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Outdoor Learning- Education outside school
Abstract
Outdoor learning uses planned tasks outside the school building to help pupils reach specific targets. While many countries use this to help children feel better and stay interested in school, Wales has struggled to switch from the old Foundation Phase to the new national curriculum. Because teachers were given more freedom without enough central advice, lessons vary wildly from one school to the next. Staff often feel less confident or worry about how they are being judged.
Examples from the Nordic countries, Singapore, and Australia suggest that real independence for teachers only happens when there is appropriate and sufficient backing from the government, rather than just a lack of rules. For this approach to work in Wales, teachers need better training and strong leadership. Seen this way, independence is not about being left to cope alone; it is about having the confidence to make sound decisions within clear, shared guidance.
Introduction
There are many forms of outdoor learning, depending on where it happens and what children are learning within the intended purpose. We must understand outdoor learning within an educational context. It is far more than simply taking children outside to play. It is a purposeful pedagogy intended to achieve specific outcomes within an educational context.
Outdoor learning is defined as a pedagogy in which teaching is planned, has a clear purpose and structure. It uses spaces outside the classroom with the intention of achieving specific outcomes. It can be the school playground or local parks, as well as natural areas like forests or beaches. Lessons and activities are planned and implemented in these outdoor spaces to align with the curriculum aims (Welsh Government, 2023, p. 8). 
People often discuss the benefits of outdoor learning, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic (Natural Resources Wales, 2022). Marsh and Blackwell (2025) stated the values and potential benefits of outdoor learning after the pandemic, while Neville, Petrass and Ben (2022) found a model in supporting teaching practice regarding outdoor learning. Not only in Wales, but global demand for school-based outdoor learning has increased as educators recognise its ability to improve mental well-being, boost physical health, and increase academic engagement (Waite, 2020a; Pulido et al., 2025). 
Waite (2020a) and Pulido et al. (2025) acknowledge the importance of outdoor learning because children need real-life contexts and hands-on activities to gain practical experience. These experiences boost environmental awareness. Through investigation and teamwork, children’s problem-solving abilities are enhanced when they explore the natural world. 
More education systems around the world now recognise that learning outside the classroom supports children’s well-being and sustains their interest in learning. It also supports teachers’ professional growth. Today, global discussions focus on how policies can provide both clear standards and sufficient flexibility for teachers to meet learners' needs while maintaining quality. 
Although this article focuses on Wales, it draws on international perspectives regarding outdoor learning in modern education. We look at how national guidance and policies can help make outdoor learning a regular part of teaching. It also compares how strong frameworks can support, rather than limit, teacher autonomy worldwide. With adequate funding and support, teachers can exercise their professional judgment and feel confident teaching outdoors. By adopting a broader perspective, the article examines how Wales can learn from international trends while remaining true to its own educational values and priorities.
Outdoor learning in Wales
Wales has always placed a strong emphasis on outdoor learning as a meaningful and valued part of education. The ethos of the importance of outdoor learning has transitioned from a core element of the Foundation Phase Framework to a cross-curricular requirement within the Curriculum for Wales. The Foundation Phase Framework initially introduced the outdoors as a space for play-based, holistic development, with a focus on promoting a child's natural curiosity and independence (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 45). 
Whilst developing essential skills such as teamwork and problem-solving, the Curriculum for Wales draws on this pedagogical identity, using the outdoors to foster a sense of Cynefin, a long-held sense of belonging to one’s local environment. (Welsh Government, 2019). Under these frameworks, the outdoor space is no longer an afterthought but a key site for professional autonomy.
Teaching outdoors fits well with the six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs) in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2019, 2022, & 2023). This hands-on method lets teachers address several areas at once. For example, learners can study Science and Technology by observing ecosystems outdoors. They can also build their skills in Mathematics and Numeracy by gathering and working with real data outdoors.
The natural world offers learners a hands-on way to study the Humanities, allowing them to explore history and geography firsthand. In Languages, Literacy and Communication, learners can use their senses for creative writing or join in debates about land use. The outdoors also offers a stage for Expressive Arts, such as site-specific performances or environmental art. Health and Well-being are supported as learners move and manage emotions in nature. By using the idea of Cynefin, this approach connects every subject to the local community, making the landscape part of everyday learning. This approach connects every subject to the local community, making the landscape an integral part of everyday learning.
