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Essay- The difference between Early Years/Progression Step 1 settings and PRUs 

For the purpose of this essay, ‘early years’ refers to children within Progression Step 1 of the Curriculum for Wales (ages 3-5). While this essay focuses on Wales some evidence from England will be drawn upon where relevant, this is due to similarities in early years frameworks and the limited availability of Wales-specific research.

 Outdoor provision has been recognised as a very important part of children's education and wellbeing. From nurseries which have been encouraged by Margaret McMillan in the early twentieth century to forest school programmes, the relationship between children, learning and the outdoor environment has attracted a focus from educators, theorists, and policymakers. Although the way outdoor provision is embedded and resourced varies considerably across different educational settings. There is a significant contrast between Early Years and PRU settings. Both serve children with significant and often complex needs; the frameworks and practical realities differ between them both. This essay will critically compare and contrast outdoor provision across these two settings by examining the purpose, theoretical concepts, environment and the barriers each setting faces. 

In Early Years settings, outdoor provision has a significant importance. The Early Years framework requires that the providers ensure children have access to an outdoor play area or if this is not possible, outdoor activities are planned and undertaken on a daily basis. Ofsted, in its inspection of Early Years settings, expects to see a rich and stimulating outdoor environment and evidence that school grounds are used meaningfully every day. This legal foundation explains early years from almost every other phase of education in England, placing outdoor learning at the heart of provision. 

The theoretical roots of this commitment are deep. Friedrich Froebel, whose philosophy outlines much of modern early years practice, believed that children learn most naturally through play in the natural world. John Dewey argued that authentic learning arises from direct experiences, while Margaret McMillan, who established open-air nursery schools in Deptford in the early 1900’s, famously declared that “the best classroom and the richest cupboard is roofed only by the sky”. These thinkers, alongside Montessori and Vygotsky, established a theoretical tradition in which the outdoor environment is not small part of learning but it’s a huge part. 

In practice, Early Years outdoor environments are typically designed an intentional forwardness, featuring distinct zones for sensory exploration, messy play, nature discovery, and physical development. The outdoor space is conceived as a continuous extension of the indoor learning environment, with provision mapped to all seven areas of learning: communication and language, physical development, personal, social and emotional development, literacy, mathematics, understanding the world and expressive arts and design. Research supports this approach confidently. Studies have linked regular outdoor learning to improved physical development, stronger cognitive outcomes, enhanced social-emotional well-being, and better immune function. Research from the University of Plymouth found that 92% of pupils reported enjoying outdoor lessons more and 90% felt happier and healthier as a result. 

Even though this strong statutory and theoretical foundation, it still varies in quality. Educator confidence, adverse weather, limited space and inconsistent professional development all show challenges. It's been shown that Scotland's curriculum framework, ‘Realising the Ambition’, makes 29 references to outdoor learning compared to just three in England’s Early Years framework, suggesting that even within the statutory framework, the amount of commitment to outdoor provision is uneven. 

PRU’s are specialist alternative education settings for children and young people who are unable to attend mainstream school, this is typically due to permanent exclusion, illness, emotional and behavioural difficulties or significant mental health needs. There are over 421 PRU’s in England. Pupils referred to these settings frequently present with high Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) scores, complex trauma histories and significant social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs. Approximately one third of pupils in alternative provision attend PRUs and class sizes are typically small with higher staff-to-pupil ratios than mainstream schools. 

Unlike Early Years settings, PRUs are not required to provide outdoor provision. Whilst PRUs must offer a curriculum that includes literacy, maths, science PSHE and ICT there is no equivalent of the Early Years outdoor access requirement. Outdoor provision in PRU’s is therefore entirely discretionary, varying widely between settings depending on leadership, available funding, local partnerships and staff expertise. 

