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[bookmark: _Toc163933103]Part 1  Exploring the Benefits and Challenges of Implementing Outdoor Learning in two Primary Schools in Wales.

This essay will examine the implementation of outdoor learning in two primary schools in Wales, exploring both the benefits and the challenges encountered, it will discuss how the two schools are situated on the same patch of land but attract a different range of children. It will delve into why one school is embracing outdoor learning and how the other school is still lacking.  Outdoor learning has gained prominence in primary schools across Wales, aligning with the new Curriculum for Wales, which acknowledges the value of extending learning beyond classrooms (Welsh government, 2024). Research underscores the benefits of outdoor learning for students and teachers alike (Sullivan, 2019). It notably enhances student wellbeing and engagement, with students expressing greater enjoyment and a sense of "adventure" in natural environments (Waite, 2017). This heightened morale correlates with improved attendance and academic performance (Waite, 2017). Moreover, outdoor learning fosters essential skills such as problem-solving and risk assessment, crucial for holistic child development (O'Brien, 2024). The social constructivist perspective of Lev Vygotsky also supports the collaborative and interactive nature of outdoor learning, where students work together to overcome challenges and learn from each other (Pound, 2014). Vygotsky's concept of the "zone of proximal development" and the role of the "more knowledgeable other" in scaffolding learning are highly relevant to the outdoor education context (Waite, 2011). By immersing both students and teachers in the natural world, outdoor learning cultivates awe and empathy, challenging traditional classroom boundaries (Welsh Government, 2022). At the core of outdoor learning is the emphasis on experiential learning, a key tenet of John Dewey's philosophy. Dewey (1938) argued that "educative experience" and direct engagement with the real world are crucial for effective learning, which aligns closely with the hands-on, sensory-rich experiences provided by outdoor education (Ord and Leather, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc163933104]Challenges to outdoor learning.
While outdoor learning integration in Welsh school curricula has yielded largely positive outcomes, challenges persist. Primary schools encounter difficulties due to limited outdoor space and concerns over appropriate student attire. Schools lacking green areas must innovate to access nearby natural spaces, posing safety risks (Waite, 2017). Safety concerns, liability uncertainties, and parental anxieties hinder outdoor education (Thrivewithoutdoorlearning.com, 2023). Aligning outdoor activities with curriculum demands faces hurdles due to perceived separateness, standardised testing pressures, and alignment issues (Passy, 2019). Outdoor learning risks becoming peripheral rather than integral over time (Waite & Pratt, 2010)Some educators remain sceptical, viewing outdoor learning as less legitimate (Waite & Pratt, 2010). Insufficient teacher expertise and confidence in outdoor pedagogy obstruct program implementation  (Waite & Aronsson, 2022) Practical barriers such as time constraints and resource inadequacies further impede integration (Chantrell, 2015). Addressing these challenges necessitates tailored solutions, including enhanced outdoor spaces, educator professional development, and seamless curriculum integration. 

[bookmark: _Toc163933105]Background of school A and school B.
The two primary schools are situated on the same patch of land within an area of high deprivation, yet they have attracted a diverse range of students and have adopted distinct approaches to outdoor learning. 
School A is an English medium primary school, information from school A office (2024) shows that there are 176 pupils with a free school meal eligibility of 72%. Information from the deputy head Mrs B (2024), they have 12 children who access a part-time timetable due to difficulties with behaviour and 7 children on dual register with a pupil referral unit (PRU). There is a high rate of unemployment within the area, those families who are employed are only just surviving  if not under the poverty line (HWB, 2021). A significant portion of the students enrolling in School A possess restricted language and social abilities. Consequently, this leads to elevated levels of Additional Learning Needs (ALN) throughout the school (HWB, 2021).
School B is a Welsh medium primary school, information from School B’s office (2024) shows that there are 238 pupils on register with a free school meal eligibility of 26%. Mr L (2024) the head teacher said they have no children on part-time timetables; however, they have recently opened an Additional Learning Needs (ALN) unit excepting students on a dual register with other local Welsh medium schools, the unit currently caters for 15 children. The school's catchment area extends beyond the immediate local vicinity, encompassing a wider geographical region that includes more affluent neighbourhoods (HWB, 2021).As mentioned above the two schools are situated on the same plot of land, eight years ago the two schools shared the same building.  However, due to new housing developments in the area, the housing company built a new school. Due to lack of land and the existing school having excess green land they built it on the same site. This still left both schools with ample outdoor areas both boasting large playing fields, large hard play areas wrapped around giving lower level classrooms outdoor space. There is also a share one acre woodland attached to the school grounds which is enclosed from the public, this area has a roundhouse/ outdoor classroom, fire pit, pond, bird hide, picnic benches and wooden sculpture story trail.