Changing frameworks and emerging gaps in guidance
The Curriculum for Wales has changed the structure of early learning in Wales, as Foundation Learning and Progression Steps have replaced the former Foundation Phase. The Foundation Phase previously focused on age-related outcomes, whereas Progression Steps focuses on how learners develop over time. This shift indicates the shift toward viewing learning as a continuous process rather than something tied to age (Welsh Government, 2022).
Within the current educational landscape in Wales, Foundation Learning operates under a non-statutory framework (Welsh Government, 2023); while its core values and pedagogical methods are strongly advocated, they are not legally mandated. This shift has created a lack of clarity for practitioners that the Foundation Phase previously provided.
[bookmark: _Int_iIL6zbKz]Right now, the Curriculum for Wales does not have a single national framework that guides students all the way from primary to secondary school. Without this overall guidance, it is hard to set clear expectations for teaching methods and student progress, especially when students move between different stages of learning. This gap in direction means schools are left to figure things out for themselves, resulting in a wide variety of interpretations across the country. Without a shared understanding of what effective teaching looks like, it becomes harder to provide consistency for learners as they move through the school system.
A significant impact of this ambiguity is that outdoor learning beyond the early years often depends on the confidence of teachers and school leadership. This reliance can result in uneven practice and prompts concerns regarding fairness and consistency across the country. This has brought challenges for outdoor learning in Wales. While things were governed by solid policy and clear professional standards, the current landscape is more fragmented. Now, once children move past the early years, the quality of their outdoor education mostly boils down to how school leaders choose to interpret the rules locally.
[bookmark: _Int_grRq0U6r]This creates a real lack of consistency across Wales. At the same time, some schools have built a truly integrated curriculum, such as Sandycroft C.P. School (Estyn,2023a) and Ysgol Gynradd Gymraeg Santes Tudful (Estyn, 2024). In contrast, others are just getting by on the sheer energy of individual teachers rather than having any proper, system-wide backing. The review, Achieving the New Curriculum for Wales, from OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) (2020) states that stakeholder involvement notes that, although co-construction of policy provides a strong foundation, the next stages of curriculum implementation require clearer roles and responsibilities for all education stakeholders. This includes clarifying how the Welsh Government, regional consortia, school senior management teams, and others will provide coherent support to schools. Without clear and supported roles, implementation may vary across schools, leaving practitioners to drive change on their own.
If there is no stronger national guidance, these gaps in practice raise real concerns about fairness and whether outdoor learning will remain a key part of the Curriculum for Wales over time.
Policy, Autonomy, and the Transition to Curriculum for Wales
With the rollout of Curriculum for Wales, which replaces the Foundation Phase, tensions are rising between teachers' autonomy and the need to maintain curricular consistency. In the Foundation Phase, outdoor learning had a clear place in early years teaching. It was linked to play-based methods and hands-on experiences with the environment. Teachers had clear guidance on what to look for when assessing expected outcomes (Welsh Government, 2017). 
The implementation of the Curriculum for Wales changed this practice, as schools gained greater autonomy to design curricula based on pupils' needs and local contexts. This change was intended to empower practitioners; however, it also diminished the national guidance that had previously ensured consistent practice. Giving teachers independence is intended to boost creativity, but outdoor learning often lacks a clear purpose. This leads to considerable differences in how schools approach it. 
Without clear guidance, autonomy can feel "risky" rather than empowering, especially in schools with strict accountability. (Hughes and Lewis, 2020) Some teachers see more freedom in the classroom as a sign that they are trusted. They feel supported to use their own judgement and adapt their teaching to fit their students. Others, on the other hand, especially in schools where accountability remains strict, may find this freedom unsettling. It is likely to feel less supported without enough guidance.
This highlights a main issue with current policy. Trusting teachers’ abilities is important, but it is not enough. Teachers need fewer rules and clear guidance to help them decide what is reasonable and meaningful in their work.
