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[bookmark: _Hlk29583462][bookmark: _Hlk26458362]Critically evaluate the implications of the environment in supporting and challenging young children’s learning.

The outdoor environment can include the school yard, local surroundings, wider environments to anything outside of the classroom. Jordet, (1998,2010) cited in Skaugen and Fiskum (2015) explains outdoor education is a term used for all education situated outside the formal traditional classroom setting, including excursions to museums, local industry and so on. In early years literature outdoor education literature has traditionally focused on children’s holistic development in the outdoor environment including physical development (White, 2014) risk taking (Tennant and Scotland, 2019; Little, Wyver and Gibson 2011), social skills (Fathi, 2016) as well as highlighting how curriculum subjects can be explored in the outdoor environments (White, 2013). As White (2013) explains all areas of  the curriculum can be included and taught out the outdoors as it would be indoors. Children language and vocabulary is being developed and extended as the use off different words are being explored. Stephenson (cited in Tovey, 2007) refers to the outdoor opportunities as ‘scary’ experiences, which offer a thrill and the feeling of being out of control, it allows children from a young age to be independent. Whilst the child feels like they are free and playing, in reality they are developing and discovering for themselves when they are leading their own learning experience.  Learning in an outdoors environment offers the ability to assess and manage risk and learn how to be safe. These are important learning dispositions that contribute to becoming strong, capable learners which is also the focus of the new National Curriculum Wales 2022 (Welsh Assembly Government, 2019) Which has been developed around Graham Donaldson’ successful futures. (Donaldson, 2018). This suggests that there is a key role for outdoor learning in creating ambitious capable learners, however the type of outdoor learning which children can engage can significantly influence the child’s learning experiences.   
[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Hlk27419920]Over the past decade there has been a focus in the Foundation Phase in Wales on using both indoor and outdoor environments to encourage early learning and development. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009) The Foundation Phase framework states that all children in an early years setting should have continued and free access to the outdoors and the outdoors should be an extension of the classroom. It states that the Foundation Phase places great importance on using the outdoor environment to allow children to explore natural surroundings, experiment and take risks (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015). However the Evaluation of the Foundation Phase report (Taylor et al., 2015) noted that limitations to the infrastructure and environment  in schools and non-maintained settings as well as limited funding made it difficult for some settings to support a the Foundation Phase pedagogy and that this included limiting outdoor learning experiences. Although now dated Estyn’s (2011) evaluation of outdoor learning in the Foundation Phase suggested that in most cases, children’s holistic learning and development improved as a result of using the outdoors. Similarly the positive perceptions of outdoor learning were noted in an observational and interview study carried out by Brooker et al (2010) in the context of the English Foundation Stage.  42 groups of Foundation Stage children, in 6 regions of England were observed, carrying out both structured and non-structured tasks with adults in the outdoor environment.  Interview feedback from the adult practitioners, overwhelmingly noted the benefits of exploring language, problem solving, shared thinking and child led activities. However, the limitations of funding and physical infrastructure was also noted as a limitation in terms of providing high level outdoor The Estyn (2011) evaluation of outdoor learning provided evidence that outdoor learning in the Foundation Phase supports children’s wellbeing, and this was sometimes the main focus rather than other areas of learning. Furthermore Brooker et al., (2010) in the context of the English Foundation Stage suggested that the outdoor learning not only benefits children’s learning and development but supports the needs of individual children in terms of their gender and personal and socio-economic needs. For example ‘there was a consensus that outdoor learning suits some children’s learning styles, particularly some boys’, (Brooker et al. 2010, page 73-75). Tennant and Scotland (2019) also agreed with the idea of the importance of outdoor learning to support holistic learning and wellbeing stating climbing trees and bounding down up and hills, will teach children from an early age to assess risk and danger and test personal boundaries and capabilities. 
