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Introduction:  

The Eco Navigator Explorers Programme (ENEP) has been designed to provide primary school teachers and early years practitioners with a learning tool aimed to encourage pro-environmental behaviours, alongside teaching the basics of map reading and navigational skills, whilst creating an element of fun and adventure in a real-life treasure hunt using modern technologies; exploring the nature, wildlife and insects found on route and raising awareness of the impact people can have on these (Huddart & Stott 2019).  Added into this is an element of adventure and excitement as the navigational skills being taught leads them on a modern-day treasure hunt of geocache finding (Saarela 2019).  The aim of the project is to encourage primary school age children to engage in simple outdoor activities which encourage children to be more active and increase their physical activity levels (Koorts et al 2023 & Mulhall et al 2024).  

This programme is being put forward to the Local Education Authority (LEA) as a proposal for Key Stage 1 (KS1) learners but can also be tailored for Key Stage 2 (KS2) students, and possibly Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), with some slight alterations to the delivery and methods used.  The ENEP covers several current needs and objectives within education, primarily to create pro-environmental awareness and instil good moral behaviours (Dolan 2022).  This is achieved by creating an experiential learning environment which offers an initial focus on the element of adventure and fun (Silver et al 2024), to build excitement and enthusiasm in the young learners (Rahmad 2024), adding in the exploration of nature within the environment to build environmental awareness whilst progressing through the challenge of self-navigating on a real-life treasure hunt using the online Geocache app.  

Alongside the above, the ENEP promotes and supports child development in all five key areas: physical, cognitive, social, emotional and moral (Davies & Troy 2020).  The primary mode of travel in this programme is walking, to support motor skills and encourage children to be physically active.  There is a lot of teamwork involved as discussions and decisions need to take place with regards to the direction of travel and to talk about their findings, thus promoting social, emotional and language skills.  The environmental discussions promotes a healthy moral development and encourages of pro-environmental behaviours, which is essential to care for the different life on the planet, to protect the natural environment in order to keep the planet balanced and promote long-term sustainability for all.  

As well as covering key areas of the National Curriculum (NC) such as the Science Programmes of Study (DofE 2015), which stresses the importance of children learning about the world around them (DofE 2025), it also covers core modules within the NC such as geography, science and mathematics.  When delivered to KS2 students, the additional use of grid references can be introduced to increase the challenge of learning, this will put them in good stead for approaching Geography lessons at high school, and also have a good base knowledge of navigation required should any of them go on to complete the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme.  

The ENEP programme supports the use of modern technologies and promotes them in a positive way; such as the Geocache app requires a mobile device being connected to mobile data which enables the treasure hunt to be recorded on the school’s profile (GFS 2025).  There is also the use of a bluetooth digital microscope connected to a mobile device such as a tablet or mobile phone, providing opportunities to explore areas of nature and wildlife such as insects and fungus found along the way.  There is a varied range of modern technology being used alongside traditional devices such as a compass for navigation and an Ordnance Survey map.  Introducing other mobile apps that show the location can also be included, as this will assist if the students go off track from their planned route at any point.  The use of such technologies should not be discouraged during this activity.  Technology is a big part of the modern world and is continuously being developed, it is important that the younger generations are encouraged to use and learn about them in a positive way, with supervision and guidance (Zabatiero et al 2018, Mantilla & Edwards 2019).  

Justification

Pro-Environmental Awareness:

The primary focal point of the ENEP is to encourage pro-environmental behaviours and to teach young children about the importance of looking after the environment in order to promote sustainability on earth.  The age group of children has been chosen to instil good environmental behaviours and create awareness from a young impressionable age (Bozdemir et al 2014, Yeşilyurt et al 2020).  The programme can also be used as a stepping stone for helping local families to connect and build environmental groups within their communities, and to help encourage others to learn more about the world around them, thus developing and supporting pro-environmental communities (Claeys & Jacqué 2024).  This can be achieved through the children taking information about their findings home and encouraging parents to connect with other families in their area.  

Some theorists may not approve of using modern technologies in outdoor education or physical activities (Eriksson et al 2023), yet the ENEP offers a positive way to make use of these as they can provide a wealth of opportunities to deeper the learning experiences.  However, it could also be a distraction and prevent children from seeing the nature and wildlife by being too engrossed in the technological gadets, which is why this programme has been designed to make us of several different devices and the affordances they provide, and to ensure that the children are fully emersed in the environment and not the technology (Sultana & Kawken 2023).  

