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A comparative analysis of Outdoor Learning in Forest Schools and Secondary school settings 
By Ieuan Morgan 
2214077 
Outdoor Learning can be identified as an active, experiential approach to learning which seeks to use the outdoor environment as a vehicle for the development of knowledge, skills, behaviours and attitudes (Harvey, 2012). This essay will aim to explore the scope and approach of outdoor learning in Forest schools and Secondary schools, exploring how each setting utilises the outdoor environment to support learning, general well-being and the curriculum. In the UK, Forest Schools typically operate alongside mainstream education rather than replacing it, with learners attending regular school while participating in nature-based sessions (Prince and Diggory, 2024).  The chosen settings have been selected as the contrast between them provides discussion towards the clear differences in pedagogy and structure.  Furthermore, the availability of existing literature on this subject allows the writer to compare the academic ambition with the practice and implementation.
In secondary school settings, the scope of outdoor learning is closely linked to curriculum expectations while aiming to include a range of personal, social and wellbeing-centred outcomes (Welsh Government, 2021). Outdoor provision promotes the development of transferable personal skills such as leadership, teamwork and communication, enabling students to collaborate effectively and engage positively with peers in a less formal learning environment (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023). Furthermore, outdoor learning seeks to support the development of resilience and confidence by providing opportunities for challenge, problem-solving and adaptation to unfamiliar situations which can contribute to learners’ personal growth and self-efficacy (Estyn, 2023).
Secondary schools can incorporate outdoor provision to promote positive mental health and wellbeing, an area of increasing concern during adolescence, due to academic pressure and emotional vulnerability (The Guardian, 2026). By supporting the learners holistically, links can be made toBronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory which highlights the influence of environmental contexts on individual development (1979) However, outdoor learning in secondary schools may be limited by timetable restraints, curriculum demands and exam related priorities, meaning not all learners can access these opportunities equally (Williams and Scott, 2019). The scope of this setting can also be criticised as outdoor learning is often treated as an additional provision rather than being integrated into the pedagogical foundations of the setting (Garden and Downes, 2021). Despite this, in Wales, outdoor provision is supported in legislation as local authorities must provide sufficient outdoor play opportunities (Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010). While secondary schools utilise the outdoors as an extension of their main provision, Forest Schools intentionally position the outdoor environment as the central foundation of their pedagogical approach. This difference in foundational philosophy highlights a contrast to the overall scope of outdoor learning. 
Rather than viewing the outdoors as an additional learning space, Forest Schools use natural environments as the primary context for holistic development, enabling learners to explore, play and connect with nature (Forest School Association, n.d). This focus supports children’s confidence, independence and risk assessment capabilities through sensory exploration and hands-on experiences that cannot be replicated indoors. The scope of Forest school practice also emphasises emotional wellbeing, offering freedom of movement and inclusive spaces that accommodate diverse learning needs (Blackwell, 2025). For example, a study in an English Forest school found that pupils with SEND showed deeper levels of involvement and engagement from the forest school approach which enabled all children, including those with ALN, to access the curriculum in meaningful ways (Stavrianos, 2024). Forest Schools emphasise social interaction as well as problem solving through activities, deepening children’s engagement with the natural environment and their peers. This aligns with Froebel’s philosophy of children learning through direct engagement with nature, supporting holistic development (Froebel Trust, n.d). Key differences in scope between the two settings are evident in their intended purposes, with secondary schools aiming to support curriculum objectives, well-being and transferable skills whereas Forest Schools place greater emphasis on holistic development (Forest School Association, 2018). 
In secondary school settings, the approach to outdoor learning is characterised by planned, teacher-led pedagogical methods that integrate outdoor experience into the established curriculum and assessment frameworks. An example of this approach can be seen in the requirement for teachers to create lesson plans as part of their formal work schedule in secondary schools (Department for Education, 2021). In the writer’s own workplace setting, the outdoor environment has been used as an extension of the classroom, engaging pupils in hands-on activities such as shelter building which has supported learners in building confidence and developing teamwork skills (Estyn, 2023). This demonstrates how outdoor learning is formally planned and designed to follow curriculum objectives rather than being spontaneous and pupil led. This methodology can be positive as it allows the teacher to focus on the development of a specific skill or subject knowledge which learners may need extra time for. However, the inflexible nature of planned activities may not accommodate learners who are more spontaneous in their curiosity and therefore can hinder engagement (Christie, Beames & Higgins, 2015).  Furthermore, singular experiences such as these may also be dependent on external factors such as weather conditions which can disrupt the learning if no alternative options or adaptations are available. Consequently, the delivery of outdoor learning in secondary settings is not guaranteed and is dependent on the preparedness of the teacher and availability of resources. This is supported by the Schools for Nature report (2024) which shares that only 24% of schools out of 1,885 in this study offer daily opportunities for experiencing nature (WWF, 2024). 
Whereas secondary settings are limited in their outdoor provision, Forest Schools have outdoor learning embedded in their pedagogy. In contrast, the approach to outdoor learning in Forest Schools is characterised by child-led experiential learning in which the natural environment is central to the teaching and learning process (Forest School, 2021). This philosophy adopts principles which can be linked to the Reggio Emilia approach, in which great emphasis on the holistic development of the child is central to their pedagogy, making the environment itself an educator and giving the child agency over their learning (Reggio Children, 2022). 
As sessions do not follow a typical subject-based timetable, the approach to teaching is more flexible and relaxed which allows the learner to feel less restricted or confined to exploration of a singular academic theme such as geography or science. In this context, learning is an emergent element of the environment rather than being predetermined by a teacher or facilitator (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2025). This can be beneficial as learning is now exploratory and founded on curiosity which allows the students to develop a positive relationship with learning, encouraging them to become lifelong learners (Jeffs & Ord, 2019).  
While Forest Schools can be offered as an additional provision, acting as an additional learning environment alongside regular schooling, there is more focus on individual development rather than building academic knowledge (Forest School Association, 2018). For example, leaders in this setting may encourage pupils in supported risk-taking whereas a secondary setting may place emphasis on linking the experience to a subject specific context. This represents a clear contrast to the secondary school’s approach where learning is more structured and curriculum driven, which may limit flexibility and have been linked to potential disengagement among some learners (Williams & Scott, 2019). This method of practice can be linked to Froebel’s philosophy, which emphasises learning through nature and holistic development (Froebel Trust, n.d).  Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978) can also be linked, as the importance of social interaction and scaffolded support is highlighted to promote learning and wellbeing. 