Whilst the importance of the inclusion of outdoor learning was put into the final printing of the Foundation Phase guidelines (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015) for practitioners to follow, With the introduction and development the Foundation Phase in Wales the outdoors was at the forefront of experiential  learning, of which outdoor learning is such  a vital element of the development of early years and the foundation phase.  In contrast Estyn research has indicated a decline in the use of the outdoors within the Foundation Phase. In the Estyn (2011) report on the use of outdoor areas within the early years and  the Foundation Phase two-thirds of the sessions observed as part of the survey, were learning experiences in the outdoors of at least a good standard. However, the Estyn report (2016-2017) report found that whilst all early years settings have the opportunity to use the outdoor provisions a large majority were not using them enough or effectively to allow children to learn independently, and most of the children relied on the adult to lead the learning experiences. Therefore between the Estyn report (2011) and the Estyn report (2016-2017) there appears to be a decline taking place, in the use of the outdoors in Foundation Phase settings. Furthermore, Milteer and Ginsburg (2012) cited in Flannigan and Dietze (2017) agreed with the claims of children being indoors far more than outdoor. They state there has been a decline over the past decade on the time spent outdoors both in schools and child care settings within communities. Grey and Martain (2012) cited in Lloyd and Gray (2014) also advise there has been a rapid decrease in the use of outdoor areas in early years provision generally and in children’s everyday life beyond their education and care setting. This is due to a number of reasons such as the attitudes of their parents, and their understanding of risky play. Parent attitudes play a vital role in the opportunities children have to engage in physical activity outdoors. (Little, 2011). Parental concerns for their children's safety influence their decisions to discourage or even prevent their children from the participation in particular sports or physical activities (Boufous, Finch, and Bauman. 2014) In relation to opportunities for risky outdoor play, Kelley, Hood, and Mayall (cited in Little, Wyver and Gibson 2011, page 123-131) discovered that parents believed they had a 'socially assigned responsibility to protect their children from risks on the one hand but to also encourage their children to experience 'appropriate' risk‐taking to gain competence’. In this study,  the children were allowed to participate in risky play, providing the adult deemed it as appropriate and safe, therefore the play had to be structured and overseen by adults, the children were not having the opportunities to be independent, risk taking, problem solvers. Earling (2014) agreed with the discovery of children spending less and less time out in natural environments, however it is unclear why the outdoors is not being used as much. Other research studies have indicated that some factors that have affected the use of the outdoors and natural environment are things such as concerns over safety, traffic, poor weather and parental worries. (Unknown, 2019). In terms of educational outdoor learning risk assessments are another factor which prevent and discourage teachers taking the children outdoors and away from the school grounds to more greener areas. Some resistance for the outdoors maybe due to health and safety relegations and risk assessments that are required (Little et al. 2011); and a fear of litigation, practitioners are often put off carrying out, outdoor activities due to the amount of paperwork, and the questioning on whether children are viewed as being competent (Davies and Hamilton 2016).
Researchers McClintic and Petty (2015) studying the roles of teachers during children’s outdoor play found that maintaining safety and directing children’s play were the most common roles played by teachers in the outdoor environment (Fathi, 2016). The interactions between adults and children during outdoor play or experiences are an important feature of establishing and building their competence. (Van Hoom et al. 2007. Cited in Fathi, 2016). Interactions would include, facilitating and participating in play, rearranging equipment, offering verbal comments, encouraging children in play, providing resources, suggesting solutions problem solving (Davies 1997. Cited in Fathi. 2016).
Ken Robinson stated, in an interview, on children’s creative education how ‘parents are often part of the problem.’ suggesting that may also contribute to emphasising an adult led learning environment. However a study by Play Scotland (2010)  suggested that a majority of parents (over 70%) in a small scale study of 52 respondents suggested a willingness to support children’s outdoor provision in schools. Despite being a very small study it suggests that for at least some parents outdoor learning is perceived as positive, although we do have to take into account this was a small study carried out in Scotland where their curriculum is different to England and Wales. As highlighted in Brooker et al. (2010)  and Sullman (2018) parent partnership is required so that parents can be educated on how important the skills that children gain from being outdoors and in natural surroundings, taking risks and learning independence. 