Child Activity Levels:

Promoting child activity levels may not appear to be an obvious aim within this programme, the ENEP offers an ideal opportunity to encourage children to be more physically active.  The rise in childhood obesity levels has been on the increase since the 1970’s (Aboagye et al 2024), due to changes in diet and lack of nutritional value in convenience foods, alongside people living a more sedentary lifestyle (Laujac et al 2022), it is important to find different ways that children can be more active.  Despite the increased usage of modern technologies within the home, including online gaming and social contact through media apps (Faraz et al 2022), being one of the main reasons that people are not as active as they used to be, this programme shows how these modern technologies can be used in a positive way (Villamil & Heshmati 2023).  Childhood obesity is already a high priority that the government are working towards addressing (NAO 2025), the ENEP offers a versatile learning tool which increases child activity levels to provide assistance in tackling this issue.  

Adventure:

The element of adventure is driven through the use of the Geocache app providing treasure hunts where individuals have already hidden their own cache containers and treasures, therefore the items to hunt are already out there for use, thus reducing the prep work required for the activity.  Cache’s are shown on the app but users have to navigate to find them.  What can be found in a geocache container can vary greatly, as some are a small micro-sized tube with a scroll of paper for hunters to sign showing that they have located the cache, whilst others are a much larger container and may be filled with items for people to swap with new items (GAGB 2025).  This different range of cache’s increases the excitement levels in children as you never know what is going to be found at the geocache location, making it a great activity to keep young children engaged with their learning and maintaining a sense of adventure (Cowley 2015).  

A sense of adventure is defined in many ways and will be different for children.  Some would say it is taking on an exhilarating challenge that comes with great physical risk (Humphreys 2025), or maybe approaching a new environment or town, whereas some people would define it simply as trying something new or going somewhere new (Brymer et al 2024).  Adventure is very personal, and every individual will describe it differently.  When it comes to promoting and encouraging children to be adventurous it is important to ensure that they will all perceive adventure and challenge differently, and that it is their own choice to physically engage in any challenging activity (Chase 2015).  

This type of adventurous activity is not, and should not, be limited to remote areas of outdoor environments, as Geocache’s can be found in areas all over the country, including small towns and major cities (Kras 2021).  This makes the ENEP learning tool a valuable commodity to all primary schools and enables all students the opportunity to take part in this adventurous activity and learn more about the environment in their immediate area.  This is invaluable to some, as those residing in inner cities and towns may never venture far from their own home, and some may not have a local outdoor recreation area or see the wildlife that they share their neighbourhood with (Mann et al 2022).  However, some would argue that children have a greater sense of adventure whilst taking part in activities in remote locations, or activities with a greater sense of risk (Linver et al 2023), yet the ENEP offers a sense of adventure in any outdoor spaces.

Technology:  

Some would argue that geocaching is not a form of exercise (Battista et al 2016), even though it encourages people to get outside and walk more.  Since the Covid-19 pandemic, the numbers of people using the app has risen greatly (Goodnow & MacKenzie 2020).  Using the Geocache app alone could distract from the natural environment (Kraalingen 2023), and the activity would be become solely about the detail in the technology.  This is not the aim with this programme, which is why other forms of technology are being used to enhance the environmental learning and to create connections with places visited (Leather & Thorsteinsson (2021).  The technology available for use in this programme enables students to delve deeper into the natural habitats and environments around us and build a greater level of understanding and appreciation of them, thus creating a pro-environmental learning tool (Greenhaw et al 2023).  These observations can also be taken back to the classroom for further learning.  

The use of different mobile apps during a session is another great way of using the technology for positive learning.  The Merlin Bird app will record and identify birds that are making a sound, along with recording the location you are at and the birds names (see appendix 1.0).  Although it does have limitations, as it does not recognise a woodpecker pecking on a tree and it struggles when there is a high volume of background noise.  Albeit, the app works a lot quicker than identifying birds manually in a book, again another positive reason for using modern technology in outdoor education.  However, one major issue with using technology like this in an outdoor setting is the reliability on mobile data, battery life and tech failure.  Mobile data is the biggest issue with the use of technology outdoors, as not all areas have good enough signal to make use of the apps; but there are solutions to this.  By using a smart sim, a mobile device can find which mobile provider offers the best coverage in the area and switch between them.  This works well for apps such as OS Maps, Google Maps and WhatsApp, but not the Geocache app.  However, this can be resolved by downloading the map first and ensuring the Geocache locations are already marked on the printed copy of the local ordnance survey map. 