[bookmark: _Toc163933106]Outdoor learning provided and challenges faced. 
At School A, outdoor learning opportunities are integrated across all year groups. The school’s early years unit offers continuous access to an outdoor area, this space features a variety of amenities including a climbing frame, mud kitchen, bike and scooter track, water play area, construction zone equipped, as well as five raised beds for growing fruits, vegetables, and sensory plants. For students in years 1, 2, and 3, a separate outdoor area is provided with expanded provisions, allowing for free play alongside progressive challenges. Additionally, students in this group assist in caring for the chickens. Similarly, students in years 4, 5, and 6 have their own designated outdoor space equipped with a trim trail climbing frame, construction area, raised beds for gardening, and a MUGA (multi-use games area) stocked with various yard games such as giant Jenga, chess, balls, and skipping ropes. However, access to these areas are primarily during break, lunchtime, physical education sessions, or when class teachers identify the need for a movement break. Furthermore, School A employs a Level 3 forest school leader who conducts seven weekly sessions of forest school in the woodland area, ensuring each child participates in one session per week. Additionally, the forest school leader oversees the Eco Schools committee, which are responsible for maintaining the school and local community environment, promoting biodiversity, and addressing global issues. Moreover, the forest school leader manages the school allotment in collaboration with classes, parents, and the community, facilitating the maintenance, planting, and harvesting of fruits and vegetables for the on-site "pay as you feel" shop. School A have overcome a number of challenges to get where they are today,  the biggest issue faced is funding, school A got very proactive in this area and applied for every bit of funding remotely linked to outdoor learning, as well as contacting local companies for grants. This has led to school A receiving £1500 from the (Ernest Cook Trust, 2024) towards wet weather coats, trousers, and wellies enough for each phase group having 40 sets each, this is necessary due to the parents being on low income and cannot provide these essentials. School A also approaches outdoor learning as part of the curriculum through enquiry based learning making sure that all elements are covered through real life experiences. The work of David Sobel (2017) on place-based education, which focuses on fostering a deep connection with the local environment, is another key influence on the principles of outdoor learning. Sobel's ideas underscore the importance of cultivating a sense of environmental stewardship and responsibility in students (Hill, 2012)