In conclusion, there are clear differences in the scope and approach of secondary school settings and Forest Schools, with secondary schools typically utilising outdoor provision as a structured extension of the curriculum (WWF, 2024) and Forest Schools positioning the outdoor environment as the central context of holistic, child-led learning (Forest School, 2021). Overall, the role of outdoor learning remains significant in both settings; however, its impact is shaped by the implementation, resources and developmental aims of each context. 
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Nature Reserve/Shelter Building and Mindfulness
	Date:
	30th March 2026

	Assessor:  
	Ieuan Morgan
	Review date:  
	



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

	Shelter Building

	· Session to take place with STF Class (group of 6)

· Students will work as a team, aiming to use communication skills and co-ordination to achieve a common goal. 

· Sense of achievement/pride 

· Sensory experience – Hands on activity involving woodland smells, calming sounds of wind and birds chirping. 


	· Cuts
·  Bruises
·  Slips in mud. 
· Head Injury

	· Students
· Staff

	· Students are instructed to remain within designated areas outlined by staff with out of bounds areas clearly marked by red tape. 
· Students will wear PPE (Hard hat and goggles) when entering shelter to protect against injuries if shelter collapses. 
· Building area will be away from protruding tree roots/nettles. 
· Discussion at beginning of session to make learners aware of potential hazards 
· First aid kit brought in the event of an injury to minimize impact
· Area is checked for wildlife (Birds’ nests etc.)
· Fully charged mobile phone in case of emergencies
· Appropriate ratio of staff to pupils (2 adults)

	L


	Mindfulness session 
	· Promoting wellbeing and regulation strategies
	· Sensory hypersensitivity 

	· Students
· Staff 
	· Students to use small foam seats 

· Staff to be aware of hypersensitivity and prepared for possible student response
· First aid kit brought in the event of an injury to minimize impact
· Area is checked for wildlife (Birds’ nests etc.)
· Fully charged mobile phone in case of emergencies
· Appropriate ratio of staff to pupils (2 adults) 

	L

	
	
	
	
	
	






Literature Review: The Role of Outdoor Education 
Ieuan Morgan (2214077)  
 
