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Element 1
Compare and contrast the scope and approach to outdoor provision in two types of setting
Outdoor learning refers to educational experiences that take place outside the traditional classroom, allowing children to engage with natural environments in meaningful and practical ways. It is widely recognised for supporting children’s physical, social, and emotional development, as well as encouraging curiosity and engagement with the natural world (Waite, 2017). In Wales, outdoor learning is an important part of education, particularly within the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes experiential and real-life learning opportunities.
This essay compares the scope and approach to outdoor learning in Early Years settings and Primary schools, exploring how each context uses outdoor environments to support learning, wellbeing and development. It examines what outdoor provision includes within each setting, as well as how it is delivered in practice, highlighting key similarities and differences.
In Early Years settings, the scope of outdoor learning is centered around play-based and child-led experiences that support children’s overall development. Outdoor environments provide opportunities for active, hands-on learning where children can explore freely and engage in creative play using continuous provision such as mud, sand, and water. This supports physical development, including fine and gross motor skills, through activities such as climbing, balancing, and using natural materials. Outdoor learning also encourages independence, allowing children to make choices and take control of their learning. It supports social development, as children build relationships through shared play, contributing to their wellbeing. These experiences are often linked to classroom themes and may include approaches such as plan–do–review, ensuring learning remains purposeful and developmentally appropriate (Waite, 2017).
In Primary school settings, the scope of outdoor learning is more closely linked to the curriculum and is used to support and extend classroom-based learning. Outdoor environments allow children to apply prior knowledge through activities such as retrieval practice in more engaging ways. For example, children may take part in time-based activities such as “What’s the Time Mr. Wolf” or complete independent tasks using outdoor resources. Outdoor learning is also used to support upcoming topics through investigations before formal teaching takes place. Outdoor provision in Primary settings often includes hands-on activities such as bug hunts or data collection around the school, supporting enquiry and problem-solving skills. These experiences increase engagement and motivation, allowing children to develop a deeper understanding of the curriculum through practical experiences (Welsh Government, 2022).
While both Early Years and Primary settings use outdoor learning to support development, the scope differs in focus and purpose. Early Years emphasises play-based, child-led experiences supporting holistic development, whereas Primary places greater emphasis on curriculum-based learning. However, both settings promote engagement, wellbeing and active participation, offering opportunities to develop social skills, problem-solving and independence, although achieved differently depending on developmental stage (Knight, 2013).
In Early Years settings, the approach to outdoor learning is largely child-led and linked to current themes. Practitioners plan opportunities through continuous provision, including resources such as sand, mud and water, alongside areas for physical, musical, and exploratory play. These environments are designed to be engaging and stimulating, often using tuff trays or clearly labelled spaces. This reflects Piaget’s view that children learn through active, hands-on experiences (Piaget, 1977), while also supporting physical and emotional development (Early Education, 2022). Adults play a key role through observation, enabling them to plan next steps based on children’s interests. They may also model behaviours and play alongside children, reflecting Vygotsky’s view that learning occurs through social interaction and guidance (McLeod, 2025). Outdoor learning can also support small group sessions, such as literacy or numeracy, in more engaging contexts. Provision is adapted to meet children’s needs, ensuring that learning remains inclusive. However, this approach relies heavily on practitioner skills to effectively extend learning opportunities.
In Primary settings, the approach to outdoor learning is more structured and curriculum-driven, with activities designed to support literacy and numeracy. Outdoor learning may involve independent, paired or group work, allowing children to apply knowledge in practical ways. While these activities are often engaging, outdoor learning is not always used to its full potential. There is often reliance on indoor, book-based learning and digital resources, limiting opportunities for meaningful outdoor experiences. 
