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Element 1 - Essay
Outdoor learning is increasingly important in schools because it helps students stay interested and motivated and develop as whole people. Learning outside the classroom gives children the chance to explore, investigate, and use what they learn in real-life situations. The way outdoor learning is used depends on the school stage. In primary schools, it usually includes a wide range of activities that support overall growth, while in secondary schools, it is more focused on specific subjects and linked to the curriculum. Knowing these differences helps teachers plan outdoor learning that meets the needs of children at different ages.
In primary schools, outdoor learning aims to support children’s social, emotional, and physical development. It also helps them stay engaged and motivated while connecting classroom lessons to practical activities. For example, growing plants like sunflowers can teach children about health, well-being, science, and numeracy in a hands-on way (Highland Council, 2011). Children learn in many ways, including through hands-on activities and experiences in nature (Campbell, Campbell and Dickinson, 2004). Outdoor learning in primary schools helps children be curious, creative, and better at solving problems by letting them explore and investigate the world around them (ecoACTIVE, n.d.). It helps children stay healthy by encouraging them to be active instead of sitting still, and it also supports their mental well-being by lowering stress and helping them focus better (Lucchetti, 2023). Outdoor activities help children develop social and emotional skills like teamwork, communication, and working together. These shared experiences also help them become more confident, independent, and positive when facing challenges (Estyn, 2024). In primary schools, outdoor learning is used across different subjects, allowing children with different abilities and ways of learning to take part and benefit (Hwb, 2023). These experiences are inclusive, meaning that children who may find it difficult to learn in a traditional classroom can still take part and learn in different, more meaningful ways. By providing a range of engaging activities that support thinking, physical movement, and emotional development, outdoor learning in primary schools helps support all areas of a child’s growth and development (Tirlun, n.d.).
In secondary schools in Wales, outdoor learning is usually more limited and focused on specific subjects rather than being part of everyday lessons. It is often used in areas such as geography for fieldwork, science for practical investigations, and physical education, as well as during organised school trips and residential visits. This means that outdoor learning is more planned and structured, with activities designed to follow the curriculum and meet safety requirements, while also helping students achieve specific learning goals (Partneriaeth, 2024). Teachers use outdoor environments to expand learning beyond the classroom walls. By taking lessons outside, students have the chance to engage in hands-on and practical activities that help them better understand what they have learned in class. These outdoor experiences also encourage teamwork, improve problem-solving abilities, and increase awareness and understanding of the natural environment. At this stage, outdoor learning further supports the development of analytical and critical thinking skills, as students are required to apply what they have learned in real-life situations. This approach makes learning more meaningful, memorable, and connected to the world around them (OutClass, 2024). Although outdoor learning in secondary schools tends to cover fewer subjects and activities compared to primary schools, it remains a very important part of students’ education. Learning outside the classroom helps students stay motivated and interested because it allows them to see how lessons relate to real-life situations. By engaging in practical and hands-on activities, students can better understand and apply what they are learning. In addition, outdoor learning encourages curiosity, creativity, and independent thinking, giving students opportunities to explore ideas, solve problems, and make decisions on their own (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2025). In addition, outdoor learning in secondary schools can be designed so that all students can take part, no matter their abilities, interests, or learning needs. Teachers can adjust activities to suit different students and use local places like parks, forests, or school grounds to give more opportunities for learning outside the classroom (Estyn, 2023). Even though outdoor learning happens less often in secondary schools than in primary schools, it is still designed to be accessible and meaningful for all students. The main goal of outdoor learning at this stage is to help students apply what they learn in the classroom to real-life situations. It also encourages them to become more independent, work effectively with others, and develop skills specific to different subjects (Estyn, 2024).
This links to the ideas of Vygotsky (1978), who argued that learning occurs through social interaction and collaboration, as explained by John-Steiner and Marjanovic-Shane (2010). Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984) also supports this approach, showing that people learn best by having experiences and then thinking about them to understand and remember what they have learned (McLeod, 2025). Piaget’s theory of cognitive development explains that children learn best by exploring and interacting with the world around them. This supports the use of outdoor learning in both primary and secondary schools, as it gives students the chance to learn through real-life, hands-on experiences. These experiences help students understand how classroom learning connects to the real world, while also supporting their thinking skills, social skills, and emotional development (Halpenny and Pettersen, 2014). Both primary and secondary schools have similar aims for outdoor learning, such as keeping students engaged, helping them develop important skills, and linking learning to real-life situations. However, they use outdoor learning in different ways. Primary schools take a broader approach, using outdoor learning across many subjects and focusing on the overall development of the child. Activities happen more often and are usually play-based and linked to different subjects, helping children develop social, emotional, physical, and academic skills at the same time (Agored Cymru, 2026).
In contrast, outdoor learning in secondary schools is more limited and focused on specific subjects. It is mainly used to support what students are learning in the classroom, helping them develop academic and thinking skills, as well as giving them practical experiences in certain subjects (Estyn, 2023). Opportunities for outdoor learning in secondary schools are usually less frequent and more organised, because there is a stronger focus on exams and academic progress. Despite this, outdoor learning still provides chances for students to work together, learn independently, and develop problem-solving skills, and it can be adjusted to include all students (Learning through Landscapes, 2026). The differences in what is taught show the main goals of each school stage, while the similarities show that hands-on, real-world learning is important at every level.
In conclusion, outdoor learning is important for students at every stage because it keeps them interested and helps them develop many skills. In primary schools, it supports overall growth by letting children explore, play, and learn in hands-on ways. In secondary schools, it focuses more on specific subjects but still helps students work together, solve problems, and apply what they learn in real life. Overall, outdoor learning connects classroom lessons to the real world, encourages curiosity and creativity, and can be adapted to include all students, making learning enjoyable, meaningful, and inclusive.
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT 