[bookmark: _Int_fM4RFc05]Systems meant to give teachers more control can restrict their choices. This leads many to "play it safe," turning outdoor learning into a peripheral activity that only happens now and again. Instead of becoming a daily routine, it fails to find a place in everyday teaching. Under these conditions, a framework designed for freedom ends up narrowing what educators feel they are allowed to do. Many educators avoid taking risks, causing outdoor activities to stay on the sidelines instead of being a core part of everyday teaching. 
This is clearly seen in the contrast across Wales. This keeps it from becoming a natural part of everyday teaching. This difference is rarely about teachers doubting the value of outdoor learning. In most cases, practical issues are the main challenge. There is limited time, and opportunities for professional development vary. It is also hard to find clear examples of outdoor learning in daily teaching.
This creates a situation that is hard to ignore. When outdoor learning depends on how confident teachers feel or how much importance leaders give it, children do not all get the same experience. What happens in one school can look quite different from what happens in another. At that point, the issue is no longer about teaching practice. It becomes a question of fairness.
Giving teachers independence without proper support creates an ironic situation where their choices become narrower. Without clear guidance, outdoor learning stops being a daily routine and becomes a peripheral activity that only happens now and again. For autonomy to work, policy cannot simply shift responsibility; it must ensure teachers do not feel they have to play it safe, which keeps outdoor activities from becoming a core part of everyday teaching.
Global context
Around the world, outdoor learning is now recognised as an essential part of high-quality education, not merely an additional activity. Countries that include outdoor learning in national frameworks demonstrate that strong policies can enable teachers to have more, not less, freedom.
Outdoor learning is a key part of education in Nordic countries when it comes to supporting learners’ well-being and independence. In Norway and Denmark, it is vital for children’s development. Teachers are trusted to use their skills, and they receive good training and clear national guidelines to help them. This balance of trust and structure allows teachers more freedom in their work (Remmen and Iversen, 2022).
Passy et al. (2019) explore how national educational strategies in Australia and Singapore facilitate experiential learning outside the traditional classroom. National Outdoor Adventure Education Master Plan (NOAE model) (Singapore Outdoor Adventure Education, 2025) requires all students to take part in major outdoor programmes (Passy et al. 2019, p.75). While Australia provides a flexible framework focused on sustainability, Singapore employs a top-down approach to prioritise holistic development. Both models indicate that when the government requires non-traditional methods, teachers gain the professional autonomy needed to implement outdoor learning. The research highlights that structured policy shifts are essential for integrating real-world experiences into a formal curriculum. 
This comparative overview suggests that supportive administrative environments are the primary drivers for innovative teaching practices globally.
Teachers have more freedom when outdoor learning is supported by clear policy and effective training, and when it is trusted as a professional practice. When rules are clear but flexible, teachers feel able to try innovative ideas and adjust lessons/activities to fit their learners.
These global examples underscore a key point for Wales. The Curriculum for Wales supports creativity and professional judgement. Teachers feel much more confident taking lessons outside when they have principles and support to lean on, rather than just a set of rigid rules. By being clear about what is expected but still trusting a teacher’s own skills, national guidance helps make outdoor learning a regular part of the school day. This shift away from "tick-box" exercises allows for the creativity that the Curriculum for Wales is designed to encourage. As a result, teachers might integrate outdoor learning into their daily routines rather than treating it as an additional component.
Comparative Models of Outdoor Learning: Nordic Countries, Singapore, and Australia
When we compare the Nordic countries, Singapore, and Australia, teacher autonomy in outdoor learning depends less on the extent of freedom afforded to teachers and more on structural supports. Autonomy is much more effective once integrated into policy and frameworks.
In Norway and Denmark, outdoor learning is part of the formal curriculum. It is not seen as an additional or extra. This approach is supported by strong teacher training and clear national expectations for outdoor learning (Waite, 2020b). In Denmark, teachers plan their outdoor learning activities with autonomy, if they adhere to the outlines set by the Ministry of Education (Passy et al., 2019). Therefore, many teachers use outdoor spaces in their daily teaching confidently. However, this model relies on cultural traditions and funding levels that are difficult for other education systems to replicate.
