite (2017) suggests nature-based learning can be particularly effective for learners disengaged from formal education because it provides alternative pathways to achievement beyond traditional classroom expectations. Outdoor provision in PRUs often includes conservation work, bushcraft activities and community engagement projects that promote collaboration and independence while supporting learners as enterprising, creative contributors within the four purposes framework (Welsh Government, 2022).
Outdoor learning also supports relationship-building between learners and staff. Attachment theory highlights the importance of secure relationships in supporting engagement with education (Bowlby, 1988). Outdoor contexts can therefore provide emotionally safe environments in which trust may be rebuilt following negative educational experiences; however, this benefit depends heavily on consistent staff support rather than environment alone. Access to natural environments can also reduce stress and improve emotional wellbeing among learners experiencing behavioural challenges (Louv, 2008). Evidence from alternative provision programmes further suggests sustained outdoor learning improves attendance, motivation and wellbeing among learners at risk of exclusion (Estyn, 2021). Consequently, outdoor provision within PRUs is often prioritised as a strategy for re-engagement rather than curriculum enrichment alone.
Although both settings use outdoor learning to support holistic development, their priorities differ significantly. Primary schools primarily use outdoor provision to support curriculum progression across AoLEs, whereas PRUs use outdoor learning to address barriers to engagement with education. Similarly, while both settings promote resilience and independence, in primary schools these skills are typically developed alongside academic outcomes, whereas in PRUs they often serve as prerequisites for participation in learning itself (Waite, 2017). These differences demonstrate that outdoor learning functions differently depending on learner needs, institutional context, and curriculum expectations, rather than representing a uniform pedagogical approach.
The pedagogical approach to outdoor learning within primary schools is increasingly characterised by curriculum integration and experiential learning. The Curriculum for Wales identifies engaging experiences and effective environments as central pedagogical principles, positioning outdoor contexts as essential learning spaces (Welsh Government, 2022). Teachers therefore plan outdoor learning opportunities that explicitly support progression within AoLEs. Justin Dillon et al. (2022) highlight that well-planned curriculum-embedded outdoor learning improves engagement, conceptual understanding and knowledge transfer across subject areas. Primary schools also frequently adopt Forest School approaches that promote learner-led exploration and reflective practice; however, their effectiveness depends on staff training and regular access to outdoor spaces.
In contrast, the pedagogical approach to outdoor provision within PRUs is typically more flexible and relational. Outdoor learning is often used as part of trauma-informed practice designed to support emotional regulation and rebuild learners’ confidence in education. Smaller group sizes allow staff to personalise outdoor learning experiences according to individual needs. Activities such as team challenges and environmental projects promote cooperation while developing independence and resilience and reflect Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle. Community-based outdoor learning also supports transition readiness and independence, helping learners prepare for future education or employment pathways (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021).
Although both settings draw on experiential learning theory, the purpose of outdoor learning differs significantly. Primary schools emphasise curriculum progression across AoLEs and the four purposes, whereas PRUs prioritise emotional regulation and readiness to learn. Similarly, while both settings encourage supported risk-taking, primary schools frame risk within structured curriculum experiences, whereas PRUs use risk-based activities to rebuild confidence following disengagement (Waite, 2017).
Outdoor learning therefore plays a significant role within both primary schools and PRUs, supporting holistic development through experiential engagement with natural environments. In primary schools, outdoor provision supports progression across AoLEs and contributes directly to the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. In contrast, outdoor provision within PRUs prioritises emotional wellbeing, resilience and re-engagement with education. Approaches therefore differ according to learner context. Primary schools typically embed outdoor learning within structured curriculum planning, whereas PRUs adopt flexible approaches designed to support readiness for learning. Despite these differences, both settings demonstrate that outdoor learning is a powerful pedagogical approach supporting independence, motivation and wellbeing across educational contexts. 
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Outdoor learning on the estuary foreshore
	Date:
	07/04/2026

	Assessor:  
	A. Davies 
	Review date:  
	01/09/2026



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

	Natural treasure hunt
	· Develop curiosity and enquiry skills through exploration of natural materials. 
· Encourages observation, questioning and early scientific thinking. 
· Promotes physical activity and engagement with the outdoor environment. 
	Uneven, slippery ground
	Young people, 
Adults. 
	· Pre-visit site check
· Appropriate footwear (wellies or trainers with a sturdy grip) 
· Clear physical boundaries are explained before the task begins. 
· Adult supervision at all times. 
· Safely briefing before the activity. 
· Encourage walking instead of running. 
· Staff to be positioned at various points across the area. 