As children transition into Primary education, there is a shift away from play-based learning towards more formal approaches. While this reflects curriculum expectations, it may negatively impact wellbeing, particularly for children not developmentally ready for structured learning. Froebel emphasised the importance of play, suggesting children learn best through exploration and hands-on experiences (Early Education, 2021). However, children as young as five are often expected to engage in formal learning, which reduces engagement and increases pressure. This can create differences between children who can access this style of learning and those who struggle, affecting confidence and motivation. Outdoor learning is not always fully utilised to support all learners, particularly those who benefit from active approaches. This highlights the need for a more balanced approach that maintains opportunities for play alongside curriculum demands.
While policies promote outdoor learning, this is not always reflected in practice. Provision can become repetitive or limited, reducing engagement and opportunities for physical activity. This highlights a gap between policy and practice, where outdoor learning is valued but not consistently implemented (Welsh Government, 2022).
While both Early Years and Primary settings aim to support learning through outdoor experiences, their approaches differ significantly. Early Years adopts a flexible, child-led approach, whereas Primary follows a more structured, curriculum-driven model. This reflects developmental differences, with younger children benefiting from exploration and older children guided towards formal outcomes. However, increased structure in Primary may limit opportunities for child-led learning, highlighting the importance of balancing guidance with independence.
In conclusion, outdoor learning plays an important role in both settings, supporting development, wellbeing, and engagement. While Early Years focuses on play-based learning and Primary emphasises curriculum-based approaches, both aim to provide meaningful experiences. However, differences in structure and implementation can impact effectiveness, highlighting the need to balance structured teaching with opportunities for exploration to support all learners.
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Element 2
[image: ]Activity Overview
This outdoor learning experience is designed for children aged 5–8 years and focuses on rebuilding fairy houses using natural materials within a woodland environment. The activity encourages children to work collaboratively, solve problems, and engage creatively with their surroundings. It provides an opportunity for children to take part in meaningful, hands-on learning outside of the classroom, supporting both engagement and enjoyment.
The experience is suitable for this age group as it allows children to develop key skills such as teamwork, communication, and independence, while also supporting their physical and emotional wellbeing. Outdoor learning provides opportunities for active play and exploration, which can increase motivation and reduce stress compared to more traditional classroom-based learning (Waite, 2017). In addition, the use of natural materials encourages children to think creatively and use their imagination, supporting holistic development. In addition, the activity supports the development of positive relationships, as children are encouraged to take part alongside parents or family members. This creates opportunities for shared experiences, communication, and collaboration, helping to strengthen bonds while also supporting children’s confidence and social development. Learning in this way can also make the experience more meaningful, as children are able to engage with both their peers and trusted adults in a relaxed outdoor environment.
The activity is inspired by Froebel’s approach to learning, which emphasises the importance of play and interaction with nature in children’s development (Early Education, 2021). Children are given the freedom to explore, create and make decisions, supporting a child-led approach to learning. This also reflects Piaget’s theory that children learn through active, hands-on experiences (Piaget, 1977). Furthermore, the collaborative nature of the activity links to Vygotsky’s view that learning is supported through social interaction and guidance (McLeod, 2025).
This experience can also be linked to areas of the curriculum, including literacy through storytelling and imagination, numeracy through counting and measuring materials, and science through exploring the natural environment. Overall, the activity provides a balanced and engaging outdoor learning opportunity that supports children’s development while aligning with both theory and curriculum expectations.
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Element 3
Risk Benefit Assessment Sheet
RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Stackpole woods - The Great Fairy Village Rescue
	Date:
	20th March 2025