Singapore is completely different, with a more centralised system. This provides detailed curriculum guidance and firm accountability structures. Furthermore, recent curriculum reforms emphasise holistic education and character development. It has created new opportunities for outdoor and experiential learning (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 2018). In Singapore, teacher autonomy does not come from individual teachers pushing innovative ideas. It develops because the education system sends a clear message that this kind of learning matters. Teachers feel more confident using outdoor approaches when they can see that these fit with national priorities. This brings a level of consistency across schools.
Australia takes a middle ground between these two approaches. Outdoor learning in the country is linked to sustainability through environmental education and well-being. National curriculum priorities and various state-level programs back it. Programs like outdoor classrooms offer teachers real examples to use and help them join professional networks, which can make them feel less isolated (Rauch & Steiner, 2013). In these settings, teachers find more freedom by using shared systems to adapt innovative ideas to their specific classrooms. Rather than just relying on their own personal drive, they use these common tools to make changes that fit their own situations.
These findings challenge the common belief that getting rid of rules is enough to empower staff. Simply cutting back on policy control does not automatically give teachers more autonomy. Instead, true independence in the classroom often comes from having a solid framework to build upon, rather than just a lack of oversight.
The key issue is not independence itself, but the support that surrounds it. From this perspective, the comparison is appropriate for Wales. The Curriculum for Wales builds confidence among teachers, just like in Nordic systems; however, this could lead to uneven practice among schools without a history of outdoor learning. 
The models of Singapore and Australia posed another insight. Teachers are much more likely to teach outdoors regularly and with confidence when official policies back them up and offer clear advice. Professional independence does not actually come from having a total lack of rules or oversight. Instead, it relies on a solid framework that points teachers in the right direction and supports them on the job. Having this kind of structure in place helps them make day-to-day decisions with certainty rather than feeling hesitant or unsure.
Contemporary issues in Wales: when autonomy needs stronger policy support
Putting outdoor learning into practice is still a hurdle for many schools because teachers often feel uncertain and lack confidence. While most educators agree that being outdoors is valuable, that positive attitude does not automatically make them feel ready to teach outside the four walls of a classroom. There are very real worries about keeping children safe, how parents will react, and whether they will be held responsible if something goes wrong.
Often, the issue comes down to how much support they get from the top. If school leaders do not provide a solid foundation, a teacher might find that having the freedom to go outside feels more like being "exposed" than being empowered. We see this in training too; outdoor methods are not always a main feature in professional development routes. However, when teachers get specific help with things like managing behaviour or planning lessons for the outdoors, their confidence usually goes up.
National policy plays a big part in making this shift happen. When laws like the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (Welsh Government, 2025) link outdoor activity to long-term health and the environment, it gives senior managers a reason to provide the necessary time and resources. It also helps when official health and safety guidance encourages teachers to look at the benefits of an activity, not just the risks. This moves the culture away from avoiding risk entirely and toward managing risk as a normal part of good teaching.
Ultimately, just telling teachers they have the "agency" to go outside is not enough. As seen in Australia and Singapore, teachers feel much more capable when they have clear goals—like sustainability or character development—to aim for. To move forward, the focus needs to shift from simply permitting teachers to making sure they have the tools and backing to feel confident in the fresh air.
Recommendations for Future Direction
[bookmark: _Hlk219575392]Future progress in Wales depends on alignment between autonomy and innovative teaching. When we look at school inspections and system-wide improvement, the future of outdoor learning in Wales depends more on alignment than on doing more. 
Estyn (the education and training inspectorate for Wales) concludes that the Curriculum for Wales offers consistency by valuing increased professional autonomy and opportunities for innovative teaching. When these elements come together, they create the conditions for high-quality practice nationwide (Estyn, 2023b). Estyn highlights that a clear purpose is essential for high-quality practice. National frameworks should be used to support teachers in extending learning opportunities based on child development knowledge. The Curriculum for Wales allows schools to design learning that fits their local community and environment (Welsh Government, 2020). Estyn reports show that a clear purpose is essential. Most providers recognise the importance of adapting and improving their teaching.
Bilton and Waters (2017) argued that national frameworks should be used to support teachers in enhancing and extending learning opportunities based on their professional understanding of children's needs. In this way, schools feel more confident in assessing their own quality. Ensure staff have the pedagogical knowledge to apply national principles flexibly and effectively. To ensure high-quality provision, it is vital to equip staff with the pedagogical and child development knowledge necessary to apply national principles with both flexibility and efficacy. 