In preparation for this essay, the writer arranged a discussion with the head teacher at School B to explore potential barriers hindering the use of the school grounds and woodland area for outdoor learning, as opposed to its current usage primarily for learning outdoor.  The writer used the challenges highlighted in an article by Learning through landscape (2022) to ask Mr L if they were relevant or not to his school. Mr. L (2024), the head teacher at School B, highlighted several concerns regarding this matter. He mentioned that space availability is not an issue, considering the extensive areas surrounding the school, including the woodland area. Nursery have access to an outdoor enclosure which has sand pit, construction and a mud kitchen, Reception, years 1 and 2 have access to another enclosure which has a track for bikes, mud kitchen and small growing area which they grow herbs for sensory play.  Years 3,4,5,6 all access to the main yard and field for outdoor play during break and lunchtime with the exception of the ALN unit which has a few raised beds for growing fruit and vegetables. Additionally, Mr. L indicated that clothing is not a concern, as parents are willing to provide their children with necessary attire such as wet weather coats, wellies, and warm clothing. However, Mr. L expressed significant apprehensions regarding risk management while utilising the woodland area. He raised numerous hazards that could potentially cause harm, and he expressed concerns that children who struggle to listen may become uncooperative during outdoor activities. Moreover, Mr. L emphasised that parents seem to value a more conventional, textbook-driven approach to education over alternative, nature-based learning activities. They expect the school to uphold high levels of academic achievement and focus on core curriculum delivery within the traditional classroom setting. Mr. L shared the news that a new PPA (Planning, Preparation and Assessment) teacher has been hired. This new teacher will be responsible for leading all outdoor learning sessions at the school.
The PPA teacher will be using the Eco Schools Wales framework as a template for these outdoor learning activities. Eco Schools Wales is an international program that empowers students to engage in environmental education and sustainable actions within their school community (Keep Wales Tidy, n.d.)

[bookmark: _Toc163933107]Contrasting Approaches to Outdoor Learning
The Comparison reveals a stark contrast between the approaches of two different schools when it comes to integrating outdoor learning into their curricula. School A appears to prioritise a nurturing and immersive approach to real-life learning, emphasising the experiential and holistic benefits of outdoor education, as advocated by theorists like John Dewey (Dewey, 1938) and Rudolf Steiner (Steiner, 1996). In contrast, School B seems to be firmly focused on academic results and performance, aligning with a traditional, classroom-based model where outdoor learning is seen as supplementary. A balanced approach, addressing the concerns of both schools, may be the most effective way to ensure all students have access to high-quality outdoor learning opportunities that support their academic, social, and personal development.
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[bookmark: _Toc163933111]Part 4  The role of Outdoor Education in Wales: A Literature review of how it impacts children’s mental health and wellbeing and its conurbation to the natural environment.  

Outdoor education plays a pivotal role in enriching students' learning experiences and fostering holistic development. It offers a unique approach to education that goes beyond traditional classroom settings, providing students with opportunities to engage with nature, develop essential skills, and enhance their overall well-being (Rickinson, et al., 2006).This literature review delves into the profound impact of outdoor education on students in Wales and beyond, drawing insights from a range of sources that emphasise  the importance of outdoor pedagogy. Numerous studies have highlighted the benefits of outdoor learning, showcasing how it contributes to students' personal, social, and emotional development ( Hattie, et al., 1997; Waite, 2017). Research has shown that well-planned outdoor provision significantly enhances pupils' social skills, emotional resilience, and overall well-being (Bilton, 2010; Knight, 2010). Moreover, outdoor play has been recognized as a vital component in children's learning processes, facilitating language development, interpersonal skills, and imaginative play (Estyn, 2011). The natural elements present in outdoor environments have been identified as conducive to social development, with features like slopes, vegetation, and biodiversity playing a crucial role in nurturing children's connection with nature (Dyment and Bell, 2008; Bento and Dias, 2017). Additionally, the Welsh government's emphasis on outdoor play and learning underscores the growing recognition of the role of outdoor education in supporting children's development (French, et al., 2022). The educational philosophies of theorists such as Froebel, Montessori, and Dewey provide theoretical underpinnings for the importance of outdoor education (Pound, 2016). Froebel emphasised the significance of nature in education, believing that outdoor experiences were essential for children's physical, emotional, and intellectual development (Tovey, 2020). Similarly, Montessori advocated for hands-on learning experiences in natural environments, which she saw as crucial for fostering independence, creativity, and a love for learning (Montessori, 2017). Dewey's progressive education philosophy stressed the importance of experiential learning and the integration of real-world experiences into the curriculum, concepts that align closely with outdoor education principles (Dewey, 1938). 

