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Discuss the advantages of children learning outdoors.

The great outdoors has played a huge role in children’s learning experiences for a long time. There has been lots of research over the years into the advantages and benefits that children gain from learning through playing outdoors (Dillion et al., 2007),(Brown,2008).  Despite evidence of its benefits to young people, there has been a significant decline in the use of outdoor learning (Dillion et al., 2007). With all the rich research and benefits that has been related to outdoor learning, then why has there been such a decline within communities and schools, using their outdoor settings so that learning can take place? An article by Dillion et al. (2007) was written with the growing concerns that outdoor learning opportunities had decreased substantially in schools in recent years. There has been lots of research showing evidence on how beneficial it is for children to be playing outdoors. Brown (2008) refers to play as being one the most important learning processes available to us, and the learning experience that takes place through play. 
 Play is a critical part of children’s growth and development (Parsons, 2011). Parsons, (2011) describes play as “a range of voluntary, intrinsically motivated activities that are normally associated with pleasure and enjoyment”.  It encourages opportunities for social interaction, by working as part of a team and group work, it develops cognitive skills through experimentation , thinking and problem solving , risk taking which could inspire excitement and curiosity, creativity allowing children to formulate with their own child lead initiated ideas and rules allowing the children to take some control and independence to their own learning experience, positive mental health and emotional wellbeing. (Bento & Dias, 2016)
Children learn through failing and making mistakes. Outdoor learning can expose children to lots of new movements, objects and materials, to face fears of heights and animals they may never been exposed to or seen. This causes children to face their fears and ‘have a go’. It is important that teachers and facilitators help children to recognise this and to encourage children to have the courage within and believe in themselves to try again.
“Hurt, anger, frustration, disappointment and fear are all emotions human beings experience very early in life. Infants have more experience of failure than of success. It’s a wonder they keep on trying and that wonder is called courage, courage is not the absence of fear; courage is the willingness to go forward and do what needs to be done in spite of fear.”  (Bettner 2000 p.15)

Parsons (2011) continues by stating that there is a crucial window of opportunity as to when children should be regularly having access to green space and the outdoors to help cement valuable and healthy pathways, which will help to assist and underpin a positive experience in this environment.  Parson (2011) also states “children’s direct social and individual experiences in nature in early to middle childhood during the developmental window of opportunity between the ages of three and twelve helps shape their environmental identity and guide their environmental actions.”  Therefore, schools and playgroups should be advocating and utilising the outdoors wherever possible to help establish a positive and healthy relationship, capsulising this window of opportunity to learning outdoors within children. The positive effects of outdoor learning have been recognised and have been brought into schools through the Early Years Foundation Phase in Wales (Welsh Assembly Government,2008).  Machen (2016) supports the use of outdoors in the curriculum, stating “the outdoor space allows children to relive their experiences through movement, express their emotions through role play and make connections with the world around them”. The stimulus and experiences provided within an outdoor learning environment are very difficult to duplicate in an indoor classroom learning environment. Bento & Dias (2017) describe it as “an open and constantly changing environment, where it is possible to experience freedom, gross and boisterous movements and contact with natural elements” (Bento & Dias 2017) 

The benefits from having an active and physical childhood and being outdoors has many advantages; being exposed to sun light, getting fresh air and being surrounded by natures confetti contributes to a stronger immune system, healthy bone development and physical activity (Bento & Dias, 2017). If children can be engaged in a positive and rewarding manner, this then in turn will foster and ignite curiosity and interest which promotes the use of learned behaviour which will hopefully continue into adulthood. 
Outdoor settings will differ depending on school grounds and location. Morrissey (2013) states that providing children with an environment plentiful of organic materials which should consist of water, trees that can be climbed, bushes that can be used for den building, access to wildlife, bugs and animals. There should be a variety of colour, textures, natural seating areas, different levels for climbing up and over, and changeable and accessible loose parts.
 In recent years there has been a significant decline in children playing outdoors within the school setting. There are a few reasons for this. The changing weather and climate in the U.K can be a barrier for teachers and play workers to plan outdoor sessions. Play areas in some schools are mainly tarmac, with little natural green space (Maynard &Waters, 2007). This does not give children the space and natural resources required to take risks with activities like climbing trees and balancing. Being surrounded with nature and natural resources and utilise the area to its full potential is of far more benefit. School budgets are being constricted and therefore, becoming less and less. Many schools do not have the correct waterproof clothing, which would help encourage more access in all weathers. Some settings do not use their outdoor space from November through to March. There is also lack of space and areas within settings to store and dry this equipment between use (Maynard & Waters, 2007).  Another contributing factor considered linked to the tapering of activities in physical, personal and social opportunities within schools could be because of national testing of core subjects in the curriculum, which in turn creates pressure on the main core subjects in schools. This could be a corrilation between play and work in schools, so that learning opportunities during play are not thought to be as important. (Waite 2014)
 The use of outdoor play and learning within schools in not enough alone. For some children this is the only opportunity they will have to play outdoors, parents also need to wherever possible encourage their children to go out to play.  Some of the factors for this happening is parents fear of allowing their children to have unsupervised play, which could be out in the street or at the local green areas and parks, this has occurred due to fear of their child being abducted with ‘stranger danger’ and also child’s safety in relation to them injuring themselves, and park equipment not being safe.  Parents were more likely to allow their child out to play if they had a mobile phone, (Gleave & Cole-Hamilton, 2011)   which gave parents comfort knowing that their child was easily contactable. Another factor was accessibility to parks and green spaces close to where residents live as villages and towns are now growing in size with housing and population and less play areas are within walking distance. All these reasons combined are connected to an increase of sedentary play, because of the popular demand in use of technology and television that leads to an increase in childhood obesity, rickets and attention deficit disorder. (Gleave & Cole-Hamilton, 2011)  
In summary, there is extensive research recommending the use of the outdoors for learning.  The learning benefits surrounding outdoor play consist of letting children to relive their experiences through the use of role play, children can express their emotions and build social skills. This overlaps with cooperation with peers and following instructions. By allowing children to connect to the environment around them, this will promote a healthy relationship with the environment and development through physical gross motor movements. It also promotes cognitive and creative thinking  which helps to reach a deeper holistic understanding of the world around them. There can be more unstructured play which gives ownership to children to take control of their own learning, which encompasses self-esteem, courage, and confidence.  There is very little to argue against the benefits of learning outdoors, and those highlighted in this essay could be easily rectified with training, thoughtful planning and a willingness for educational establishments to be more adaptive in their responsibilities and practice.
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