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Title: 

The current issue being reviewed is the topic of outdoor learning and its importance for primary aged children, potential benefits and limitations of outdoor learning and the practical implications which may occur when implementing outdoor teaching into the curriculum. 


Intro: 

The issue being studied is outdoor learning, outdoor learning is defined as an 

“umbrella term for actively inclusive facilitated approaches that predominately use activities and experiences in the outdoors which lead to learning, increased health and wellbeing, and environmental awareness” (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2021). 

Throughout the UK, using the outdoors as a tool of learning is increasingly being encouraged for children of all ages (MacQuarries, 2016). Outdoor learning has been included in many different policies and curriculum documents for Wales in the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2009) and for England in the Learning Outside the Classroom Manifesto, (Department for Education and Skills, 2006). In 2001 the Welsh Government changed policy to a play-based approach for children aged 3-7 years old, the framework is designed to implement both indoor and outdoor learning. The fundamental principle of the framework is to improve a Childs well-being and develop their personal, social and moral skills (Maynard and Waters 2007). Described within the framework is the importance of being outdoors as it can offer a range of opportunities to be creative, explore risks and to be moving, the aims of the framework is to “promote discovery and independence with a greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource of learning”, teachers would obviously need to explore the areas in which outdoor learning could occur, giving the children a holistic experience within the environment (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2009). 
When implementing outdoor learning into the curriculum, there are potential benefits and barriers in terms of learning outdoors and some of these will be addresses within this paper. Learning outdoors is perceived to have many different benefits to enhance a Child’s learning, in areas such as their personal and social skills, their sensory and aesthetic awareness and overall gain better developed skills learnt through the outdoors for example improved communication, working in terms, community stewardship, responsibility. However, for some schools there are many barriers to participating in outdoor learning, this could be because of  the location in which the school is, the lack of equipment available, under confidence in teachers to undertake outdoor activities and the level of risk which may arise. According to a study by Sandseter et al (2019) parents have been a reason for the decline in participation in outdoor learning/play, due to the risk of their children getting injured (Sandseter et al,2019). 


Benefits: 
The potential benefits of outdoor learning offer a wide range of areas to be developed, some children will experience cognitive growth, affective improvement and social skills being enriched (Harris and Bilton, 2018). Cognitive growth for primary aged children through learning outdoors can be developed as the outdoors stimulates levels of creativity, allows children to problem solve to overcome tasks, it also promotes independent thinking to happen alongside improved reasoning skills. Affective skills can also have a greater improvement through learning outdoors, children may be able to adapt their attitudes, understand their feelings better and improve their self-perception. This may be a result from having to participate in activities which are using a holistic approach to further develop skills in a more meaningful way. In order for children to learn, “the learning experience must of meaningful and relevant” (Piaget, 2013). Another benefit of using the outdoors environment is that due to the dynamic environment, children will be able to experience the range of seasons and the different types of weathers (Learning Through Landscapes Cymru First Steps Outdoors 2014).  As a result of this children gain knowledge and better understanding of areas of learning, the use of teaching for different subjects could be taught outside, for example in geography learning about the weather. The development of children’s personal and social skills is extremely important and can be achieved through outdoor learning, an example of a paper which highlights the potential positives of learning outdoors was by Norðdahl and Jóhannesson in 2015.  The topic of the paper was ‘the role outdoor environment in young children’s learning’ which was concluded in Iceland, it was highlighted that the outdoor environment not only benefited the children’s learning but also their health and play. Overall, the whole experience was perceived to be positive (Norðdahl and Jóhannesson, 2015). For many children in primary schools, forest school is an opportunity to connect with woodland areas and greenspaces. Forest school can contribute to young children’s health as it can be a space where children are active frequently, forest school should be completed within school hours and should link with the national curriculum and implement cross-curricular factors within the learning (O’Brien, 2009).  Many of the activities which can be done using the outdoors are often peer or group work, when working alongside peers doing the same activities with common goals, this can improve decision making skills, communication skills and levels of determination to complete the task. Although these skills can be achieved in the classroom, the level of significance is improved when in an outdoor environment said Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2018). Outdoor learning promotes play and children moving sightly away from teacher-led activities, working hand in hand is play and physical literacy. Physical literacy aids the development of physical competence, high quality learning which occurs in early childhood learning can improve motor development and cognitive development. It is said by Wainwright (2014) that playful pedagogy within the foundation phase when regularly using the outdoors makes a positive impact of physical literacy skills, when the environment is inclusive, offering opportunities to all pupils by using a range of activities it shows a positive relationship between physical competence and pupils’ intellectual development (Wainwright, 2014). As a whole there are a large number of benefits which are created through learning outdoors, the importance of using the outside environment isn’t only limited to primary aged children, however through use of the outdoors in early childhood years can improve levels of participation for later life, as the children already have a level of confidence to try new things, gain new skills and fully use opportunities in the outdoor environment.