Outdoor learning is a broad concept which educational environments across the globe can interpret and implement differently. While no definitive definition exists for outdoor learning or outdoor education, for the purposes of this literature review, the writer will use the definition provided by Waite (2020).  In this context, outdoor education involves play, teaching, and learning that take place in natural environments for children in formal education and care settings. In Scandinavian countries such as Norway or Denmark, the outdoor environment can be central to their pedagogical philosophy, utilising nature itself as a classroom in which students engage physically through play and discovery to enhance their knowledge (Perlinger, 2025). In western countries such as the UK, formal learning environments such as the classroom often remain the primary space in which teaching is delivered, with outdoor learning being treated as an additional provision (Prince and Diggory, 2024). This literature review examines the role of outdoor learning through three key themes: the physical benefits associated with outdoor learning, the development of social skills and outdoor education as an experiential pedagogical approach which can support learners beyond the traditional classroom setting.  
 
Part 1: Physical Benefits 
There is a substantial amount of literature which outlines the physical benefits to be gained from outdoor learning (White et al., 2019). Research in this area suggests that educational outdoor experiences can support increased physical activity, development of positive lifestyle habits and broader outcomes such as improved sleep and emotional regulation (Vasilaki et al, 2025). However, the nature and strength of this evidence vary with some studies offering broader perspectives on physical health and others providing more specific data linked to structured programmes. With this in mind, the writer will aim to explore research and compare how different sources with varying motivations and methods interpret the physical benefits of outdoor learning.  
Research conducted by J. Cottrell and S. Cottrell (2020) highlights the broader physical benefits of outdoor learning by emphasising its role in promoting physical activity and long-term health behaviours associated with outdoor skills education. This broader perspective is supported by Learning Through Landscapes (n.d) which highlights that regular opportunities for outdoor learning can increase physical activity levels and reduce inactivity across the school day, therefore contributing to long-term wellbeing.  
In contrast to these general perspectives, Barfield et al. (2021) provide more specific, measurable results from an after-school programme which encouraged students to increase levels of physical engagement through noncompetitive activities. After completion of the programme, students reported a variety of physical benefits. For example, 85% of students agreed they were getting better sleep despite not making changes to their bedtime routine. Additionally, 50% of participants agreed that just being outside eliminated or alleviated their stress levels. One student from this study found they were more able to regulate their emotions, from past behaviours such as punching walls to going out in nature to feel calm. Some students who engaged in this study also reported going outdoors more frequently as a direct result of feeling the benefits from the programme.  
However, the structured and voluntary nature of this study may limit the extent to which these results can be generalised and compared to compulsory educational settings. Despite this, when considered collectively, evidence indicates that outdoor learning can play a positive role in supporting physical wellbeing, especially when opportunities for regular and meaningful engagement in outdoor activity are included in educational settings.   
 
Part 2: Development of Social Skills 
 
In the context of education in Wales, the development of social skills for learners is a priority as it closely aligns with the four purposes outlined in the Curriculum for Wales (2021), which emphasise learners’ ability to form positive relationships and work collaboratively as healthy, confident individuals. This focus on the development of social skills is supported by educational theorists such as Vygotsky (1978), who argued that learning is a fundamentally social experience, taking place first between people before the individual can internalise the knowledge. This perspective is further supported by Bandura (1977), who emphasised the role of observation and modelling in social learning and Bronfenbrenner (1979), who highlighted the influence of social and environmental experiences on individual development. This section will focus on recent studies which offer insight into how outdoor education can encourage and strengthen the development of social skills as well as the outcomes which students may experience due to engaging in learning outdoors.   
Papadopoulou and Vincent (2025) provide insight into how outdoor learning environments can support the development of social skills through a qualitative study conducted in nursery and primary school settings.  Their findings suggest that learning in this context offers opportunities for interaction with peers and collaboration as children engaged in shared tasks, discussed roles and communicated more freely than in traditional classroom environments. The authors argue that being in a less structured environment allows more flexibility in social pairings, promoting turn-taking, co-operation and problem solving in an authentic manner. Furthermore, Papadopoulou and Vincent (2025) highlight how outdoor environments can foster more inclusivity, particularly for learners who may experience social or behavioural challenges within classroom settings. These findings reflect Vygotsky’s emphasis on social interaction having a significant role to learning, suggesting that outdoor environments may provide contexts for the development of social skills through collaborative activities (Vygotsky, 1978). However, as this study is focused on only two settings, the extent to which these findings can be applied universally across different age groups and other educational settings may be limited.  
Estyn (2019) share findings from Myddelton College, a boarding school with a diverse range of learners from 7 to 18 years old, 23% coming from minority ethnic groups and 32% are international pupils drawn from 16 different nationalities. This case study is useful as it demonstrates how outdoor activity can be beneficial to learners who may not necessarily share the same background. Myddelton College indirectly makes positive links to frameworks and policies such as the Curriculum for Wales (2021) as the school teaches skills which allow pupils to be confident and successful individuals. Through the outdoor learning programme, pupils have developed life skills such as building resilience, social skills and teamwork. Additionally, this case study can be used to demonstrate how learners with a history of challenges can utilise skills built in outdoor sessions to achieve personal growth and transferable skills which serve them in future. However, one criticism may be that findings may not be applicable across all settings as this programme was highly structured and planned whereas other settings may offer provision for spontaneous exploration of the outdoors.   
When taken together, the literature suggests that outdoor education can play a meaningful role in supporting the development of social skills by providing contexts which promote building resilience, collaboration and inclusive participation. Policy guidance within the Curriculum for Wales (2021) places such skills as a central educational priority while educational theory places emphasis on the importance of social interaction in learning and development (Vygotsky, 1978). Despite limitations presented in each example, the literature collectively indicates that outdoor learning offers valuable opportunities to support learners holistically through intentionally structured experiences which encourage inclusive interaction.  
 