Where outdoor provision does not exist in PRU’s, its character differs substantially from that found in early years settings. Rather than being developmental and play-based, outdoor provision in PRU’s tends to be therapeutic and based on interventions. Programmes may include forest school sessions, visits to therapeutic farms, animal-assisted interventions, adventure learning and wilderness therapy. Children and young people are sometimes referred to outdoor programmes by Youth Offending Teams, CAMHS, or social care, reflecting the degree to which such provision is understood as a clinical or rehabilitative tool rather than a routine educational entitlement. The Institute for Outdoor Learning has established an Alternative Provision specialist group, acknowledging the particular significance of outdoor learning for young people with SEMH needs. 

The evidence found for this therapeutic approach is compelling. Research from the University of York found that improvements in mood and anxiety resulting from nature-based programmes were comparable to those achieved through short-term cognitive behavioural therapy. Wilderness and adventure therapy programmes have been shown to increase self-esteem, promote pro-social behaviours and strengthen young people’s belief in their own space for self-regulation. Longer-duration outdoor experimental programmes demonstrate the strongest effects, suggesting that the therapeutic benefits of outdoor provision are cumulative rather than immediate.  

In early years, outdoor access is a legal entitlement; in PRUs, it is a discretionary addition. This isn’t beneficial as PRU pupils, who carry some of the highest levels of trauma, disadvantage, and SEMH need of any group in the education system,  have the least formal protection when it comes to accessing the outdoor environments that research suggests could benefit them most.

The purpose of outdoor provision also differs between settings. In Early Years, it is primarily developmental, outdoor environments support curriculum learning, physical growth, and the holistic development of young children across all areas of the Early Years framework. In PRUs, outdoor provision is mainly therapeutic, it serves as support for emotional regulation, trauma recovery, relationship building, and social reintegration. Both purposes are evidence-based, but they reflect different philosophical orientations, the early years focus on traditions of child-led play and natural learning, and the PRU focuses on trauma-informed practice and therapeutic education.
The environments themselves differ. Early Years outdoor provision is typically located within or immediately near to the setting, designed and maintained by practitioners, and integrated into daily routines. PRU outdoor provision is more likely to involve off-site visits to places such as farms, forests, or outdoor learning centres, often delivered by external providers. This sometimes has practical implications, off-site provision is more costly, complex, and harder to keep up with consistently.

However, both settings serve children who are, in different ways, vulnerable — whether through the developmental vulnerabilities of early childhood or the complex social and emotional needs of PRU pupils. Both settings benefit from the same core outcomes associated with outdoor learning: reduced anxiety, improved well-being, stronger peer relationships, and developing confidence. Both also face barriers to provision. Early Years settings suffer with practitioner confidence and space constraints, PRUs face funding limitations, risk and safeguarding issues. 

Outdoor provision represents significant inequality across Early Years and PRU settings. Where early years practitioners operate within a framework that supports outdoor learning as an educational entitlement, PRU staff must advocate for it without the same support, often against financial battles. The children most likely to benefit from sustained, therapeutic outdoor provision are those in PRUs, carrying the weight of exclusion, trauma, and disadvantage, they are the least protected by policy. A more equitable approach to outdoor provision would recognise its therapeutic and developmental value across all educational phases, expanding protections and funding to alternative provision settings. As McMillan understood more than a century ago, the sky is the richest classroom of all and every child, regardless of the setting in which they are educated, deserves access to it.
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Risk Benefit Analysis

RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Summer Camp
	Date:
	01/04/2026

	Assessor:  
	Caitlin Williams
	Review date:  
	06/05/2026



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

	Fire making and s'mores
	.Children develop confidence, resilience, and a sense of achievement through completing a real-world challenge. Fire making builds focus, patience, and respect for safety boundaries. Toasting s'mores adds a rewarding, sensory experience that encourages positive associations with outdoor learning. Children also develop an understanding of fire safety from an early age.
	  Burns from direct contact with fire or hot embers 
  Accidental ignition of clothing or surrounding materials 
  Smoke inhalation 
Trips or falls near the fire site 
Children moving too close to the fire unsupervised