[bookmark: _Hlk27048324]Despite the positive interpretation of outdoor learning in early years literature, Carrier, Tugurian and Thomson (2013) cited in Skaugen and Fiskum (2015) advise that with the demands for academic knowledge, experience abilities, and the increased focus on tests, learning outcomes and assessments. Formal classroom teaching is often considered a more efficient use of learning time which leads to outdoor education being in practice considered as a more time-consuming method, with less importance. This could result in the decline of outdoor education and the time spent in more natural environments.  However, Davies and Hamilton’s (2016) research provides evidence which would disagree with this. Their questionnaire study of Foundation Phase practitioners working with all year groups (3-7 years) over 10 different settings throughout Wales demonstrated  that practitioners provided far more benefits than challenges of using the outdoor environment to support the delivery of the curriculum and to carry out assessments, they also found out that children with additional learning needs and social needs were able to assessed  more effectively outdoors than in the more confined areas or the classroom.  Therefore the negative interpretation of outdoor learning could owe as much to the funding and infrastructure limitations of implementation, noted by authors such as Taylor et al., (2015) earlier rather than its practical benefits. As Steiner (cited in Nicol and Taplin, 2012) theory suggests the best form of assessment is for the adult to be able to observe and study the child, without the need to become involved and direct activities that are going on. Steiner practitioners are Skilled and subtle observers, this being a skill you have to be confident to be able to just watch. From this technique children grow and develop independence and maturity in their own unique journey towards readiness for formal teaching and classroom environments.
As noted in the introduction the outdoor environment within early years covers a wide range of areas and ideas. For the intention of this piece of work a particular focus will be given to the theories linked to loose parts, affordance and on independent thinking skills and the types of outdoor environment that develop these skills. The areas to be focused upon are natural outdoor environments, the areas which have not been modified or modified by manmade items which distract children from what is around them naturally.  As addressed previously there is significant research that suggests the benefits of the outdoor environment (Brooker et al. 2010), as well as some of the challenge’s practitioners face (Little et al 2011). The focus on loose parts, affordance and thinking skills within this literature review is because an outdoor natural rich environment, provides opportunities to allow children to use their imagination and thinking skills to problem-solve, and encourage independence and sustained shared thinking, whilst also developing a number of learning areas such as language, maths and wellbeing. 
Loose parts refers to having exposure to objects and materials that are open ended and can be manipulated through play and exploration (Nicholson, 1971) cited in Flannigan and Dietze (2017). Loose parts are moveable, non-dictated materials that children can use in a variety of ways which encourage creativity and enhance the ability to develop exciting play opportunities (Daly & Beloglovsky, 2015; Maxwell, Mitchell, & Evans, 2008). Daly and Beloglovsky (2015) also describes children’s experiences with loose parts as the exposure to ‘What if’. Being able to take an object and making it into something of their own, the affordance that object has to them, in that moment.  When Nicholson first offered the idea of loose parts (Nicholson, 1971) his main aim was to make sure children were given the opportunity to explore different materials that could be moved, carried, redesigned, lined up, and taken apart and put back together in multiple ways to empower creativity. Nicholson also stressed that these materials could either be natural or synthetic and could be provided to the children by teachers or pedagogies or provided through nature itself. Authors such as White (2014) and Waters (2010, 2017) highlight that the outdoors in particular more natural environments such as woodlands, beaches, grassy areas, fields provide a loose parts rich environment if children are given the opportunity to be able to play freely in this places. 
Affordances are the possibilities that an environment feature or object provides to an individual. The perception of such possibilities leads children to act on that feature or object. Gibson described affordance as the ‘space in between’ it is about what possibilities an object offers the individual and in the case of child development and play it is what the object offers to develop and support the child’s imagination (Waters, 2017) The idea of affordance can be linked to Reggio Emilia’s approach and theory of ‘schema’ or sometimes referred to as the pattern of play, (England 2019) this is the behaviours that young children display during play. These behaviours build and develop children’s knowledge and understanding on how the world works. ‘Knowledge and Understanding of the World’ is one of the seven core areas of learning for children in the Foundation Phase, therefore loose parts not only offer the affordance for children to play and explore but also supports the Foundation Phase framework’s pedagogy and areas of learning. (Welsh Assembly Government,  2018).