[bookmark: _Toc163933112]Is outdoor learning conducive to promoting health and well-being?
Health and well-being are supported through outdoor learning in Wales, it is essential to consider the various initiatives and research findings that highlight the positive impact of outdoor education on students' physical and mental well-being.
Research conducted by Bangor University (French, et al., 2022) emphasised the explicit recommendation of using outdoor learning to support children and young people's health and well-being, particularly during challenging times like the Covid-19 pandemic. This aligns with the Welsh Government's focus on leveraging outdoor environments to enhance students' overall well-being. Furthermore, the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD,2024) emphasises the well-known and documented effect of outdoor activity on health and well-being. Their work at the Cynefin Green Health Hub in Carmarthenshire showcases activities designed to improve individuals' connection to nature, promoting sensory experiences and cultural visits that contribute to enhanced well-being (UWTSD, 2024)
The Wales Council for Outdoor Learning underscores how high-quality outdoor learning contributes to all 7 Wellbeing Goals, expanding horizons within and beyond traditional learning environments. This aligns with the modern legislation in Wales aimed at improving social, economic, environmental, and cultural well-being through outdoor education practices (Wales Council for Outdoor Learning, 2018). The research by Knight (2010) is a significant contribution to the field of outdoor education, particularly Forest School programs. Knight's work focuses on the benefits and impact of Forest Schools and outdoor learning in the early years. Her research delves into the experiential learning opportunities provided by nature school settings, emphasising  the developmental benefits across various domains. Knight's studies shed light on the positive outcomes associated with Forest School activities, such as enhancing children's self-confidence, self-esteem, team working skills, motivation, pride in their surroundings, and understanding of nature (Knight, 2010). Additionally, her research evaluates the impacts of long-term Forest School programs on children's resilience, confidence, and well-being (Knight, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc163933113]Theorists who advocate for outdoor learning and its positive impact on health and well-being.
One prominent theorist who supports outdoor learning and its promotion of health and well-being is Louv. Louv is best known for his book published in 2010 "Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder." In this book, he discusses the importance of reconnecting children with nature and the outdoors to counteract the negative impacts of a society increasingly disconnected from the natural world. Louv argues that spending time in nature has numerous physical, emotional, and psychological benefits for children and adults alike. He believes that outdoor learning environments provide opportunities for hands-on exploration, creativity, and sensory experiences that are essential for healthy development (Louv, 2010). Both Pestalozzi and Rousseau emphasised the natural growth and development of children. Their educational philosophies focused on allowing children to learn through experiences in nature, aligning with the idea that outdoor environments provide authentic opportunities for learners to develop physically, emotionally, and intellectually (Pound, 2014). Froebel's play-based approach to education emphasise d the importance of nature in children's learning processes. His belief in nurturing children's connection with nature through play aligns with the notion that outdoor experiences support social, emotional, and physical development (Tovey, 2017). Dewey's progressive education philosophy stressed experiential learning and the integration of real-world experiences into the curriculum (Main, 2023). His view that education is a social necessity, and a lifelong process resonates with the idea that outdoor learning offers hands-on experiences that contribute to holistic development and well-being (Ord et al, 2011).

