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[bookmark: _Toc225719029]Introduction and Overview 
The term alternative learning environment (ALE) encompasses a wide range of educational settings that exist outside conventional classroom structures yet still aim to support meaningful learning. Modern education faces challenges including increasing rates of disengagement, rising numbers of children with additional learning needs and social or emotional barriers to learning. According to Kraftl (2014, p.15), ALEs “throw into sharp relief most people’s assumptions about education and childhood” Education is increasingly recognising that traditional, classroom-based approaches do not adequately meet the diverse needs of all learners. In response, alternative learning environments have emerged to provide more flexibility in education. These environments often prioritise learner centred practice, experiential learning and adaptability to individual circumstances, challenging conventional assumptions about where and how learning should take place.
This portfolio examines three distinct alternative learning environments: Forest schools, Hospital Schooling and World Schooling. The aim of this portfolio is to critically evaluate how these environments support learning. It will begin by analysing key terminology associated with alternative learning, drawing on relevant theoretical and policy frameworks. The main body of the portfolio will then examine the three alternative learning environments, assessing their effectiveness in promoting learning. These evaluations will consider both the strengths and limitations of each approach, supported by academic literature and professional practice. 
By comparing these diverse learning environments, this portfolio aims to develop a deeper understanding of how alternative learning environments can complement and challenge traditional models of education. Ultimately arguing that these approaches play a crucial role in creating inclusive, responsive and holistic learning opportunities for children.

[bookmark: _Toc225719030]Analysis of Terminology 
[bookmark: _Toc225719031]Alternative Learning Environments 
Alternative Learning Environments (ALEs) refer to approaches to learning that differ from traditional mainstream schooling, placing greater emphasis on the individual needs and development of learners rather than strictly following a standardised curriculum (EBSCO, 2021). Similarly, ‘alternative learning environment’ is also defined as a different class or programme within a school or local authority that provides a setting designed to remove barriers to learning and support all students effectively (Arkansas Department of Education, 2011). However, while both definitions highlight inclusivity and flexibility, the Arkansas Department of Education definition places greater emphasis on provision within formal educational practices, whereas EBSCOs definition reflects a broader interpretation that may include more informal practices such as world schooling. For the purpose of this portfolio, ‘Alternative Learning Environments’ will be defined as “flexible and inclusive approaches to education, designed to meet the individual learners needs, whether within formal school programs or through broader, non-traditional methods”.
[bookmark: _Toc225719032]Experiential Learning
Experiential Learning refers to the process through which individuals acquire knowledge, skills and shape their attitudes through direct engagement in experience, as opposed to solely relying on theoretical teaching (Oxford Review, 2024). This is supported by the Experiential Learning Institute (n, d.) which emphasises that learning occurs through a cyclical process of experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting, based on Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory. For the purpose of this portfolio, ‘experiential learning’ will be defined as the process which individuals develop knowledge, skills and understanding through direct experience and application.
[bookmark: _Toc225719033]Child Centred Learning
Child Centred Learning is where educators create supportive environments and foster trusting, respectful teacher-student relationships, empowering students to explore their interests and engage deeply in learning (Karimi, 2024). Building on this definition; a child centred approach (to learning) priorities meaningful, experience-based learning tailored to the learner, with an emphasis on self-evaluation” (ESTYN, 2024). For the purpose of this portfolio ‘Child Centred Learning’ will be defined as an approach that prioritises learners’ interests, experiences and active involvement in meaningful learning with the understanding of the challenges of balancing individual needs with curriculum expectations. 
[bookmark: _Toc225719034]Inclusive Education
Inclusive education is an approach that adapts education systems and learning environments to meet the diverse needs of all learners, rather than treating inclusion as a marginal issue (UNESCO, 2005, p. 15). Inclusive education also means educating all children together within the same schools and classrooms, ensuring that every learner has genuine access to meaningful learning opportunities, including these who have historically been excluded, such as children with disabilities and those who speak minority languages (UNICEF, no date). For the purpose of this portfolio ‘inclusive education’ will be defined as an approach to learning that requires education systems and learning environments to be adapted to meet the diverse needs of all learners, ensuring that all children are educated together within the same setting, having access to meaningful learning opportunities, particularly those who have been excluded in the past.