Barriers: 

Potential barriers for implementing learning outdoors in schools could be, the environment within and surrounding the school grounds, lack of confidence in teachers to use the outdoors and practice playful pedagogies, managing the level of risk, lack of funding, for example if you have to travel to a woodland area or a greenspace, then the travel costs may be a barrier to participation.  To expand further, the lack of confidence within teachers to teach using the tool of the outdoors could be due to some teachers lacking the confidence to use the outdoors themselves. Through teaching training, teachers can learn how to adapt and use the holistic and interdisciplinary approaches into the teaching (Thorburn and Allison, 2015), making this a solution to improve teachers’ levels of confidence, therefore the level of outdoor learning to increase, meaning for more outdoor learning to be used in the curriculum and in their teaching. Teacher training may also need to happen in order for teachers to gain confidence to educate children in the outdoors. Through training, teachers would gain use teaching pedagogies for the outdoors (Waite, 2020). A study by Van Dijk-Wesselius et al, (2020) suggested that most outdoor learning happened off site of the school premises such as, trips, outdoor activity centre, forest schools and school gardening places. The barrier of having to go offsite to use facilities is there means funding is needed, for many schools the budget is often already tight and it is at the discretion of the head teacher and governing board of how the budget is spent (Van Dijk-Wesselius et al, 2020).  Some schools have created gardens or natural spaces within the school’s grounds, gardening beds are becoming more common in both primary and secondary schools. The natural spaces being created are designed to be able to be used in different subjects, not only physical education for example a pond could be used to look at wildlife within biology lessons and gardening beds to show lifecycles of different plants and vegetables. In order to minimise the funding needed for school trips. 
Risk taking is part of learning outdoors, for many parents the level of risk involved is a reason for
going against learning outdoors. The policies in place are to complete a risk assessment and this should look at all factors and come to a balanced conclusion depending on the children’s risk-taking level and the risks within the environment. The need for the risk assessment to outline the potential benefits of the children taking part in risks within the outdoors should be highlighted (Little, 2020). Outdoor learning is a form of play which involves risk but managed risks, many of the activities which could occur within learning in the outdoors have a level of risk but are also educational, fun and improve many personal skills. It is essential to consider the parental impacts of participating in outdoor learning/play, a study conducted that the main factor of not wanting their child to participate in a risk-taking activity is to fear of injury. Parents may have influence on the level of participation of outdoor activities, for example, children coming home with dirty clothing and the parents reacting negativity. As a result of the negative reaction children may be less likely to want to participate in outdoor learning in fear of getting their clothes dirty (Mart, 2021). There are a number of potential barriers of outdoor learning, however some have simple yet appliable solutions, for example bring a spare set of old clothes to school for outdoor learning/play. Although if a school is adopting a whole school approach to the use of outdoor learning and fully promoting using the outdoors as a learning tool, solutions can be found and implemented. 



Affordances:

