Moving away from the traditional classroom: Outdoor education and learning.
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Outdoor learning is taking educational experiences beyond the classroom, whether it is using the school area or local environments (Harvey, 2012). Outdoor provision has been incorporated into the New Curriculum for Wales as research has shown the immense benefits it has on pupils' education and well-being (HWB, 2023). Institute for Outdoor Learning (2025) published a quote on the importance outdoor learning can have;
“It is time to take nature seriously as a recourse for learning and development. It is time to bring nature and nature- based pedagogy into formal education- to expand existing isolated efforts into increasingly mainstream practices”
This quote expresses the importance of embedding outdoor learning opportunities into curriculums in all educational settings. Outdoor learning allows setting to offer child led and hands on learning. This approach to education has many benefits and can allow education settings to offer endless learning opportunities. Taking learning outdoors allows for pupils to take led in their own learning, it builds on existing skills and opens opportunities to develop more skills. Furthermore, outdoor learning can allow practisoners to teach pupils about the importance of being outdoors in nature and allows them to engage with real-world experiences. The numourse opportunities it can create are social skills, collaboration, curiosity, problem solving, all skills which pupils require to go through life with (Discover the World, 2024). This essay will delve deeper into how a ‘early years setting’ and a ‘primary setting’ approach incorporating outdoor learning for their pupils and how both settings differ in their approaches.

In Wales Early Years settings range from birth to 5 years of age (Children in Wales, 2026). At this age most learning and skill building is done through play. Early Years setting follows the ‘Early Years Foundation Stage Framework’ (Department of Education, 2025). It outlines the skills theses setting need to be teaching and equipping their children. The three prime areas of this framework are “communication and language, physical development and personal, social and emotional development” (Department of Education, 2025). The aim of the EYFS it to create opportunities for children to meet the skills required for further learning in a way which engages them and that are age appropriate. The EYFS supports these three key areas mainly through child led activities, mainly outside of the classroom. During this age children will learn various skills through play. Throughout the EYFS Framework it continuously emphasises the importance of daily exposure to the outdoors. It outlines the need of endless opportunities for children to access the outdoors to enhance the three aims mentioned before. Early Years settings will do this through open-ended play. Offering recourses such as mud kitchens, water trays, nature walks and natural recourses, it allows the children to use their curiosity and imaginations to create play. To an outside eye it may seem as if the children are just playing and exploring the recourses, but the benefits are tremendous. Mud kitchens and water play opens the chance of encouraging a child's curiosity and investigation skills (Early Education, 2022). Supervising nature walks but allowing the children to explore on their own allows them to be exposed to the world around them. It opens the opportunities for social skills to develop as the children can talk about all the different senses they go through while on the walk. Furthermore, it gives children a sense of responsibility to look after their environment as well as understand the consequences if they do not (Muddy Puddle Teacher, 2024). However, allowing children to learn outdoors needs to be consistent for it to be purposeful. Early Years Settings support outdoor learning through daily access for all children and any weather. Many Early Years Setting ensure they have clothing appropriate for all weather, so children do not miss out in vital learning opportunities. Early Education (2022) also states that Early Years Settings ensure all activities outdoors serve a purpose and build upon existing skills the children have.

Primary Schools in Wales all follow the New Curriculum for Wales. The aims of the New Curriculum of Wales are to focus on the child's holistic development. The New Curriculum allows teachers to have more flexibility within their planning. Embedded within the Curriculum for Wales are four purposes. These are “ambitious learners, creative contributors. Ethical citizens and healthy, confident individuals” (Welsh Government, 2024). These four purposes are put in place to ensure children are equipped with all the skills they need for their future. When creating the New Curriculum for Wales the benefits of outdoor learning was taken into consideration and was embedded within the curriculum. John Muir Trust (2024) expressed that “the new Curriculum recognises learning outdoors as equal to the indoor classroom”. In the guidance for the New Curriculum for Wales, it outlines the importance of learning taking place in a “range of contexts” (Welsh Government, 2024). It is explained as “part of creating authentic learning experiences” which allows children to make connections between their learning and real-life situations (Welsh Government, 2024). It gives children a deeper understanding of their learning as they can understand ‘why’ they have learnt it not just what they have learnt. The opportunity for outdoor learning is embedded within all areas of the New Curriculum for Wales. For example, using outdoor provisions can cover multiple areas of learning through one activity (Education Business, 2022). For example, a nature walk can cover science, literacy and wellbeing. In schools' health and wellbeing as become a huge topic. It has been proven that being outdoors can help improves children and staffs' health and wellbeing. BBC (2025) expressed as little as twenty minutes a day outdoors can help reduce stress and anxiety levels in the body. Making the time to take learning outdoors can improve the health and wellbeing of the children as well as cover another area of learning in the New Curriculum for Wales. Outdoor learning in primary schools across Wales aim to support the child's physical wellbeing as well as their emotional wellbeing and the New Curriculum for Wales as highlighted the benefits of incorporating outdoor learning experiences to support these and create capable and confident individuals.