	M

	Group problem-solving tasks (den building)
	· Develop social interaction, communication and teamwork. 
· Encourages problem-solving, creativity and shared decision-making. 
· Builds resilience and cooperation
	· Dogs off leads
· Members of the public
· Lifting/carrying sticks
· Tripping over materials 
	Young people, Adults.
	· Staff remain vigilant
· Group kept within a defined area 
· Children briefed on safe behaviour around public and dogs 
· No lifting of large/heavy branches
· Safe handling of materials demonstrated
· Constant supervision 
· Clear stop signal established 
· First aid kit accessible 
	L

	Natural art
	· Supports mental well-being and connection to nature
· Encourages creativity, self-expression and mindfulness
· Provides calming sensory experiences
	· Weather conditions (sun, rain, wind)
· Exposure (cold/sunburn) 
· Minor cuts from natural materials 
	Young people, Adults.
	· Check the weather forecast prior to visit
· Ensure suitable clothing (coats, waterproofs, hats) 
· Sunscreen applied where appropriate 
· Limit duration if conditions change 
· Choose sheltered areas where possible
· Remind children not to use sharp objects 
· Basic first aid available 
	M

	Map reading
	· Develop independence and navigation skills
· Builds confidence, spatial awareness and decision-making
· Encourages responsibility and problem-solving
	· Getting lost or separated from the group 
· Uneven terrain 
	Young People
	· Clearly defined boundaries explained and visually reinforced
· Frequent headcounts 
· High-visibility jackets to be worn 
· Staff positioned at key boundary points 
· Simple, age-appropriate maps used
· Recall signal agreed 
	M