[bookmark: _Toc163933114]What are the ways in which outdoor learning contributes to sustainability and the preservation of the natural environment?
Promoting sustainability and the natural environment through outdoor learning is a multifaceted endeavour, and Wales has been at the forefront of incorporating such practices into its educational system. 
Research conducted by Dyment and Bell (2008) revealed that engagement in outdoor learning facilitates a stronger bond with nature and heightens environmental consciousness among participants. This bond often results in a heightened sense of admiration for the natural world and a motivation to safeguard it. Correspondingly, investigations conducted by Becker, et al., (2017) and Mann, et al., (2021) have demonstrated that exposure to outdoor settings during educational endeavours enriches individuals' comprehension of environmental matters and promotes attitudes and actions aligned with environmental conservation. Outdoor learning offers chances for hands-on, experiential education, enabling learners to directly interact with the natural world. According to research conducted by Rickinson, et al., (2006), this hands-on approach often results in a more profound comprehension of sustainability principles and promotes the adoption of sustainable behaviours. Furthermore, a study conducted by Waite, et al., (2013) illustrated that outdoor learning fosters a sense of accountability and stewardship towards the environment, as learners observe first-hand the consequences of their actions on natural habitats. Incorporating outdoor learning into the national curriculum, as seen in Wales through programs like the Foundation Phase, highlights the integration of curriculum across disciplines. Outdoor learning facilitates interdisciplinary exploration, enabling the investigation of sustainability across diverse subject areas and fostering a holistic understanding of environmental issues (Sommier, et al., 2022). Moreover, by incorporating sustainability themes into outdoor learning, educators can forge meaningful connections between academic content and practical environmental issues (Cudworth, 2021). Outdoor learning often involves collaboration with local communities and environmental organizations. Studies by O’Brien and Murray,(2007) and Rickinson et al. (2006) highlight the importance of community engagement in promoting sustainability and fostering environmental stewardship among learners. Through partnerships with community groups, schools in Wales can undertake practical conservation projects, such as tree planting or habitat restoration, which contribute to local biodiversity and enhance the natural environment (Wales Biodiversity Partnership , n.d.).

[bookmark: _Toc163933115]Theoretical Perspectives on Outdoor Education and Sustainability. 
Orr, (1992) is known for his work on ecological literacy and education for sustainability. He argues that education should foster an understanding of the interdependence between human societies and the natural world. Orr advocates for experiential learning approaches that connect students with the environment, enabling them to develop a sense of responsibility for ecological stewardship (Bobeck-Thoresen, 2012). Rachel Carson, a prominent environmentalist, and author, highlighted the importance of environmental education in her seminal work, "Silent Spring." She emphasised the need for individuals to develop a deep appreciation for nature and to recognise the interconnectedness of all living beings (Carson, 2020). Carson's writings underscore the role of outdoor learning in fostering environmental consciousness and inspiring action to protect the natural world (Carson, 2020). Richard Louv coined the term "nature-deficit disorder" to describe the negative consequences of alienation from nature, particularly among children. He argues that spending time outdoors is essential for physical, mental, and emotional well-being. Louv advocates for reconnecting children with nature through outdoor experiences, including educational programs that promote environmental awareness and sustainability (Louv, 2010). Sterling (2001) is known for his work on sustainability education and transformative learning. He emphasises the need for education to address the social, environmental, and economic dimensions of sustainability. Sterling advocates for holistic approaches to learning that incorporate real-world experiences and encourage critical reflection on global challenges. His ideas align with the principles of outdoor learning as a means of promoting sustainability and environmental stewardship (Sterling, 2001)These theorists provide theoretical foundations and perspectives that support the role of outdoor learning in promoting sustainability and the natural environment. By drawing on their ideas, educators can design effective outdoor learning experiences that cultivate ecological awareness, responsibility, and action among learners.