	Location / Activity:
	School Outdoor Area – Nature Exploration 
	Date:
	30th April 2026

	Assessor:  
	J. Davies
	Review date:  
	21st May 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

	POND DIPPING: Slippery pond decking or edges
	The decking allows close access to the contents of the pond and is an essential component of exploring this habitat.
	Slips, trips and falls.
Cuts, grazes and abrasions.
Drowning.
	Young people; adults
	· Banks shallow and planted to prevent accidental entry.
· No access to banks for young people; use decking or ‘beach’ area only.
· Deepest area is centre of pond – keep to edges.
· Perimeter kept clear of dense or high foliage so pond edges are clearly defined and can be seen / avoided.
· Dipping platform kept clear of trip hazards (e.g. nets, trays)
· Pond use rules clearly displayed and reviewed at the start of each session.
	Low

	Climbing up 10 steps to view the pond in the context of the landscape
	The chance to recognise different habitats around the pond and the variety of plants and animals living there.
	Slipping, tripping, falling on steps, bruising, and the risk of falling from the 2-metre-high viewing platform.
	Young people and adults
	· Steps are only used when staff’s are present
· Step edges are clearly marked with yellow and black tape
· Steps are non-slip
· Steps are kept clear of anything that could cause trips
· Handrails are easy to see and are at a suitable height
· Safety barriers are in place on all sides of the viewing area
· No children or staff attending have accessibility needs that would make this unsafe. 

	Low

	Den building 
	Outdoor den building helps children learn new skills while having fun. They use their imagination to design and build, work together with others, and solve problems. It also helps improve their physical skills, like lifting and balancing. Children feel proud of what they create, which builds their confidence. They also learn to keep trying when things don’t go as planned and develop a better understanding of nature. Overall, it supports their learning, teamwork, and well-being.
	 Trips and falls on uneven ground or loose materials 
 Branches or structures fall if the den is not stable 
 Cuts, grazes, or splinters from sticks and wood 
 Lifting or carrying heavy materials can cause strain 
 Fingers getting trapped when building 
 Sharp objects hidden on the ground (e.g. broken sticks, stones) 
 Insect bites or stings 
 Allergic reactions to plants 
 Poor weather (e.g. wind or drizzle making structures unsafe)
	Young people and adults
	 A safety talk is given before the activity starts 
 Children are always closely supervised 
 The area is checked beforehand to remove any hazards 
 Clear boundaries are set for where children can build 
 Children are shown how to handle sticks and natural materials safely 
 Heavy or sharp materials are avoided where possible 
 Children are encouraged to work in small groups for better control and safety 
 A lot of staff help to make sure the dens are stable and not too high or unsafe 
 Children are reminded to lift and carry materials carefully 
 Appropriate clothing and sturdy footwear are worn 
 First aid support is available if needed 
 Regular headcounts are carried out to ensure all children are safe
	low