The Role of Outdoor Learning
Outdoor education encompasses structured learning experiences conducted outside the traditional classroom that involve direct interaction with natural environments. As a pedagogical approach, outdoor education emphasises experiential activities, exploration, and reflection. In contrast, outdoor learning refers to the application of these practices across diverse settings, including school grounds, parks, woodland areas, and community spaces. Rather than constituting a separate subject, outdoor education generally serves as a context for delivering various curriculum areas and fostering holistic development (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023).
The concept of learning through interaction with nature has historical and theoretical roots in the work of Friedrich Froebel, the founder of the kindergarten movement. Froebel emphasised the importance of play, exploration, and engagement with the natural environment as fundamental aspects of children’s development. He believed that children learn most effectively through active participation and direct experience with their surroundings (Froebel, 1887). Froebel’s educational philosophy continues to influence contemporary approaches to outdoor learning, particularly in early childhood education and experiential learning pedagogies.
The Institute for Outdoor Learning (2023) defines outdoor learning as a planned approach that utilises outdoor environments to develop knowledge, skills, and attitudes. This definition underscores that outdoor learning is an intentional educational practice rather than merely time spent outside the classroom. Similarly, Beames, Higgins and Nicol (2019) describe outdoor education as experiential learning, wherein learners participate in activities to develop practical understanding through direct experience.
The significance of outdoor education has grown in contemporary educational contexts, largely due to increasing concerns regarding children’s physical health, mental well-being, and reduced access to natural environments. Natural England (2016) highlights that outdoor learning offers opportunities for children to engage with nature, cultivate curiosity and enhance environmental understanding. Outdoor settings provide experiences that are difficult to replicate indoors, enabling learners to investigate real-world phenomena and apply theoretical knowledge in authentic contexts.
In Wales, outdoor learning is closely aligned with the objectives of the Curriculum for Wales, which advocates learner-centred approaches and the development of well-rounded individuals. The Welsh Government (2020) asserts that learning experiences should foster the development of ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. Outdoor education supports these aims by promoting collaboration, environmental awareness and active engagement in learning.
Although definitions of outdoor education differ somewhat among organisations and researchers, most highlight the importance of experiential learning, connection with nature and holistic child development. As a result, outdoor education is increasingly recognised as a valuable approach for supporting children’s learning, well-being and personal growth.
A prominent theme in the literature on outdoor education is its impact on children’s physical and mental well-being. Growing concerns about sedentary lifestyles and insufficient physical activity have heightened interest in outdoor play and learning. Outdoor environments inherently promote movement and exploration, offering children opportunities for physical activity such as walking, climbing, building and investigating natural features (Natural England, 2016).
Recent research continues to support earlier findings regarding the benefits of outdoor learning for children’s well-being. Mann et al. (2022) report that regular engagement with natural environments is associated with improvements in children’s emotional regulation, attention and overall psychological well-being. Similarly, Dankiw et al. (2020) highlight that outdoor learning contributes positively to physical activity levels, engagement and social interaction among primary-aged learners. Natural environments often create a calming atmosphere, enabling learners to feel more relaxed and engaged in educational activities, while less restrictive settings may facilitate greater self-expression and the development of positive peer relationships.
However, researchers emphasise that the benefits of outdoor learning are contingent upon the structure and leadership of activities. Rickinson et al. (2004) and Waite (2017) argue that simply relocating lessons outdoors does not automatically improve outcomes. Instead, teachers must design purposeful activities that connect outdoor experiences with specific learning objectives. Barriers such as limited resources, time constraints and safety concerns may also hinder schools from fully utilising outdoor learning opportunities. Despite these challenges, substantial evidence indicates that outdoor education can support children’s physical health and emotional well-being when implemented effectively within structured learning contexts.
Another significant theme in the outdoor education literature is its role in fostering environmental awareness and sustainability. As global environmental challenges intensify, educators increasingly recognise the importance of helping children understand their relationship with the natural world and develop environmentally responsible attitudes from an early age (UNESCO, 2025). Outdoor learning enables learners to observe environmental processes firsthand and develop a deeper understanding of ecosystems and biodiversity.
Waite (2017) suggests that experiences in natural environments can cultivate a sense of connection between children and the environment. Regular engagement with outdoor spaces increases the likelihood that learners will develop curiosity and respect for nature. This connection may serve as the foundation for environmentally responsible attitudes and behaviours in later life.
Forest School approaches exemplify how outdoor education can promote environmental awareness. These programmes involve regular learning sessions in woodland environments, where children participate in activities such as nature exploration, shelter building and problem-solving. Such experiences aim to develop confidence, independence and a deeper appreciation of the natural environment (Knight, 2016; Leather, 2018). Through direct interaction with natural materials and ecosystems, learners acquire practical understanding of environmental concepts.