The ENEP has been designed to remain functional in areas with poor signal, therefore the use of mobile apps in the outdoor environment is not essential.  As the relevant map will be printed off beforehand, and the location of the Geocache’s are highlighted on the map beforehand.  The use of OS Locate or Google Maps is not essential whilst out on the programme.  The other apps mentioned above are also not an essential tool for the programme, but they do offer depth to the experiential learning (Bloemhoff 2016).  The digital microscope does not use mobile data to work, as it connects via Bluetooth to a tablet or mobile phone.  So, whilst it is important to bear in mind these restrictions on the use of technology in outdoor education, it does not impact on the ENEP.  

Navigation:

The navigational element of the ENEP brings the technology back to a more basic traditional level.  This has been done for several reasons.  To ensure that the digital technology is not the focal point, and to create a learning environment where children can develop a new skill.  Map reading and navigation may seem tricky even to some adults, yet it is quite simple to teach and even young children show the ability to quickly pick up the features on a map, which then assists in other areas of development (Giancola et al 2023).  Map reading is a skill for life, and one that will benefit children as they go through high school, and hopefully later in life should they choose to be active in hill walking or mountain hiking or even taking on the Duke of Edinburgh Award scheme.  It also adds to the sense of adventure in the treasure hunt.  

The Country-Side Code:  

As the ENEP takes place in outdoor settings, be it either urban or rural, it is important to educate the children on the Country-Side Code (see appendix 1.0), to ensure they are acting appropriately whilst out on the programme.  This alone opens a vast array of conversational opportunities about why we must take care of the environment and to be respectful, not only of the planet but of each other.  Educating about the countryside code goes hand in hand with map reading, navigating and geocaching, as they all take place walking along public rights of way and sometimes through privately owned land where there could be livestock (GOV UK 2023).  Unfortunately, many children drop litter, along with some adults, but do they realise the impact this can have?   Litter and food waste can inadvertently attract wildlife to dangerous places where they would not normally be (ELC 2025).  

Activities:  

The programme can take place anywhere in the country where there are a suitable number of Geocache’s to find, along with the possibility of exploring the nature and wildlife, the location should provide ample and suitable opportunity for learning within the other areas of the programme.  Visiting the area beforehand is essential in order to plan a risk assessment and to assess accessibility and transport needs.  It should also be accessible for all students with care taken when choosing a location for SEN students or those with disabilities.  Consideration of accessibility to the area is also important as parking may be needed, and it would be beneficial to have access to public toilets.  Before heading out with the students it is important to obtain consent from parents and carers, and to complete a programme plan along with a risk assessment.

Once the area has been chosen the map can be printed off from the Ordnance Survey website, ensuring this is printed to a scale of 1:25,000.  It would be beneficial to print on A3 size and laminate the map before marking the Geocache points, but this is not essential.  The location of the individual geocaches can then be circled on the map, along with the start point.  The geocache app then is only used again during the activity should it be needed to confirm the exact location and record findings of the geocache directly on the app.  On the laminated map, the markings made with any pen can be removed later using nail varnish remover, making them reusable for another day, session or cohort.

If the programme is for KS2 students, the grid reference of the start point can be noted, and the students can work together to identify the individual grid references for each geocache before setting out.  A 4-figure grid reference can be introduced to KS1, to start the process of identifying locations by grid.  It would also be advantageous for them to locate other resources on the map, using the OS symbols guide, such as toilets, carparks, footbridges, campsites and so on.  When starting the activity at the location, it is important to begin by discussing what can be seen in their surroundings and then explaining how this is indicated on their OS map.  Picking out at least 3 clear visual features to use as tick off features to locate themselves on the map and then orientating the map so they are looking at the map with these features directly in front.  Once the students have grasped their location and direction they need to travel, they can start to move on and talk about the things they can see around them and how the map correlates to this.  

Wildlife and nature can be explored at any time during the treasure hunt.  Maybe a bug hunt at every geocache location for EYFS children or attempting to identify prints, birds or animal faeces for older children.  Fox poo is an interesting one to find along with many others which can be identified in apps or books (Bang & Dahlstrom 2001).  Making use of the digital microscope enables the children to delve deeper into the different areas and see how they work together, it is also an exciting piece of technology to include and adds to the sense of adventure thus enhancing their learning experience.  There are many other wildlife identification apps that can be used, such as the Merlin Bird app, ShroomID, Wylder and so on.  Albeit, adequate mobile data is required whilst outdoors, so they can be used in the moment to add a great element of experiential learning and can also be recorded to discuss further back at school.  