Looking at these two setting it is clear outdoor learning is provided, furthermore both settings understand the importance of outdoor learning. But how does the pressure of evidence obtaining and testing effect setting from maximizing the opportunities to allow their children to learn out of the classroom. Primary school setting may find it more difficult than Early Years setting to allow their children to have daily access to the outdoors. This is not because teachers do not see the benefits of outdoor access but are torn between ensuring the children are taught all the materials ready for testing and ensuring there is enough evidence in their books to support their progress. Whereas children in Early Years setting are at the age where they are beginning their learning with the first set of skills ready for primary school. There outdoor provision looks different the primary schools as they can offer a wide range of natural materials and allow free-play for the children. Therefore, Early Years setting can provide more enriching, child led outdoor activities. Whereas Primary schools embed outdoor learning through more structured learning and curriclum focused activities. Primary schools need to be able to show evidence of each child's progress. So outdoor learning will often have a learning objective the child needs to meet. For example, the learning objective may to be measure distances between certain objects within the outdoor area which supports the child's independence and teamwork. However, it limits the child's exploration skills and resilience as the child has a set task to complete often within a time frame.  Although, the children are encouraged to explore it is more adult led to ensure the children are meeting the lessons' objective. This can be seen as a limitation to the child's ability to explore and show curiosity.

This essay has clearly stated that two different settings understand the importance of outdoor learning, but the delivery is very different. Whereas one setting has not got many limitations on how they can deliver outdoor learning opportunities and the other setting as expectations the children need to meet and certain skills need to be met throughout the year. Both styles of delivery allow the children to be exposed to the outdoors, but Early Years settings can offer more frequent child led learning while primary schools incorporate outdoor learning when and where it is needed. Both settings follow different frameworks and guidance which have their own guidance on learning strategies and goals. Another huge difference between these two settings are the ages they are aimed towards. One settings focus is to teach the vital skills the child will need to have before going to the other setting. Furthermore, both settings have different expectations for the children. After all, both settings value and understand the importance of offering outdoor learning. On setting can offer more free play and child led activities and the other setting delivers more structured learning while linking it within the curriculum. Both forms of delivery allow children to gain a wider more beneficial understanding of the world around then, builds on the child's confidence and capable and engaged learners. All these attributes allow them to gain all the skills they need for future learning and life skills. 
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Risk Assessment 
	Location: local swimming pool and castle visit.
	Date: 24th March 2026

	Assessor: Lily Bidder
	Review date:




	Activity taking place.
	How will young people benefit from the activity?
	Possible hazards.
	Who is at risk?
	Precautions in place to reduce risk of injury.
	Overall risk rating.

	Swimming lessons at the local pool 
	Improves child's physical health, allows them to learn lifesaving skills, builds confidence around water. Builds on social, wellbeing and resilience skills.
	Drowning and/or death.

Slips on wet flooring.

Cuts, bruises, fractures.

Medical issues. 

Safeguarding issues regarding changing.
	Young people/ adults
	Ensure lifeguards are always present. Go over pool rules with the children before they arrive at the pool. Ensure there is a male and female teacher/TA present. Gather medical information beforehand. Correct staff to child ratio.
	LOW

	Visiting a castle.
	Children can gather a better understanding of the castle for their topic. More hands-on approach with their learning. Helps to improve observation skills and allows them to explore a real-life castle.
	Separation from the group. 

Trips and falls.

Cuts, bruises and fractures.