Outdoor learning can enhance the relevance of environmental education by connecting theoretical knowledge with real-life experiences. For instance, science topics such as plant growth, weather patterns or habitats can be investigated through direct observation in outdoor settings. Learning Through Landscapes (2023) highlights that school grounds and local green spaces serve as valuable resources for teaching environmental topics across the curriculum. However, Chawla (2020) notes that raising environmental awareness alone does not necessarily ensure sustainable behaviour. Consistent reinforcement through curriculum integration and community engagement is required to promote long-term behavioural change.
Outdoor education is closely linked to experiential learning, which emphasises learning through direct experience and reflection. Outdoor environments are particularly well suited to experiential learning, as they offer diverse and unpredictable experiences that stimulate curiosity and exploration (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2019). These principles closely reflect Froebel’s view that children construct knowledge through active engagement with their surroundings.
A key benefit of outdoor education is its capacity to foster transferable skills. Activities such as group problem-solving tasks, outdoor investigations and collaborative challenges encourage learners to communicate, cooperate and make decisions collectively. These experiences can strengthen teamwork, leadership and communication skills.
Outdoor learning may also support personal development by fostering resilience and confidence. Knight (2016) notes that outdoor environments enable children to take appropriate risks and confront new challenges, thereby promoting independence and self-belief. Activities such as navigating unfamiliar environments or completing physical tasks can provide learners with a sense of achievement and personal growth. In addition, Youth Link Scotland (n.d) emphasises that outdoor learning can stimulate curiosity and creativity, thereby helping learners develop critical thinking skills essential for lifelong learning.
However, some researchers suggest that the benefits of experiential learning do not automatically translate into improved academic attainment. Hattie (2009) highlights that learning experiences must be explicitly connected to clear learning intentions and supported through reflection in order to influence measurable academic outcomes. This reinforces the importance of careful planning and structured reflection within outdoor learning activities.
Overall, outdoor education offers valuable opportunities to develop social, personal and cognitive skills through experiential learning. When effectively integrated into the curriculum, outdoor learning can enhance engagement and support the development of essential life skills.
Despite the growing recognition of the benefits of outdoor education, the successful implementation of outdoor learning within primary school contexts depends largely on teacher confidence, training and institutional support. Research suggests that although many educators value outdoor learning, they may feel uncertain about how to integrate it effectively into curriculum planning. Waite (2017) highlights that teachers often report concerns relating to time pressures, curriculum demands and risk management responsibilities, which can limit opportunities for regular outdoor learning experiences. These findings suggest that professional development and whole-school approaches are important factors in supporting sustained outdoor learning practice.
Similarly, Marchant et al. (2019) examined curriculum-based outdoor learning within primary schools in South Wales and found that regular outdoor lessons were associated with improvements in learner engagement, behaviour and well-being. Importantly, teachers involved in the study reported increased confidence in delivering outdoor learning when it was embedded within school planning structures rather than treated as an occasional enrichment activity. This demonstrates that outdoor education is most effective when it forms part of a consistent pedagogical approach rather than isolated learning experiences.
Access to suitable outdoor environments can also influence the extent to which outdoor learning is implemented in schools. Although woodland environments are often associated with approaches such as Forest School, Learning Through Landscapes (2023) emphasises that school grounds themselves can provide meaningful opportunities for outdoor learning across curriculum areas. This is particularly relevant within urban school contexts where access to natural woodland spaces may be limited. The use of playgrounds, gardens and local community green spaces can therefore support inclusive access to outdoor learning opportunities for all learners.
In addition to environmental access, curriculum alignment plays an important role in ensuring outdoor learning supports academic development. Beames, Higgins and Nicol (2019) argue that outdoor learning is most effective when experiences are clearly connected to curriculum objectives and followed by opportunities for reflection. This supports Hattie’s (2009) assertion that structured teaching approaches and explicit learning intentions are necessary for experiential activities to positively influence attainment outcomes. Consequently, outdoor education should not be viewed as separate from classroom learning, but rather as an integrated pedagogical approach that enhances both academic achievement and holistic development
Outdoor education plays a significant role in contemporary education by offering learning experiences that extend beyond the traditional classroom. The literature identifies several key themes that demonstrate the value of outdoor learning, including its contributions to physical and mental well-being, environmental awareness and the development of transferable skills. Outdoor environments promote physical activity and exploration, which can improve physical health and reduce sedentary behaviour while also supporting emotional well-being through calming and restorative experiences. Outdoor education also offers opportunities to develop environmental awareness and promote sustainability through direct interaction with natural environments. Furthermore, experiential learning activities encourage learners to collaborate, communicate and solve problems in meaningful real-life contexts.
Within the Curriculum for Wales, outdoor education aligns closely with the emphasis on holistic, learner-centred education. The Welsh Government (2020) underscores the importance of developing learners who are confident, creative and capable of contributing positively to society.
In summary, outdoor education constitutes a powerful approach to teaching and learning that supports the holistic development of children. By integrating experiential learning, environmental awareness and opportunities for personal growth, outdoor education can enrich the curriculum and provide meaningful learning experiences.
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