[bookmark: _Toc225719035]Forest Schools 
Forest School is a learner-centred approach that promotes holistic development through play, exploration and hands on experiences in a natural environment (Forest School Association, n.d.). It prioritises experiential learning and child led activity, encouraging learners to develop practical, social, emotional and cognitive skills simultaneously. The roots of Forest School lie in Scandinavian education, with the first Forest School established in Denmark in the early 1950s by Ella Flautau, designed to encourage exploration, problem solving and resilience (Forest School Foundation, 2020). This philosophy aligns with child centred education, which values intrinsic motivation, curiosity and active participation over didactic, teacher led instructions. By situating learning within a natural context, Forest School provides an alternative to conventional classrooms environments, challenging the assumption that effective learning must occur within structured, indoor settings. 
In the UK, Forest Schools are recognised as well-established alternative learning environments offering children “a unique educational experience using the outdoor environment of the forest as a classroom” (O’Brien, 2026, p.4.). This approach enables children to take ownership of their learning, fostering the ideal environment for children to practice independence and promote wellbeing (Cerino, 2021). These programs are designed to foster confidence, independence and engagement, allowing children to take the lead in their learning while developing social, emotional and practical skills. Forest School activities such as tool use, fire building, cooking and gardening all support experiential learning, problem solving and communication, demonstrating that outdoor, learner led approaches can directly enhance learning outcomes (Beresford and Phillips, 2021). Research has also indicated that children participating in Forest School programmes often “develop resilience, perseverance and persistence” (Ryan, 2020).
However, critical evaluation highlights several limitations. Firstly, the evidence base for Forest School effectiveness remains limited. To date, there has been no “published randomised controlled trials assessing the impact of Forest School Interventions”, (Armitt et al., 2025) meaning evidence for their effectiveness remains largely observational. As a result, these findings should be interpreted with caution. While forest schools appear to offer significant benefits and considerable potential for promoting learner engagement, further research is needed to establish their effectiveness conclusively. 
Forest Schools allow children to connect with nature through child led activities which improve skills (NHS, 2001). However, forest schools also have further criticisms including issues of access and equity. Forest Schools require suitable outdoor spaces, trained practitioners and ongoing resources, which are not universally available (Beresford and Phillips, 2021). This can limit learning outcomes, particularly for urban schools or disadvantaged communities. 
While forest schools are often praised for experiential learning, their effectiveness in supporting learning has been questioned due to a lack of strong theoretical underpinning. Leath (2016, p.2) argues forest school practice remains “under-theorised”, suggesting that its educational value is not always grounded in established theories. This can create challenges in ensuring activities are not only engaging but also cognitively meaningful. However, this idea lacks substance as forest school is intentionally separate from formal curriculum structures, emphasising child led, holistic education as much as specific academic outcomes. 
Research indicates that forest schools can be particularly beneficial for learners with additional learning needs, as their flexible and child centred approach allows teaching to be adapted to individual abilities and learning styles. Knight (2020) argues that Forest School approaches are consistent with pedagogical methods typically used in special schools, highlighting their suitability for supporting learners with additional needs. This supports the view that Forest Schools can enhance accessibility to learning by reducing reliance on traditional teaching methods, instead focusing on supporting sensory play which can help “children develop better sensory integration skills and learn self-regulation strategies” (Forest School Finder, 2025).
While Forest School are often praised for their flexibility and child centred approach (as stated above), their effectiveness can be significantly influenced by the way they are implemented in practice. O’Brien and Murray (2007) highlight that Forest School programmes can vary considerably between environments, particularly in how activities are delivered and supported by practitioners. This suggests the quality of learning experiences is not consistent but instead depends on the skills, confidence and understanding of the individuals leading the sessions.
In conclusion, Forest Schools provide a unique alternative environment that allows learner to develop practical skills through play and exploration offering a hands-on experience. Forest Schools create meaningful and engaging learning experiences that align closely with holistic education. While evidence for their effectiveness is still largely observational and outcome vary on practitioner expertise, the approach focuses on individual needs, makes It particularly valuable for learning with additional educational needs. Ultimately, Forest Schools demonstrate the potential to enhance both learning and wellbeing, supporting children to develop essential life skills and connection with the natural world. 