	
	
	
	
	
	















A Literature Review on Outdoor Education
Outdoor education is learning that takes place outside the classroom, using natural or outdoor spaces to support teaching and development. It is often described as learning through real experiences, in which students actively participate and explore their surroundings. The Council for Learning Outside the Classroom defines outdoor learning as the use of outdoor spaces to enhance teaching across subjects. In the same way, Learning Through Landscapes highlights that outdoor education helps not only with academic learning but also supports children’s physical, social, and emotional development (Council for Learning Outside the Classroom, 2021).
Key theorists have helped shape our understanding of outdoor education. John Dewey believed that learning should be based on real-life experiences, meaning students understand things better when they are actively involved. This idea is very important in outdoor education (Teachers Institue, 2024). Similarly, Lev Vygotsky emphasised the importance of social interaction and the learning environment, suggesting that children learn best by working together and exploring in meaningful situations (Daniels, 2001).
Research broadly describes outdoor learning, including activities on school grounds, trips outside school, and longer residential experiences. It is now widely recognised as a valuable way to learn because it supports children’s overall development, keeps them engaged, and improves their well-being. However, even though interest in outdoor learning is growing, some researchers believe it is still not used enough in schools and is not always fully included in the curriculum (English Outdoor Council, 2018).
Overall, outdoor education helps learners build knowledge, skills, and positive attitudes by learning through real-life experiences, making it an important part of both education research and teaching practice.
One of the main benefits of outdoor education is its ability to improve both physical and mental health. Research shows that spending time in natural environments can boost wellbeing, encourage more physical activity, and reduce stress. Outdoor learning is often seen as a low-cost way to support mental health, especially for children and young people. Studies also show that being in nature helps with managing emotions, improving mood, and supporting overall mental well-being (Morgan & McKillop, 2025).
Recent research supports this idea by showing that spending time in nature can improve well-being and help children build resilience over time. For example, outdoor learning through real-life experiences has been linked to better emotional health and a stronger connection to the natural environment. It has also been found that access to green spaces can improve children’s thinking and learning skills, while reducing behavioural problems (Johnstone , et al., 2022).
However, even though there is strong support for these benefits, some researchers have concerns about how reliable the evidence is. A review by Jeff Mann found that while many studies show positive results, problems with research design and a lack of strong data can make the findings less reliable. In the same way, some studies depend mainly on qualitative data, such as interviews, which can sometimes lead to bias (Mann, 2025).
There are also practical difficulties with outdoor education. Not all children have access to safe outdoor spaces, especially in towns and cities, which can reduce its benefits. Schools may also face challenges such as limited time, safety worries, and a lack of resources or equipment (Children & Nature Network, 2025).
In contrast, supporters believe that even a small amount of outdoor learning can make a real difference to children’s wellbeing and engagement. Overall, the evidence shows that outdoor learning has positive effects on physical and mental health, but more high-quality research is needed to confirm these benefits and encourage wider use in schools (English Outdoor Council, 2018).
Outdoor education plays an important role in promoting sustainability and helping children connect with the natural environment. Learning outdoors can help students understand environmental issues better and encourage them to take responsibility for protecting the planet. Research shows that building strong connections with nature is important for developing sustainable behaviours and caring for the environment (Hu & Mou, 2025).
Outdoor learning gives students the chance to experience environmental issues first-hand instead of only learning about them in the classroom. This practical approach helps children understand difficult topics such as climate change, biodiversity, and conservation more clearly and meaningfully. It can also help develop values and attitudes that encourage a more sustainable way of living (Hu & Mou, 2025).
However, there are differing opinions on how effective outdoor education is at promoting sustainability. Some researchers believe that simply spending time outside does not automatically encourage environmentally friendly behaviour. Instead, outdoor learning needs to be carefully planned and guided so that students can develop a deeper understanding of sustainability issues (Hu & Mou, 2025).
Furthermore, some people worry that outdoor education can sometimes focus more on fun activities than on learning outcomes. If it is not clearly linked to the curriculum, it may have less impact on developing children’s environmental awareness (English Outdoor Council, 2018).
Even though there are some criticisms, many teachers believe that outdoor education is very important for addressing today’s environmental problems. It gives learners real-life experiences that they cannot get inside a classroom and helps them build the knowledge and skills needed to support a more sustainable future (Council for Learning Outside the Classroom, 2021).
Overall, outdoor education can be very effective in promoting sustainability, but this depends on how well it is planned and included in teaching and learning (UNESCO, n.d.).
Outdoor education is closely connected to learning through experience, where students learn by doing and taking part in activities. This helps them develop important skills like problem-solving, communication, teamwork, and resilience. Research also shows that learning outdoors encourages curiosity, creativity, and independent thinking (English Outdoor Council, 2018).