	Assessor:  
	Jodie Todd
	Review date:  
	20th May 2025




This risk-benefit assessment recognises that while outdoor activities involve manageable risks, these are outweighed by the significant developmental, social and physical benefits gained through experimental learning 




	ACTIVITY
	How will young people BENEFIT from this activity?
	Possible hazards
	Who is at risk?
	PRECAUTIONS in place to reduce the risk of injury
	

Overall risk RATING: L/M/H

	Building fairy houses using natural materials 
	· Develops creativity and imagination
· Encourages teamwork and communication
· Supports problem- solving skills
· Develops fine and gross motor skills
· Enhances connection with the natural environment
	· Cuts or scratches from sticks
· Trips on uneven ground
· Minor injuries from lifting materials 
	Young people 

Adults
	· Safety briefing before activity
· Clear rules (no throwing sticks)
· Adult supervision
· Defined working area
· Encourage safe handling of materials 
	Low

	Woodland exploration / Fairy hunt
	· Develops cognitive skills such as memory and pattern recognition
· Encourages curiosity within the outdoor environment
· Supports teamwork and collaboration
· Promotes independent thinking

	· Cuts or scratches when exploring
· Trips on uneven ground

	Young people 

Adults
	· Safety briefing before activity
· Clear rules (no throwing sticks)
· Adult supervision
· Defined working area
· Encourage safe handling of materials 
	Low

	Using natural materials 
	· Sensory engagement
· Promotes fine and gross motor development
· Encourages imagination play 
· Foster flexible thinking
· Promotes cognitive and STEM skills


	· Cuts or scratches from sticks
· Minor injuries from lifting materials 
	Young People 

Adults
	· Safety briefing before activity
· Clear rules (no throwing sticks)
· Adult supervision
· Defined working area
· Encourage safe handling of materials 
	Low

	Fire Circle 
	· Sensory relaxation 
· Supports social interaction and relationship building
· Encourages engagement away from digital devices
· Connection to nature
· Learning fire safety
· Fine motor skills 
· Fosters team work
· Develops awareness of safety and responsibility in outdoor environments

	· Trips or falls when moving around the fire circle
· Burn on hands while toasting marshmallows 
· Mouth burns eating marshmallows
	Young people 

Adults
	· Safety briefing before activity
· Clear rules (no walking around the fire circle)
· Adult supervision
· Defined working area
· Encourage safe handling of materials 
	M