Falls from a height.

Weather conditions.
	Young people/ adults
	Ensure child to staff ratios are correct. Ensure all children are given a group leader (staff member). Constant head counts before moving around. Inform children of a meet up point for if they do get separated. Go over rules about the dangers of high ledges. 
Check the weather beforehand and make a professional judgement. Carry out a pre-visit risk assessment. Check all children footwear and clothes before leaving school grounds
	LOW














The role of outdoor learning and the impact it has on supporting students' mental health and wellbeing.

There has been an increase in children's mental health and wellbeing over the years. Public Health (2025) stated that the number in children who are suffering with mental health disorders has doubled since 2004. In 2004 “1 in 10” children had a mental health diagnosis and in 2023 that had double to “1 in 5” children (Public Health, 2025). These shocking statistics made educators and policymakers to look for alternative approaches to improve these statistics. Research has shown that taking learning outdoors can allow for increase of engagment from learnings, boosting their mood and attitude towards learning (Natural Recourses Wales, 2022). Since the New Curriculum for Wales has been rolled out across Wales it has highlighted the importance of Health and wellbeing in the areas of learning (HWB, 2020). Furthermore, there has been an immense push on outdoor learning after research has shown the benefits it has on mental health, physical health and wellbeing. UK Youth (2024) quoted “regular, even short, periods of outdoor time can result in significant improvments to overall wellbeing”. The idea of outdoor learning is not a new concept but has been redesigned to fit into the ways of education today. Many educational theorists believed outdoor learning needed to be embedded into children's educations for them to reach their fullest potential. Throughout this essay the author will link educational theorists such as John Dewey and Fredrich Frobel and how their approach has been integrated into educational systems today.


Outdoor learning can be explained as offering learning opportunities that venture out outside of the classroom (Fresh Air Teacher, 2025). This could be as simple as a visit to the local park, using the schools' grounds to support a lesson, nature walks. This may not be seen as the traditional way of learning but as the education system is forever changing the skills learnt from outdoor learning can have an immense impact. Taking learning outdoors creates a more inclusive approach in learning. Not all children will thrive sitting at a desk all day, but all children will benefit from being outdoors. Studies have proven exposure to the outdoors massively supports engagement and well-being. Results from a project completed by University of Swansea in 2019 showed a significant increase in children's attention to the lesson and the child's overall wellbeing (University of Swansea, 2019). If outdoor learning can be executed effectivilty the children will gain many benefits not just improvement of mental health and wellbeing. Achiving effective outdoor learning is supported by the New Curriculum for Wales. Outdoor learning can be embedded across the curriculum. For example, a maths lessons about measurement can be taken outdoors, imaginate writing can be taken outdoors and based on their surroundings and a science lesson on insect habitats can be more hands on by exploring them outdoors. Learning Through Landscapes (2022) expressed not only physical activities have to be taken outdoors, but there are also endless oppitunties for teaching to take place outside of the classroom.

Outdoor learning has many benefits, it allows for problem solving, building resilience but most of all it has been proven to lower stress and anxiety. University of East London conducted research on whether learning outdoors really made a difference. They “monitored more than 600 lessons that were taught inside and outdoors. The children wore heart rate monitors for all lessons. Research found when the children were taking lessons in doors their high rates for higher than when the lesson was taught outdoors (University of East London, 2025). Furthermore, to this research teachers also expressed students whose behaviour would be described as distracting and unfocused were able to be engaged for longer outdoors and were calmer. This is only one set of research probing outdoor learning has more benefits than partitioners think. Being outdoors lowers cortisol levels in the body. Cortisol is the body “primary stress hormone”, when discussing children, it is commonly referred to as ‘flight-fright-freeze' where they have a sudden boost in cortisol, making them become more stressed (Cleveland Clinic, 2025). Within a classroom there may be many triggers for a child who struggles with ‘flight-fight-freeze', whether the classroom is too noisy, unable to focus, not understanding the work and this will make it difficult for the child to focus and engage fully. Taking learning outdoors can minimize these triggers by lowering cortisol levels within the body. Leading to more effective lessons, more engaged students and improved mental health and wellbeing. However, Smith (2019) expressed his concern that outdoor learning may cause more distractions for the children. Smith (2019) goes on to say if children are unfamiliar with their surroundings or children who have learning difficulties this may disrupt their routine causing more negative behaviour. Having said that Teach Outdoors (2023) state ensuring practitioners are aware of the distractions can allow for them to implement strategies to minimise them. Setting expectations for the children when outdoor learning, proper planning and clear instructions and rules can help practitioners ensure outdoor learning is effective. British Heart Foundation (2020) emphasis the outdoor area does not need to be spectacular. Taking the children onto the yard, school field/woodland area will allow for the children to learn effectivity and improve mood and mental health.