Loose parts and affordance theories may have implications for the type of outdoor environment provided in early years’ settings as well as the role of the adult within those settings. For example, a study carried out by Flannigan and Dietze (2017) found that when children had ‘loose parts’ available within their outdoor environment the researchers observed imaginative play as well as noting the affordance to the children where loose part objects were used by children as something to jump over, throw or use to enhance their play. Children were observed being part of risk taking behaviour such as climbing trees, using ropes to make rope swings and climbing up large heaps of constructions they had built. These were behaviours you may not see in a structured outdoor activity where access to loose parts was more limited.  Despite having access to loose parts in the Flannigan and Dietze (2017) study, the loose parts that were presented to the children were provided by the adults, meaning they were given to the children and were adult chosen enhancements of the environment. Therefore children were taken outside to an area which was already prepared and set up for an afternoon of activities. This study could therefore be viewed as a learning environment which was structured as the children had predetermined adult chosen loose parts made ready for them, and the area was not ‘natural’ to some extent. In contrast, Water and Maynard’s (2010) study used a similar method where they observed a group of children in a more nature rich environment such as a park, where the children could discover the affordance of the natural loose parts and non-human environment for themselves, nothing was given or ‘planted’ for the children to use everything was a natural part of the park. In this study children with practitioners were given the opportunity to walk to the park, the chosen destination however the children had freedom during the walk on the whey wanted to stop and explore as well as when they reached the park. Despite the more and less structured approaches of both studies to loose parts, both studies demonstrated a very similar evaluation of the children’s experiences in both studies, saying the children were able to move freely and the imagination, language, team work and investigation skills were apparent in their play. The children were problem solving without asking for help from the adults, if an idea did not work then they tried it a different way or used a different object for the task in hand. However, the Waters and Maynard (2010) study did suggest a higher level of the children’s sense of involvement, because they had more choice and involvement in where they wanted to explore.
[bookmark: _Hlk27423616]A different study carried out by Maynard and Waters (2014) observing two different classes going on the same nature walk, had very different outcomes. Class A were taken on a very structured outdoor learning experience with clear learning outcomes and a set timetable of specific activities which were planned by the adults. In contrast Class B carried out the walk with no set structure or time scale and no expected learning outcomes to achieve. As a result Class B were able to observe, explore and be curious about the natural resources around them. This meant children could follow their own interests, for example, a few children saw a slope they were drawn to climb. Once a few children had climbed, all the other children and adults followed and climbed the slope. This climbing episode encouraged team work and problem solving was displayed between children and also between children and adults. Class A had a very different experience with  adult chosen activities, expected achievement outcomes and set a timetable meaning the children they missed the opportunities to see the natural environment around them. They only had time to express themselves when they we allowed to engage in play on the park play equipment. Therefore very little display of imagination or affordance was expressed during class A’s experience. However, class B had to ‘make their own fun’ meaning their imaginations had to be used to amuse themselves. Authors such as White (2014), would suggest  the outdoors was being used to the fullest in class B’s experience. This study demonstrated the same outdoor environment, with the same aged children can result in very different outcomes, the children from class B used the natural resource and had a very nature rich experience whereas the children from class A had a missed opportunity to benefit from what natural affordances where around them. Not only were the experiences very different the outcome and achievements were also different. However, as highlighted by Taylor et al., (2015) adult numbers and ratios can be limited and thus providing explorative and curiosity based outdoor learning can be challenging where staff numbers are not available to support such activities outdoor, or in contexts where adults are not as comfortable to follow the child’s interests. Such confidence can be displayed in settings such as a Montessori nursery, preschool or kindergarten. When the teachers are trained in a particular way that their understanding of teaching comes from becoming the observer. Maria Montessori (cited in Barbieru, 2016) believed its only when you see a child moving freely in the environment that the educator or pedagogy can see the child’s true potential and development. Montessori educators are trained with the fundamentals of observing and to not interfere into the focused activity the child or children are involved in, unless help is required by the child. Montessori education is focused on creating independent students, Montessori believed that children need to acquire independence in order to grow and learn. The independence they develop from an early age prepares them for lifelong learning and challenges. As mentioned previously independence is one of  the big changes within the revised National Curriculum Wales 2022 (Welsh Assembly Government, 2019) 

There are studies that show outdoor education is an effective method for learning academic topics such as science (Skaugen and Fiskum, 2015). Many countries have been influenced over the years by the benefits of a natural learning environment and the benefit it carries on children’s development that it has influenced curriculum and policies over the years in many countries, most notably Scandinavian countries  such as Denmark, Finland and Norway (Knight 2009) For example, in a study by Skaugen and Fiskum (2015) in Germany, demonstrated significant effects on academic outcomes where children would spend a half a day learning outdoors. Outcomes such as a greater interest and understanding natural and experimental science, the environment and insects, Physical movement and social and special awareness and also independence.