Gibsons (1997) definition of the term affordances is “the affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill’ (Gibson 1997).  
His theory of affordances is the physical environment when looking at action and investigation, meaning that flat surfaces aided walking to happen, objects, could be thrown, passed or manipulated. The theory explains that both the environment and the child/person are included meaning that each experience is unique for the individual meaning that both aspects required attention. An environment which offers many different affordances, the type of environment which children have access to has impact on the affordances that they may have (Brooker et al, 2014). For example, a climbing frame can allow children to swing, hang and climb. A low-level obstacle course will allow children to balance, to make decisions whether to climb over the obstacle or to crawl under. Affordances can be anything from objects, surfaces or place, affordances become qualities of the environment (Aziz and Said, 2016).  Looking at Gibsons (2014) theory of affordances, the physical environment a child has access to have an impact on the Child’s play behaviours. An affordance can happen when an interaction occurs between a child and the environment, the reaction is immediate and can be influenced by the Childs intentions, past experiences and the context  of the interaction. It is said by Sando et al, (2020) that is it beneficial to have both natural and build environments to create affordances for children. Complex environments tend to offer more affordances for children, the level of independent features an environment has will likely have an impact on the level of affordances to be created. Therefore, by using the outdoors as a learning tool, children, will gain different affordances which is essential for growing up. The affordances are essentially clues, in how to react to an action, in terms of physical education the environment needs to want the children to interact with the object or surface in order to be beneficial and for the child to gain said affordances. 


Curriculum: 


The Welsh National Curriculum from 2008 has adopted a play-based curriculum for the “Foundation Phase” children aged 3-7 years old, which highlights the uses of the outdoors. The more holistic approach has been implemented due to the decreasing level of physical activity of children, the curriculum was developed to aid children’s motor development which is essential for encouraging later life participation in physical activity (Wainwright, 2021). 
The framework is intended to give children a first-hand experience of play, through play children will develop skills such as, experimentation, risk-tasking, the ability to solve problems, while promoting the Childs self-perception, self-esteem and self-work
 (Curriculum for Wales: Foundation Phase Framework, 2015). With the change in the curriculum, it discussed by Aasen and Water (2006) that it is essential for teachers to be “aware of the understanding” change in teaching pedagogies to allow for success of the new curriculum to fully utilise the underpinning point of well-being (Aasen and Water, 2006). The curriculum has seven areas of learning, each of them included learning both learning indoors and outdoors. Both environments should be viewed as one combined and cohesive environment. The use of the outdoors is a requirement set by the national framework and should be viewed as a holistic experience which should occur daily (Waller, 2008). Learning in the outdoors can be interchangeable across many different subjects, for example, the use for art and design, music, english, mathematics and numeracy, among others. Schools and teachers following the framework, can use the guidelines to help create meaningful, fun and relevant lessons which promote holistic learning using the outdoors as a tool.  
The National Curriculum for England (2014), states that through key stages 1-4 children should have high quality physical education, have the opportunities to become physical competent in ways which aid their health and fitness and gain values which can build character. The English curriculum (2014) doesn’t state the requirement for outdoor learning, however much of the criteria does involve learning which can be done outdoors, some of the aims are to develop a level of competence in a range of physical activities, be physically active for periods of time, engaging in competitive sport and activities and lead healthy active lifestyles (Department for Education, 2014)


Conclusion: 


To summarise, throughout this paper, the importance of outdoor learning for primary aged children has been discussed the potential benefits have been highlighted, the perceived barriers were reviewed and briefly spoke about the value of different affordances and effect they may have on children and finally the Welsh and English curriculum views on outdoor learning as a whole. Outdoor learning can a have a huge number of benefits for many different children, however one of the more significant could be the development of their personal, social and moral development, as it has substantial value and can impact many areas. The most perceived barrier was the level of risk involved with using the outdoors, a factor which was received highlighted was parental impact, some parent’s views were the level of risk involved meant they didn’t want their child participating in the activities, whilst another parents’ opinion was the issue of children getting their school clothes muddy and the issue with that. Affordances were also addressed in the paper and it states the importance of different affordances to enable a child to gain understanding of different environments. Each environment will create a unique experience for each individual child, for example a grass slope and a low-level obstacle course, a mixture of natural affordances and built affordances will invite the child to interact in whichever way they perceive in the environment.  Finally, the curriculum’s in both England and Wales, the Welsh Curriculum of 2008 states the important of using the outdoors in multiple areas of learning as it is a requirement and should be use daily. Using the outdoors promotes holistic learning to occur which is a majority factor of the 2008 Welsh National Curriculum, as for children aged 3 to 7 years old, the framework is designed to promote learning through experiences in play in a holistic manner. England’s 2014 National Curriculum does have aims to be met within physical education which can carried out through learning outdoors, however, is it not a requirement. Furthermore, the importance and benefits of outdoor learning is considerably discussed in many research articles and this paper but the need for more research is evident. 
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