After the 2023 statistics were released on the increase of children suffering with mental health disorders, Estyn (2023) published an article on the importance of using outdoor learning to support children's mental health and wellbeing. Estyn (2023) goes on to say, “the unstructured outdoor environment promotes adaptability within children and boosts their motivation to succeed”. Offering unstructured learning can allow for children to build upon existing skills. It promotes team building, problem solving, resilience, communication and creativity (Learning Through Landscapes, 2022). The skills they will learn for unstructured learning will be beneficial in everyday life. In 2022 the New Curriculum for Wales was rolled out across all Welsh schools. The curriculum was designed to equip children with a wider range of skills and to adopt a child centred approach. However, the curriculum was designed to allow for more flexibility with lesson planning and delivery offering more holistic and child led learning (HWB, 2024). The curriculum also focused in on the health and wellbeing of each child. The curriculum encourages “calculated risk, creativity and physical activity”, outdoor learning has been proven to target all three learning opportunities (HWB, 2020).


The idea of outdoor learning has been used for many years. Many educational theorists have many theories on how outdoor learning is more beneficial for learners than traditional learning methods. John Dewy believed that children would learn best from doing hands on learning and experimenting with their surroundings (Teachers Institute, 2025). Outdoor learning adopts John Dewys theory has it allows for more child led learning and learning by using the environment around them. John firmly believed children learned “better when they interact with their environment and are involved in the school’s learning plan” (Toolshero, 2025). This is clearly shown in the New Curriculum for Wales as it emphasises putting the child at the centre of learning and including them in learning decisions which affects them. Additionally, John Dewys theory expresses it is our duty has practitioners and educators to ensure children have the tools and prior knowledge to explore and experience to the fullest potential (Pappas2026). If we as practitioners and educators equip the children with endless opportunities to learn from their surroundings it allows for them to build on skills and deepen their knowledge on the world around them. Not only has John Dewys theory been used within our education system today, but Fredrich Froebel theory learning through play has been used. Fredick believed children should learn through play rather than rigorist, structured learning (Early Excellence, no date). He explained throughout his theory that learning through play outdoors offers children to build upon many skills such as social, imagination, problems solving, team building skills which all support children’s holistic development (Early Excellence, no date). Fredrich emphasised “each child is unique” and not every child will cope well within a classroom environment (Froebel Trust, no date). He highlighted that every child would gain many skills learning outdoors and these many skills cannot be learnt indoors in a classroom that restricts exploration and experimentation (Froebel Trust, no date). Much research has shown that Fredrichs theory does support the benefits of outdoor learning and how it supports each child and it develops the child holistically. 

Research has shown taking learning outdoors has an immense impact on learners’ mental health and wellbeing. As little as 30 minutes a day can improve moods and improve engagement. Countless research has been conducted around the importance of outdoor learning, and all findings have shown it has more benefits than disadvantages. Along with the numerous research that has been conducted the use of outdoor learning has been embedded into the New Curriculum for Wales. Furthermore, since the New Curriculum has highlighted the benefits of outdoor learning Estyn is many reports have highlighted how many schools are incorporating outdoor learning and the links it has with the student’s wellbeing and mental health. John Dewys Theory on learning by doing has been adapted through the years to fit into the ways of education. His theory has been embedded within the New Curriculum for Wales. In the New Curriculum we have adopted a more hands on learning approach and putting the child at the centre of their learning. This way of teaching has been taken and modified from John Dewys theory to fit into the fast-evolving education system. Furthermore, Fredrich Froebel’s theory has made its way into way of teaching in education today. Further strengthen research that has been conducted on outdoor learning and the benefits it has to offer.
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