During outdoor activities, students often work together, make decisions, and solve real-life problems. These experiences help them build both social skills and thinking skills, which are important for success in life and school. Outdoor learning can also improve communication, self-control, and confidence (English Outdoor Council, 2018 ).
However, some researchers believe that the effect of outdoor learning on academic results is not very clear. While there is strong evidence that it improves social and emotional skills, there is less proof that it directly improves academic performance. Because of this, some people worry that outdoor education may not be given much importance in schools that focus mainly on measurable academic results (Dillon, et al., 2006).
Additionally, outdoor learning can be difficult for teachers to carry out, especially if they do not have enough training or confidence. There may also be worries about safety, how to assess students, and whether all parts of the curriculum are covered (Dijk-Wesselius , et al., 2020).
Despite these challenges, many teachers believe that the skills gained from outdoor learning are very important for today’s world. These include critical thinking, adaptability, and teamwork, which are often harder to develop in a traditional classroom (Education Endowment Foundation, 2026).
Overall, learning through experience is a major strength of outdoor education, as it helps students develop important skills. However, more evidence is still needed to demonstrate the extent of its improvement in academic performance.
In conclusion, this literature review shows that outdoor education is a valuable and wide-ranging way of learning, supported by both theory and research. Ideas from John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky highlight the importance of learning through experience, working with others, and engaging with the environment. Overall, research shows that outdoor education has positive effects on children’s physical health, mental well-being, and the development of social and thinking skills.
The review also demonstrates that outdoor education is not simply an alternative teaching method, but a pedagogical approach that can complement and enhance traditional classroom learning. By providing authentic, real-world contexts for learning, it allows students to connect abstract concepts to lived experiences. This makes learning more meaningful and memorable, which can support deeper understanding over time. In addition, outdoor education can contribute to improving engagement and motivation, particularly for learners who may struggle in conventional classroom settings. This suggests that it may also play a role in reducing educational inequality by offering more inclusive and varied learning opportunities.
Furthermore, outdoor learning has been shown to contribute to personal development beyond academic achievement. Skills such as resilience, independence, leadership, and emotional regulation are increasingly recognised as essential for success in both education and later life. Outdoor environments naturally present challenges and problem-solving opportunities, which help learners develop these competencies in a practical and applied way. This highlights the broader value of outdoor education in preparing children for the demands of modern society.
The review also shows that outdoor learning can help promote sustainability by helping children build a stronger connection with nature and a better understanding of environmental issues. However, these benefits do not happen automatically. Outdoor education needs to be carefully planned, clearly linked to the curriculum, and well-guided to be effective. Without this structure, there is a risk that learning outcomes may become secondary to participation in activities, reducing its overall educational impact.
There are also some challenges that need to be considered. These include limited access to outdoor spaces, lack of resources, low teacher confidence, and concerns about safety and assessment. In addition, time pressures within an already crowded curriculum can make it difficult for schools to prioritise outdoor learning. These barriers suggest that successful implementation depends not only on educational theory but also on practical support, funding, and institutional commitment.
In addition, while there is strong evidence that outdoor learning improves wellbeing and personal development, there is less clear evidence that it directly improves academic results. This creates a tension within education systems that often prioritise measurable attainment outcomes. As a result, outdoor education may sometimes be undervalued despite its broader benefits. More longitudinal and mixed-method research is needed to better understand its long-term academic impact and to strengthen the evidence base for its inclusion in policy and curriculum frameworks.
Overall, outdoor education has strong potential, but its success depends on how well it is carried out. It is most effective when it is intentionally designed, well-supported, and integrated into wider educational goals rather than treated as an occasional or optional activity. Teacher training and professional development are also essential to ensure educators feel confident and capable of delivering high-quality outdoor learning experiences.
Future research should continue to explore not only the academic outcomes of outdoor education but also its long-term effects on wellbeing, behaviour, and environmental awareness. In particular, more robust quantitative studies alongside qualitative research would help provide a more balanced and reliable evidence base. At the same time, schools and policymakers should work towards embedding outdoor learning more consistently within the curriculum, ensuring equitable access for all learners regardless of location or background.
With the right support, planning, and investment, outdoor education has the potential to become a central and highly effective part of modern education. It offers a holistic approach to learning that supports the development of the whole child—academically, socially, emotionally, and environmentally—and therefore represents a significant opportunity for improving educational practice in the future.
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Sunflower EploreT 15 August 202
Fun Day!