	Children aged 6–8 Forest School practitioners Any supervising adults present
	· All fire activities are led and directly supervised by trained Forest School practitioners at all times 
· Clear safety boundaries are discussed around the fire before the activity begins
· A fire blanket, first aid kit, and water supply are kept on site at all times 
· Practitioners maintain a low staff-to-child ratio during fire activities 
· Children wear appropriate, non-synthetic clothing and closed-toe footwear 
· Fire is built in a controlled fire pit away from overhanging branches etc
	M

	Den Building
	Den building promotes teamwork, communication, and creative problem-solving as children work together toward a shared goal. It develops gross motor skills through carrying, lifting, and manipulating natural materials. Children build spatial awareness, imaginative thinking, and a sense of ownership and pride in their creation. The activity also encourages independence and decision-making in an unstructured, free way.
	Trips and falls on uneven or slippery ground 
Cuts or splinters from handling sticks, branches, and natural materials 
 Structures collapsing on children 
Strain from lifting heavy materials 
 Contact with insects, plants, or allergens
	Children aged 6–8 Forest School practitioners Any supervising adults present
	· Site is assessed through a formal risk assessment before each session 
· Children are guided on how to safely handle and carry natural materials 
· Practitioners supervise structural builds to ensure stability before children enter dens 
· Children wear appropriate footwear with ankle support for uneven ground 
· Medical and allergy information is collected for all participants prior to the programme 
· First aid trained practitioners are present at all times 
· Children are encouraged to only carry materials appropriate to their size and strength
	L

	Nature Exploration and Woodland Walk/ Bug hunt
	Exploring natural environments nurtures curiosity, sensory awareness, and a lifelong connection to the natural world. Children develop observational and scientific thinking skills as they identify plants, insects, and natural features. Free exploration supports emotional regulation, reduces stress, and encourages imaginative play. At ages 6–8, children are at a great stage for forming positive relationships with nature and the outdoors.
	Trips and falls on slopes or wet ground 
Contact with stinging plants (e.g. nettles, thorns) 
 Insect bites or stings 
Children becoming separated from the group 
Allergic reactions 
	Children aged 6–8 Forest School practitioners Any supervising adults present
	· Boundaries of the exploration area are clearly communicated to children before the activity
	M







Literature Review- ‘The Role of Outdoor Education’

Outdoor education has gathered a considerable amount of attention across policies and practitioners as a beneficial approach to supporting children’s holistic development. Outdoor education encompasses learning experiences that take place in natural environments, from school grounds and woodland settings to forest schools and adventure-based programmes. A growing aspect of research shows how children can benefit from learning outside, not only in terms of the curriculum but also with benefits for their social, personal and physical development (Mann et al, 2022). This literature review examines key themes which emerge from different research into outdoor education, with a particular focus on its role in early childhood development. 

The philosophical side to outdoor education can be traced back to Scandinavian traditions of nature-based learning. Forest School is based on a Scandinavian approach to teaching that highlights the importance of children having contact with nature from an early age (O’Brien and Murray, 2007). Denmark is often recognised as a world leader in outdoor learning, and the Forest School movement in the UK was initially inspired by Danish practice, which emphasises child-centred learning for early and primary school-aged children in a forest environment (Murray and O’Brien, 2005). Since it started in the UK, the Forest School model has expanded significantly, with research increasingly emphasising its impact on young children’s development. 

One of the most consistently documented benefits of outdoor education it its contribution to children's physical development. Outdoor learning naturally promotes movement, with climbing, balancing, lifting, running and managing uneven terrain, which all develop core strength and coordination and spatial awareness. Natural movements support both gross and fine motor skills development in ways indoor environments can't support (Fjortoft, 2004). Forest Research UK highlights that children who engage regularly in outdoor learning demonstrate improved physical confidence and stamina, alongside healthier activity habits that extend beyond early years (O’Brien and Murray, 2007). Research has also found that more exposure to green spaces during childhood is associated with increased physical activity and a lower risk of obesity and neurodevelopmental issues (Islam et al, 2020). 