It is important to encourage the children to discuss their location as often as possible, and to work together to relocate themselves on the map and decide which direction they need to take next.  Linear features around them can be clearly identified on the map, such as a stream or road or borders and fence lines.  Depending on the location, they may be able to recognise the changes in contour lines and more advanced teachings on contour lines can take place for KS2 students.     

Outcomes:  

Having tested this programme with two of my children, ages ten and eight and both in KS2, it highlighted the ability to provide a wealth of learning opportunities along with the potential for children to have a good level of autonomy in their experiential learning.  Both children were quick to grasp the basic understandings of map reading and navigation, along with orientating the map to their surroundings.  Relocating to their exact point was easy as they used linear features such as hedge rows and boundary fences to pinpoint their location.  It was a very positive session with outcomes supporting the programme’s main aims and objectives.  It would be advantageous to run trials of the programme in different areas of the country to identify any barriers in relation to location or other conditions such as mobile network service and accessibility.  

Whilst the use of a digital microscope was not available for the test pilot of this programme, it was used at a different location a few days later.  Both children were amazed at how much detail they could see using this piece of technology, including examining insects and admiring the detail of different fungus growing on trees.  Again, providing a wealth of opportunity to learn about the nature and wildlife around us.  Had it been used in the trial session it would have shown a lot more about the wildlife, nature and insects in the local areas of where children live and sometimes frequent.  Learning about this information and seeing it first hand, as opposed to usually walking past, will help develop a level of care for their local environment and hopefully further afield. 

Taking the learning back to the classroom, or the school’s outdoor areas, to be further discussed will improve the children’s communications about the experiences they encountered on their treasure hunt.  Not only assisting in their social and emotional development, but also to engrave their understanding of the natural world around them and how best to care for it.  Maybe creating images of their findings, or displaying the pictures captured from the digital microscope around the school as reminders of their experience, thus creating and maintaining a connection with the place they visited (Bruni et al 2017).  This will also encourage other children to be curious of their environment and to be kind to nature.  

It is also hoped that the children involved in these programmes will take their experiences and excitement home to their families and parents and will be able to pass on their learnings to others.  This may encourage families to be more active in their spare time and get outdoors with their children, exploring different areas, being more physically active and being more aware of the importance of caring for their environment.  

Conclusion:  

The ENEP requires further trials sessions in different areas of the country and with children of all ages throughout Primary years, abilities and disabilities, to ensure it is designed appropriately to be fully inclusive.  Whilst some professionals such as Alaistair Humphrey’s (2025) would argue that recreational walks do not offer a great deal of value to adventure, the ENEP has been designed to excite the minds of young children to create a learning environment that educates about pro-environmental awareness whilst engaging in an adventurous walking activity.  It is a great way of encouraging young children to get outdoors and be active, yet it is important to ensure that the technology is not overriding the opportunity to build a sense of connection with nature.

The programme promotes the use of modern technology being used effectively and positively in a learning environment within outdoor education and assists in keeping the element of adventure going throughout the sessions.  It is hoped that the children will form a connection with certain places, as they spend time in nature exploring the wildlife as seen through the digital microscope.  This could develop into the children setting up nature areas within the school grounds that they can continue to study, including bug houses and bird feeders.  The programme is designed to instil good moral beliefs and pro-environmental behaviours in children which they continue to uphold into adulthood.  

As this is a new programme being proposed for delivery within primary schools, it would be highly beneficial to run a pilot scheme for 24 months and review after that period.  Possibly taking children back to the area they explored would show how much of what they learnt in their session had been instilled in their memory.  This would provide evidence for the programme to continuously run after the trial period.  Revisiting a place with the same children would also provide opportunity to see if anything in the area had changed, such as water levels, dried crops.  This would add to additional learning about the environmental changes taking place and how people impact on this, thus reinforcing pro-environmental behaviours. 
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The Countryside Code

Respect other people

* Consider the local community and other people enjoying
the outdoors

e Park carefully so access to gateways and driveways is clear

* Leave gates and property as you find them

* Follow paths but give way to others where it’s narrow

Protect the natural environment
* Leave no trace of your visit, take all your litter home
* Don't have BBQs or fires

* Keep dogs under effective control
* Dog poo - bag itand biniit

Enjoy the outdoors

* Plan ahead, check what facilities are
open, be prepared

* Follow advice and local signs and
obey social distancing measures