Join us for an exciting and enjoyable day of learning in the
beautiful sunflower fields at Rhossili Sunflower Fields. During
the day, children will have the opportunity to explore the natural
environment, closely observe sunflowers and local wildlife, and
take part in a range of fun, hands-on activities. These practical
experiences help children understand and apply what they have
learned in the classroom in a real-life setting. The day is
carefully planned to encourage curiosity, support teamwork, and
build confidence, all while allowing children to enjoy being
active and learning outdoors in a safe and engaging environment.
¢ Activities Include

Book your free space by visiting
our website:- www.sunflower-
explorer.co.uk

Children will take part in a variety of fun, engaging, and hands-on activities designed to support their
learning and enjoyment of the outdoor environment.

‘® Sunflower Investigation — Children will explore the different parts of a sunflower, such as the roots,
stem, leaves, and petals, and learn about how plants grow and change over time. They will also discuss
the life cycle of a sunflower in a simple and easy-to-understand way.

. Measuring and Comparing — Using measuring tapes, children will measure the height of different
sunflowers and compare their results. This activity helps develop basic maths skills, such as measuring,
recording, and comparing numbers in real-life contexts.

i Pollinator Hunt — Children will look for insects such as bees, butterflies, and other small creatures
living in the field. They will learn why these insects are important for pollination and how they help plants

to grow and reproduce.

. Nature Art — Children will take part in creative activities such as drawing or sketching sunflowers
and using natural materials to create artwork. This encourages creativity, observation skills, and self
expression.

4 Exploration Walk — Children will go on a guided walk around the sunflower field and the
surrounding area, where they will observe the environment, notice changes in nature, and record what
they see. This helps develop their awareness of the natural world and builds confidence in exploring new
environments.

All the learning materials needed for the day will be provided, such as clipboards, pencils, magnifying glasses,
measuring tapes, and plant identification sheets. These will help children explore, observe, and record their findings.
Children will need to bring their own weather-appropriate clothing, comfortable and sturdy footwear, a packed lunch, a
water bottle, and sun protection if required. This helps make sure they are prepared, comfortable, and safe throughout
the day.

This experience is based on the ideas of well-known educational thinkers:

Jean Piaget — children learn best by exploring and discovering things for themselves

*Lev Vygotsky — children learn through working with others and with support from adults

*Friedrich Froebel — learning through play and nature is important for development

These ideas help make the day fun, engaging, and suitable for children aged 7-11, while supporting their learning in a
meaningful way.
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