Research consistently identifies outdoor education as a significant contributor to children's emotional health. Studies show that time spent outdoors reduces stress and anxiety in children, supporting their emotional regulation and resilience and because Forest School allows children to explore at their own pace and face manageable challenges, they build an inner sense of confidence, self-control and courage (Murray and O’Brien, 2005). Nature-based experiences have been found to enhance mental health, emotional regulation and environmental knowledge and attitudes (Mann et al, 2022). A study found that even ten years later, children who had spent more time outside in early childhood had better attentional control and academic results as teenagers (Ulset et al, 2023, as cited in Chartered College of Teaching, 2025).

Outdoor education environments create conditions that are particularly beneficial to social learning. Research into Forest School case studies in Britain identified six themes of positive impact on children, including confidence, social skills, language and communication, motivation and concentration, physical skills and knowledge and understanding (O’Brien and Murray, 2007). Children demonstrated an increased awareness of the consequences of their actions on others, developed a better ability to work with others and developed their spoken and written language, which is prompted by their visual and sensory experiences at Forest School (Forest Research, 2025). Collaborative activities such as den building encourage social, communication, problem-solving and negotiation skills, through which children learn to share, give roles and respect each other's ideas (O’Brien and Murray, 2007). 

Beyond social and emotional development, outdoor education has demonstrated measurable cognitive benefits. Reported benefits of learning in natural outdoor settings include increased engagement and ownership of learning, some evidence of academic improvement and development of social and collaborative skills (Mann et al, 2022). Research by Arnold and Knight (FSLI,2025) suggests that Forest School activities may positively influence children’s development, particularly in the Personal, Social and Emotional Development area of the Early Years Foundation Stage. Furthermore, a growing body of research has suggested that outdoor spaces are associated with improved cognition, wellbeing, behaviour and physical health for both children and adults (Fiennes et al,. 2015). 

The body of literature reviewed here shows a largely consistent case for the value of outdoor education in supporting children's development. Across physical, emotional, social and cognitive domains, nature-based learning, particularly when its delivered through structured, practitioner-led approaches such as Forest School, has a lot of benefits. Forest School benefits on early childhood education extend far beyond a child’s nursery years, supporting lifelong skills such as independence, problem solving and emotional regulation, whilst fostering a love of the outdoors at the same time (O’ Brien and Murray, 2005). As research in this aspect continues to grow, the evidence base strongly supports the integration of outdoor education as a fundamental, rather than a ‘sometimes’ aspect of early childhood provision. 










Reference List

Chartered College of Teaching (2025) 'Outdoor learning: Exploring the evidence base'. Available at: https://my.chartered.college/research-hub/outdoor-learning-exploring-the-evidence-base/ (Accessed: 3 April 2026).
Fiennes, C., Oliver, E., Dickson, K., Escobar, D., Romans, A. and Oliver, S. (2015) The existing evidence base about the effectiveness of outdoor learning. London: Institute of Outdoor Learning, UCL and Giving Evidence.
Fjørtoft, I. (2004) 'Landscape as playscape: The effects of natural environments on children's play and motor development', Children, Youth and Environments, 14(2), pp. 21–44.
Forest Research (2025) Forest Schools: Impact on young children in England and Wales. Available at: https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/forest-schools-impact-on-young-children-in-england-and-wales/ (Accessed: 3 April 2026).
Forest School Association (2013) Forest School as a way of learning in the outdoors in the UK. Bridgwater: Forest School Association.
FSLI (2025) Forest School research. Available at: https://fsli.co.uk/forest-school-research/ (Accessed: 3 April 2026).

image1.png
MM
CAMP

Our summer camp offers
team-building activities,

outdoor adventures and
creative activities. There is

something for everyonel!

Make a fire; toast
marshmallows and make '
smores; learn knots; build a
shelter; bug hunts and so

many different crafts! ’

QEQeloNe ARE CUPPORTED BY QUALIFIED FORECT eCHOOL PRACTITIONERS.
£9 PER CHILD.
BooK BY CONTACTING 01792 542102
ACEQ -8 YEARS- ROOKING 18 ceeNTIAL.
CHILDREN wiLL LeAVE upekILLeD.

' WITH A CREATER LOVE OF NATURE.

&