Part 3: Experiential Learning as an Alternative to the Traditional Learning Environment  
Not all learners thrive in traditional classroom environments, which often rely on formal, text-based approaches to learning (Becker et al., 2018). Outdoor education has been cited as an experiential and hands-on approach that may offer alternative opportunities for engagement, particularly for learners who respond positively to practical, active or vocational forms of learning (Dewey, 1938). This section explores literature which examines outdoor education as an experiential learning approach, focusing on its effectiveness in supporting engagement for pupils who may struggle to access education or thrive in a traditional classroom environment.  
Mann (2022) notes that nature-specific learning has measurable socio-emotional, academic and well-being benefits.  By observing 147 original research studies across various settings and a wide variety of demographics, this review offers a balanced perspective on the effectiveness of outdoor learning. One benefit outlined by Mann is the increased engagement from learners who previously struggled in classic learning environments with formal, text-based structures. Through outdoor provision, learners were able to demonstrate competence through problem-solving and real-world tasks.  This supports the development of skills which are often related to vocational and applied learning pathways, engaging learners and enabling positive learning outcomes for those who may struggle in the formal academic setting.  
Jeffs and Ord (2017) further support the role of outdoor education as an experiential alternative in pedagogical approach by challenging the prevailing traditional classroom-based learning models. They argue that formal education has historically prioritised abstract and text-based forms of teaching and assessment which may limit opportunities for learners who engage more effectively through active participation. From this perspective, outdoor provision can widen access to learning by offering alternative ways to demonstrate understanding and competence, particularly for learners who benefit from immediate, tangible learning experiences.  
This argument is reinforced by international curriculum evidence. Perlinger (2025) outlines in a comparative study of Norwegian and German education systems, how outdoor education is embedded within everyday teaching practices rather than an additional provision. Integration at this level, allows outdoor learning to function as a core pedagogical approach, supporting learning through practical experiences.  
When considered collectively, the literature suggests that outdoor education can function effectively as an experiential pedagogical approach for learners who would benefit from an alternative to traditional classroom environments. While Becker et al. (2018) highlight the limitations of conventional academic models, experiential learning theories emphasise the value of learning through experience and active engagement (Dewey, 1938). Evidence from Mann (2022) demonstrates that outdoor learning can enhance engagement through real-world tasks, while Jeffs and Ord (2017) argue that such approaches broaden access to learning by valuing alternative ways of demonstrating understanding.    
 
Conclusion:  
In conclusion, this literature review has explored the role of education through three key themes comprised of physical, social and academic benefits. By utilising outdoor education as an additional provision or as a primary setting, learners can benefit holistically by promoting collaboration, development of soft skills and meaningful learning opportunities for those who may struggle in traditional environments (Cottrell & Cottrell, 2020). The evidence suggests that outdoor provision is particularly effective when sessions are intentionally planned to meet the unique needs of each individual while educational theory highlights the value that hands on experiences may have on the development of the individual (Dewey, 1938). Moving forward, the role of outdoor education may be strengthened through greater integration in the curriculum, staff training and policy support, ensuring that all learners can benefit from learning beyond the traditional classroom environment.  
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