[bookmark: _Toc225719036]Hospital Schools 
Hospital schools provide statutory educational provision for learners who cannot attend mainstream school due to physical illness or long-term medical needs, ensuring that no child is denied the right to education (UK Government, 1998). According to UK Government guidance, hospital education may be delivered within community or foundation special schools based in hospital settings, or through alternative provision organised by local authorities when a child’s medical condition prevents them from attending mainstream school (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). Learning is typically delivered through highly individualised learning plans, designed to accommodate each child’s medical condition, cognitive capacity and fluctuating health needs (Department for Education, 2015). It is a legal requirement that hospital education takes place the entire time the child is in hospital (and in school) unless it is understood that part time education “would be in the child’s best interests because of their health needs” (Department of Health & Social Care, 2015). While access is guaranteed, the quality and depth of learning can vary depending on resources, staffing and integration with healthcare teams. 
“Hospital schools play a critical role in preventing educational exclusion and academic delay among hospitalised learners” (Fazliddinovna, 2025, p. 815), providing both continuity of learning and psychological support to help children maintain a sense of normality and connection to peers. Padillo-Andicoberry et al (2025) found that resilience levels increased during hospital school participation, rising from a percentile of 50.19 on admission to 63.40 before discharge. This demonstrates measurable positive effectiveness in learning. While this suggests that hospital schooling can positively influence learners’ capacity to cope with their situation, it also indicates that its impact may more strongly be associated with emotional support rather than with measurable academic progress.
While the value of hospital schooling is widely recognised, research indicates that practical implementation can be complex. Health professionals report that weak integration between teachers and healthcare teams can lead to fragmented teaching and frequent interruptions, causing issues with consistent learning outcomes (Dagnino et al., 2026). Furthermore, learners who have experienced extended periods in hospital, particularly in isolated and controlled environments, may find the busy and noisy nature of a mainstream classroom difficult to manage (ACL, 2018). This is supported by UCL (2018) who argues that the transition back to mainstream classroom may be overwhelming. Hospital schools function almost as a ‘protected mechanism’, ensuring that learners remain connected to education during periods of disruption. Beyond academic learning, these settings offer vital psychological support, helping children maintain a sense of normality and connection with their peers while navigating the challenges of illness. However, the lack of continuity in this environment can disrupt concentration, reduce lesson time and hinder the development of understanding. This emphasises the need for hospital schools to adopt coordinated, flexible approaches that respond uniquely to each child’s medical and educational needs.
This highlights that hospital schooling is not simply an optional provision, but a structured, statutory response designed to ensure continuity of education for learners facing significant barriers.  However, while this framework guarantees access, it does not necessarily ensure equality in the quality or depth of learning experienced.
Many hospital schools deliver the core subjects such as English and Maths (NHS Trust, 2026) as these are seen as essential for academic progression. However, this approach may not fully support a child’s broader interests or strengths such as creative subjects like Art, Music or Drama. For children who have a strong passion or talent in these areas, hospital schooling may feel narrow and fail to nurture their creativity, motivation and personal development. Engaging with these core subjects, however, can also support wellbeing and confidence which are especially important for learner experiencing prolonged hospitalisation. Alexander (2010) argues that dividing the curriculum into core subjects and ‘others’ creates a narrow approach to education and emphasises the importance of a broad and balanced curriculum. By focusing predominantly on core subjects, hospital schools may provide academic continuity but risk overlooking the holistic development of the child. Therefore, while creative delivery of English and Maths is valuable, a more balanced curriculum that includes opportunities for personal interests could enhance engagements, maintain motivation and support the child’s overall learning experience.
In conclusion, hospital schools provide essential educational continuity for children who cannot attend mainstream school due to medical needs, ensuring no learner is denied the right to education. Through Individualised plans, Hospital Schools accommodate each child’s health whilst also offering the support needed to maintain a sense of normality. Although challenges such as fragmented teaching and a focus on core subjects can limit the depth and breadth of learning, hospital schools succeed in keeping learning engaged and resilient during periods of illness and disruption. Ultimately, Hospital Schools demonstrate that even in a medically constrained environment, learning can remain meaningful and empowering, ensuring that children continue to progress academically while navigating complex health journeys. 
[bookmark: _Toc225719037]World Schooling 
World Schooling is an educational approach in which children learn by travelling and engaging directly with the environments, cultures and communities they encounter. (BBC, n.d.). The world schooling movement emphasises that learning is not limited to formal classrooms, but can occur in any location, using travel as a key component of educational experiences (Kings InterHigh, 2025). As an alternative learning environment, world schooling challenges traditional assumptions about where and how learning should take place, instead prioritising experiential, real world engagement over structured, curriculum-based learning.