Outdoor education is described as a way of stimulating the children’s curiosity, giving teachers the opportunity to use experiments and inquiry-based teaching. In addition to these findings that also explained how the children had the opportunity for shared thinking to take place between the children, with such opportunity not being offered whilst in a traditional structured classroom setting with adult led learning. Research carried out by Waters (Cited in Knight 2013) where time spent with children in the Foundation Phase, aged 4 to 7, over a period of several months in both the indoor and outdoor environment. Child initiated interaction between children and adults took place naturally including episodes of sustained shared thinking. It was recorded that only a single episode of sustained shared thinking took place indoors, whereas over 30 episodes of sustained shared thinking took place outdoors. Children’s interest in the natural features of the environment and loose parts in the outdoor space, afforded opportunities for prolonged, engaging adult-child interactions which were based on the child’s interest. With this outcome we have to consider this is a small scale study only using a single school based in Wales using a reception, year 1 and year 2 classes.  Although both studies, with variations in location carried out in different schools which follow different curriculum criteria’s both appear to offer very similar findings. Children benefit from independence and sustained shared thinking within the outdoor environment. Interaction between peers and adults is also natural and inquisitive. 
The Reggio Emilia approach (Stoudt, 2019) which was mentioned earlier, suggests early childhood education should be an opportunity for children to explore the world and learn from what’s around them. Learning strategies such as exposing children to a wide variety of educational opportunities that encourage self-expression, communication, logical thinking, and problem-solving. Each of these opportunities have been proven to be linked with the outdoor environment. (Foundation Phase framework 2015, Brooker et al. 2010) Theorist Jerome Bruner also had his own idea of education and how it should not be based on only imparting knowledge, but to facilitate children’s minds and thinking, allowing them the opportunities to problem solve, which becomes a transferrable skill for life. Bruner (Olson, 2007)  like Monessori (Barbieru, 2016) and Emilia (Stoudt, 2019)  strongly connect education and learning with independence and self-directed experiences, learning through your own experiences and problem solving, not being show or told but discovering.

So when evaluating the importance in early childhood experience of using the outdoor environment, from the literature available, previous studies and work from early theorists such as Montessori (Barbieru, 2016), Emilia (Stoudt, 2019) and Brunner (Olson, 2007) the evidence shows that the outdoors environment has a positive and rich impact on independence and thinking skills.(Fathi. 2016) Allowing children to think and develop freely and in their own time building on their imagination and thinking skills. Not only this it also provides evidence that the outdoor environment is an inclusive environment (Brooker et al. 2010) meaning even the children that would usually feel restricted by the layout of chairs and tables in a classroom and the restrictions of the class walls they are all able to thrive in different ways in the outdoor natural environment.

As the new Nation Curriculum is now being piloted into schools across Wales based on Donaldsons ‘ Future Success’ (Donaldson, 2018) the clear guidelines state that children need to be encouraged to be more independent and to lead their own learning and experiences, so from the above research outcomes it clearly shows the outdoor environment will help encourage, develop and improve independence. Therefore the outdoor natural environments need and should be part of early experiences right the way through education and school life.
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