Literature Review 
The role of Outdoor Education
Outdoor learning has become an increasingly valued approach within education due to the important role it can play in supporting children’s holistic development. Outdoor education is commonly understood as learning that takes place beyond the traditional classroom and uses natural or outdoor environments to enhance educational experiences (Waite, 2017). This approach is underpinned by experiential learning theories, with Dewey arguing that children learn most effectively through direct experience and interaction with their environment (Dewey, 1938), while Froebel emphasised the importance of nature and play in supporting early development (Early Education, 2021).
Research suggests that regular opportunities to engage in outdoor environments can positively impact children’s physical health, emotional wellbeing, cognitive development and social skills, while also encouraging environmental awareness and sustainable values. However, despite the well-established benefits of outdoor learning, literature also highlights that the quality and effectiveness of outdoor provision can depend heavily on factors such as practitioner knowledge, available resources, inclusivity, and the ability to meet individual learner needs. This literature review will critically explore current research surrounding outdoor learning, focusing on its role in promoting health and wellbeing, supporting sustainability and ethical citizenship, and enhancing holistic child development, while also considering barriers that may affect its successful implementation.
Theme 1 – Health and Wellbeing
A wide range of research highlights the positive impact outdoor education can have on children’s physical and mental health and wellbeing. Regular access to outdoor environments supports increased physical activity, contributing to the development of gross motor skills, coordination and overall fitness, while also reducing sedentary behaviour often associated with indoor classroom learning (Waite, 2017). Outdoor spaces allow children greater freedom of movement and opportunities to engage in physically challenging play, which can also support confidence and resilience.
In addition to physical benefits, outdoor learning is strongly associated with improvements in emotional wellbeing. Natural environments can help reduce stress, improve mood and support emotional regulation, providing children with opportunities to feel calmer and more engaged in their learning (Natural England, 2021). This aligns with Dewey’s experiential learning theory, which suggests that children learn most effectively through direct interaction with their environment, as meaningful experiences can support both emotional and cognitive development (Dewey, 1938). This can be seen through activities such as creating “mud cupcakes” using natural resources and play equipment, where children are able to engage in hands-on learning while developing skills in communication, numeracy and fine motor development.
These benefits are also reflected within educational policy. The Curriculum for Wales places strong emphasis on supporting children’s health and wellbeing, recognising the importance of active, experiential learning in promoting positive mental and physical health (Welsh Government, 2022). This is closely linked to the aim of developing healthy, confident individuals who are able to lead fulfilling lives and make informed choices about their wellbeing. Outdoor learning can contribute to this by providing opportunities for children to be active, explore freely and engage in learning in a less restrictive environment. For example, activities such as den building, nature exploration or outdoor problem-solving tasks can support both physical activity and emotional engagement.
However, while outdoor education is often presented as universally beneficial, its effectiveness can vary depending on individual needs and the quality of provision. Some children, particularly those with additional learning needs or nurture-based needs, may find outdoor environments overwhelming due to increased space, sensory stimulation or reduced structure. In such cases, children may require additional adult support and scaffolding to feel secure enough to engage with the environment. If staffing levels are limited or practitioners are unable to provide this support, some children may not fully benefit from outdoor experiences.
Furthermore, practical barriers such as adverse weather conditions, limited outdoor space and varying levels of practitioner confidence can impact the consistency and quality of outdoor provision. This highlights that while outdoor education can play a significant role in promoting health and wellbeing, its success depends on careful planning, skilled practitioners and the ability to adapt experiences to meet the diverse needs of all learners. Consistency is also essential, as irregular access to outdoor learning may limit its overall impact. Factors such as changing weather conditions can affect provision; however, with appropriate resources such as suitable clothing and a flexible approach, outdoor learning can remain a regular and meaningful part of children’s experiences.
Theme 2 – Sustainability and Ethical Citizenship
Outdoor education also plays an important role in supporting children’s understanding of sustainability and their relationship with the natural environment. Research suggests that regular exposure to outdoor environments can help children develop a stronger connection to nature, encouraging respect for living things and greater awareness of environmental issues (Natural England, 2021). Through direct experiences such as gardening, planting, observing wildlife and exploring ecosystems, children can develop a practical understanding of how natural systems function and why they should be protected.
This connection to nature is also reflected in Froebel’s theory, which emphasises the importance of children engaging with the natural world as part of their learning and development (Early Education, 2021). Froebel believed that meaningful interaction with nature supports children in developing a sense of curiosity, responsibility and respect for their environment. This can be seen through activities such as growing herbs within outdoor provision areas, for example within a mud kitchen, where children are able to engage in sensory exploration while also developing practical skills such as cutting and preparing natural materials. These experiences allow children to connect with nature through smell, touch and hands-on interaction. Similarly, activities such as planting flowers and encouraging children to care for them rather than pick them can help to develop an understanding of growth, responsibility and the importance of supporting the natural environment, including protecting pollinators such as bees.