One of the key advantages of World Schooling in relation to learning is its strong alignment with experiential learning. Learning through direct experiences enables children to engage with real world contexts, making knowledge more memorable and meaningful. Children are able to learn Geography though visiting historical landmarks or interacting with local communities, as opposed to an education spent purely reading textbooks. This supports the notion that learning happens all the time, everywhere, regardless of where the child is in the world, thus, “making children hungry for knowledge on all kinds of topics” (Taylor, 2018). This suggests that World School can foster intrinsic motivation, where children develop a natural curiosity to learn, rather than relying on external rewards or structured assessments. However, some parents argue that with this lack of structure and formal framework schoolwork was the last thing their child wanted to complete, sometimes missing weeks of academic learning altogether (Matt, 2024). As a result, learners may struggle to meet standardised educational expectations or reintegrate into mainstream school again (if that something they are looking in to). Also, no matter the number of relationships these children create on the adventures of world schooling, they are almost always temporary since the “families are always on the go” (Taylor, 2018).
Practical barriers further limit the accessibility and effectiveness of world schooling as a learning approach. Riley (2017) identifies that big challenges of world schooling include cost, time and fear of travel. These factors mean that World schooling is not universally acceptable. However, in contrast to this idea, the Home School Project (2024) raises the argument that when families are already embracing a lifestyle of travel, World schooling is generally an experience that would not limit them in any way. 
World schooling emphasis on travel experiences aligns with research on educational travel showing that learning outcomes occurs at multiple levels, not just in academic environments. Chen et al (2025) argues that experiential learning “offer direct experiences that reflect real world scenarios and emphasises the development of problem-solving skills, working to enhance motivation and learning outcomes”. This implies that travel-based learning can support cognitive growth but only when experiences are intentionally structures to engage learners in deeper modes of thinking.
Another important aspect for World Schooling is how different types of learning are affected by travel-based education. As highlighted in research on educational travel, “Previous research indicated that the educational benefits of travel mainly fall into three domains of outcome: cognitive, behavioural and effective learning” (Dou et al, 2023). This suggests that World Schooling can influence learning in multiple ways. Applying these three domains to World Schooling, it becomes clear that the approach does not just provide academic ideas but also fosters personal development and everyday learning experiences. Travel provides rich opportunities for experimentation, allowing children to learn in ways that are experiential and self-directed. However cognitive and behavioural learning depends on what experiences the child actually has during travel. Therefore, if travel is not structured or reflective, some learning opportunities may be missed. 
World Schooling represents a highly flexible and experiential alternative learning environment that challenges traditional classroom-based education. Its emphasis on travel and real-world engagement offers rich opportunities for cognitive and behavioural development, supporting curiosity and problem-solving skills. However, the self-directed nature of learning and lack of structured curriculum mean that outcomes can be uneven, particularly in academia such as Maths or English. Practical barriers such as cost and time further limit this approaches accessibility and consistency. When World Schooling is thoughtfully structured and reflective, it has the potential to support learning effectively and to prepare children not just academically but personally, for the complexities of life beyond this classroom.
[bookmark: _Toc225719038]Conclusion 
In conclusion, alternative learning environments such as forest schools, hospital schooling and world schooling offer valuable opportunities to support diverse learners in active participation in their learning, by promoting engagement, flexibility and experiential learning. Each environment demonstrates strengths, particularly in providing personalised and meaningful learning experiences that align with theories such as experiential learning, where knowledge is developed through direct experience and reflection. However, this evaluation has highlighted significant limitations. Hospital schooling, while ensuring access to education, can be hindered by health, related barriers and limited social interaction. Similarly, forest schools and world schooling can promote independence and engagement but may face challenges related to accessibility and consistency. These limitations suggest that while alternative learning environments are beneficial, they are not without constraints that can impact learning outcomes.
Overall, the effectiveness of alternative learning environments depends on how well they are implemented and supported in practice. A balance must be achieved between experiential, flexible approaches and the need for structure, inclusion and continuity. Therefore, rather than replacing traditional education, these environments should be viewed as complementary approaches that can enhance learning when carefully planned and adapted to meet individual needs.
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