The literature review has provided a comprehensive understanding of the pivotal role of outdoor education in promoting the health, well-being, and environmental stewardship of students in Wales. The research findings and theoretical perspectives presented highlight the multifaceted benefits of incorporating outdoor learning into the educational landscape. In Wales, the integration of outdoor education into curricula has gained momentum due to its positive impact on students' learning outcomes and the successful futures curriculum. By exploring the multifaceted benefits of outdoor education, this literature review shed light on the transformative potential of outdoor pedagogy in enhancing students' well-being, skills development, sustainability awareness, and experiential learning opportunities. Wales continues to demonstrate a commitment to integrating outdoor learning into its educational system, aligning with modern legislation aimed at improving overall well-being and environmental consciousness. Studies have consistently shown that outdoor learning enhances students' physical and mental well-being, by providing opportunities for sensory experiences, cultural visits, and hands-on exploration of nature. Prominent educational theorists, such as Froebel, Montessori, and Dewey, have long advocated for the integration of real-world experiences and hands-on learning in natural settings, recognizing the holistic benefits of outdoor education. Contemporary scholars, like Louv and Sterling, have further emphasized the importance of reconnecting children with nature and addressing the multidimensional aspects of sustainability through educational practices. In essence, outdoor education serves as a powerful tool for promoting holistic development, enhancing well-being, and fostering environmental stewardship among learners. By incorporating outdoor learning into curricula and embracing the principles advocated by theorists and researchers, educators can create meaningful and transformative learning experiences that prepare students to thrive in an interconnected and sustainable world. The literature review has demonstrated the profound impact of outdoor education on students' health, well-being, and environmental consciousness in Wales. By embracing the principles of outdoor learning and fostering meaningful connections with the natural world, educators can empower students to become responsible stewards of the environment and contribute to the sustainable development of their communities.
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

lLocation / Activity:  [Oak Field Primary scho

ol woodland area

Date: 20" March 2024

[Assessor:

Catherine Salter 2009547

Review date:  |19" March 2025

‘The boxes in the table below will expand as you type into the; pre-entered text is simply for llustration. You should delete irrelevant items and replace with text relevant to your circumstances.
Your overal isk rating — Low, medium or high s based on your judgement about whether the BENEFITS of the activity or opportunity outweigh the RISKS.

«  Problem solving (over
coming knots or hard
wood).

«  Understand how to us a
tool for a purpose.

«  Achievement of new skill

Chopping log at right height.

Safety gloves to be worn by both supervisor and user.
1-1 Ratio of forest school leader and user.

Proper Maintenance and storage.

Fully trained first aider

First aid kit.

lOverall
How will young people [Who is Irisk
[ACTIVITY B e Possible hazards 5 PRECAUTION:! lace to reduce the risk of injul
BENEFIT from this activity? lat risk? P ury RATING:
L/M/H
+ Recognise and understand + Supervised by a Level 3 trained forest schoolleader-
How b aolf mssess rioks and o Tool safety talk to be given to all present
how to keep others safe. Safety tool tak should include: -
+ Development of fine moto * Description of tools and identify sharp edges.
skills( Grip, hand, and eye * Instructions and demonslrauon‘ol how to use the tools.
ke *  Correct stance demonstrated with one knee on floor.
coordination).
. * How to safely carry tools
. «  Improves concentration
[Chopping and perseverance. = Safe way to pass tools to others.
kindling. e omee soif. [Fisk of accidentor injury [CPdren: * Safe working area to use tools know as a ‘Blood bubble’
[Tools used:- coteomand lsuch as splinters, bruises, PEODlgE identified. Low/Med
[Billhook and o ki leuts, or loss of fingers.  [ogute = Norunning through Blood bubble
Ivallet communication skills. s
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» Family Forest School

*
Q&a Easter Fun
5 W
(N

Join us for a delightful Easter Fun morning, giving you the opportunity where you can enjoy
quality time with your child, engage with their teachers, and mingle with other Year 1 families in
a festive Easter atmosphere. Please can you let Mrs Salter know beforehand if younger siblings

are attending so there are enough eggs for all. or on class seesaw
- What to egg-s 5
O )
What you will need. Wednesday March 20t
e fYw ] Easter story and songs. B
areas will be muddy and Fun for all easter egg hunt. You will be met at the
a waterproof coat. Saln_yord gata;

Easter themed nature crafts.

Log chopping and fire starting.
Cooking rainbow toast on the campfire.
4 f{ 4 Decorating plant pots and planting sunflowers.
>

Learning about the Easter bunnies’ wild friends.

Roasting bunny mallows and hot chocolate to finish our morning!

You will also have time for exploring our Forest School site (complete with tree swings, pond dipping,
slackline, den building, mud kitchen, bird watching and so much more egg-citing things)