By connecting outdoor learning to progression and assessment frameworks, policy can highlight good practice while respecting professional judgement. Bilton and Waters (2017) suggest that when outdoor learning is clearly connected to progression and assessment, as seen with the literacy and numeracy frameworks in the Welsh Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (Welsh Government, 2017), policy can highlight good practice while still respecting teachers’ judgement. This method moves away from relying on traditional beliefs and instead uses national standards to support teachers’ independence. 
By providing a clear, goal-focused framework instead of strict rules, policy helps teachers balance their own beliefs with official requirements, making sure their actions lead to dependable learning results. Furthermore, moving toward balanced safeguarding and aligning outdoor lessons with national priorities like equity and well-being will strengthen the case for teaching beyond the classroom. Despite its benefits, many staff still worry about health and safety.
The newer inspection policy (Estyn, 2025, p.2) is moving toward balanced safeguarding rather than avoiding all risks. When leaders and staff clearly understand how to manage risk, outdoor learning becomes safer because activities are better planned and more consistently led. Aligning with national priorities, particularly those related to well-being and equity, strengthens the case for outdoor lessons. This is particularly helpful for students who struggle to engage in a traditional classroom setting. Leadership must provide a roadmap so that outdoor learning becomes a key feature of high-quality education. Lasting improvement depends on strong leadership and a clear system. When leaders provide a clear roadmap, teachers feel empowered, rather than restricted, to take their classes outside. Leadership provides direction, and inspection frameworks recognise and reward good outdoor learning. In this way, outdoor learning becomes a key part of high-quality education and helps improve equity and well-being across Wales over the long term.
Conclusion
The future of outdoor learning in Wales relies on creating conditions where its benefits can be realised consistently. While the transition to the Curriculum for Wales has opened space for innovation, it has also introduced uncertainty regarding accountability and safety. The transition from the Foundation Phase to the Curriculum for Wales illustrates this tension particularly well. Increased autonomy has opened an important space for innovation and professional judgement. Yet, in the absence of shared national guidance and consistent professional learning, this freedom has also introduced uncertainty. For some teachers, autonomy feels empowering. For others, it feels risky — shaped by concerns about accountability, safety, and the limits of leadership support. As a result, learners’ access to high-quality outdoor learning continues to vary across settings. International evidence confirms that autonomy is enabled by structure, not the absence of it. 
International comparisons strengthen this argument. The experiences of the Nordic countries, Singapore and Australia demonstrate that autonomy is not created by removing policy, but by designing supportive policy environments. Where outdoor learning is underpinned by clear priorities, intensive preparation, and a coherent professional infrastructure, teachers feel confident to innovate. Where these supports are weaker, autonomy risks becoming fragile, and practice becomes dependent on individual enthusiasm rather than on systemic strength. 
Sustaining outdoor learning at scale requires a deliberate alignment between curriculum freedom, professional learning, and leadership. For Wales, this leads to an important conclusion. The challenge is no longer about whether outdoor learning should be part of education; that question has been settled. The challenge now is how to sustain it at scale. This requires a more deliberate alignment between curriculum freedom, professional learning, leadership development, and inspection expectations. When these elements work together, policy shifts from being a background framework to an active enabler of practice.
From an inspection and improvement perspective, outdoor learning should be understood not as an enrichment activity but as a feature of high-quality provision that contributes directly to wellbeing, engagement, inclusion, and progression. Treating outdoor learning as part of everyday self-evaluation and professional development helps prevent it from being uneven or dependent on individual enthusiasm. In doing so, autonomy becomes more than a principle; it becomes a practical reality for teachers across different contexts.
If autonomy is understood as freedom that grows from clear expectations and trusted guidance, Wales has a stronger chance of making outdoor learning part of everyday practice rather than an occasional extra. This discussion points to the need to rethink what autonomy really means. Genuine professional autonomy does not come from removing structure, but from working within it — where expectations are clear, guidance is reliable, and support is sustained over time. When that balance is in place, outdoor learning is more likely to move beyond policy statements and into classrooms and school grounds, giving all learners, not just a fortunate few, real opportunities to learn beyond the classroom.
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