Developing this connection from an early age may help children become ethically informed citizens who understand the importance of caring for natural resources and making environmentally responsible choices. This aligns closely with the Curriculum for Wales, which aims to develop ethical, informed citizens who are aware of their impact on the world around them (Welsh Government, 2022). Outdoor learning can therefore provide meaningful opportunities for children to explore concepts such as conservation, pollution, recycling and sustainability in real-life contexts rather than through classroom discussion alone.
However, while outdoor education has clear potential to support environmental awareness, this is not always fully realised in practice. If practitioners lack confidence, knowledge or passion for outdoor learning, sustainability-based experiences may be treated as tokenistic activities rather than embedded meaningfully within the curriculum. In addition, schools with limited access to outdoor spaces or natural environments may struggle to provide regular opportunities for children to build a genuine connection with nature.
Furthermore, while outdoor learning can support all learners, some children may require additional support to engage with outdoor environments, particularly if they feel overwhelmed or unsure. This highlights the importance of inclusive practice, ensuring that all children are supported to access outdoor experiences in a way that is meaningful to them.
Overall, this suggests that although outdoor education can contribute significantly to children’s environmental understanding and ethical development, its success depends on practitioners intentionally embedding sustainability within outdoor provision and valuing it as an essential part of children’s learning rather than an additional or optional element. 
Theme 3 – Holistic Development and Personal Skills
Outdoor education is widely recognised for supporting children’s holistic development by promoting personal, social and cognitive skills through experiential learning opportunities. Research suggests that outdoor environments provide opportunities for children to develop resilience, confidence and independence as they are encouraged to take managed risks, solve problems and navigate challenges (Waite, 2017). These experiences support children in building self-esteem and developing a stronger understanding of their abilities.
This aligns with Piaget’s theory that children learn through active, hands-on experiences, where they construct knowledge through exploration and interaction with their environment (Piaget, 1977). Outdoor learning can provide opportunities for open-ended activities that are adapted to reflect seasonal changes and children’s interests. For example, during autumn, children may engage in activities such as leaf painting or imaginative play experiences such as making “muddy hot chocolates” or building shelters for animals. In contrast, summer provision may include exploring water through sink and float investigations or engaging in physical challenges such as obstacle courses. These adaptable experiences encourage children to think independently, solve problems and apply their learning in meaningful contexts.
In addition, outdoor learning supports the development of social skills through collaboration and shared experiences. This reflects Vygotsky’s theory, which highlights the importance of social interaction and guidance from more knowledgeable others in supporting children’s learning (McLeod, 2025). This can be seen where children engage in role play and shared activities, either leading their own play or participating alongside adults. Adults play a key role in modelling language, behaviours and interactions, which children can then adopt within their own play. Through this process, children develop communication skills, positive relationships and confidence in interacting with both peers and trusted adults.
Outdoor environments also support physical development, as children engage in activities such as climbing, balancing and manipulating natural materials, contributing to both fine and gross motor skills. These experiences allow children to develop coordination and physical confidence in ways often more limited indoors.
However, the developmental benefits of outdoor learning are not automatic and depend on the role of the practitioner. If outdoor learning is not carefully planned or if practitioners take a passive role, opportunities to extend learning may be missed. Some children may require adult scaffolding to engage socially, regulate emotions or understand tasks within less structured environments. Without appropriate support, some learners may not fully benefit or may struggle to participate.
This highlights the importance of skilled practitioners who can observe, respond and adapt provision to meet individual needs. Outdoor learning should be viewed as a purposeful learning environment where adults actively support development through modelling, guiding interactions and adapting activities to ensure all children can access learning opportunities.
Overall, while outdoor education has significant potential to support children’s holistic development, its effectiveness relies on intentional practice, skilled observation and inclusive, child-centred approaches that ensure all learners are supported.
Conclusion
In conclusion, outdoor education plays an important role in supporting children’s overall development, contributing to their physical health, emotional wellbeing and personal growth. The literature highlights how outdoor learning provides opportunities for children to engage in active, hands-on experiences that support holistic development, while also encouraging a connection to the natural environment and an understanding of sustainability.
Across the themes explored, it is clear that outdoor education can promote health and wellbeing, support the development of environmentally aware and ethically informed individuals, and enhance children’s social, cognitive and physical skills. However, these benefits are not automatic and depend on the quality of provision. Practitioner knowledge, confidence and the ability to adapt learning experiences are key to ensuring outdoor education is inclusive and effective.
While policy supports outdoor learning, there can be a gap between policy and practice. Limitations such as access to outdoor spaces, inconsistent provision and lack of resources may affect implementation. This highlights the need for continued support and professional development to enable practitioners to deliver meaningful outdoor experiences.
Overall, outdoor education should be viewed as an essential part of children’s learning rather than an additional enhancement. When implemented effectively, it supports not only academic development but also wellbeing, relationships and children’s understanding of the world around them.
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