Who does it better the Welsh or the Finnish?
Outdoor Learning Pedagogy: A Comparative Analysis of Welsh and Finnish Approaches
Outdoor learning—using the natural environment as a dynamic classroom—has gained significant attention worldwide as educators recognize its value in promoting physical health, creativity, and holistic development. While the core philosophy of connecting children with nature remains consistent, the pedagogical approaches vary across countries, shaped by cultural, educational, and policy contexts. This article explores and contrasts the approaches to outdoor learning in Wales and Finland, two nations recognized for innovative educational practices.
1. Conceptual Foundations
Wales:
In Wales, outdoor learning is deeply embedded within the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which emphasizes holistic development, experiential learning, and wellbeing. Outdoor education is not merely an occasional activity but an integral part of the learning experience, linking to broader cross-curricular skills, including literacy, numeracy, and digital competence. Welsh pedagogy often frames outdoor learning as a tool for inquiry-based and experiential learning, promoting critical thinking, problem-solving, and social-emotional skills.
Finland:
Finland’s approach stems from its national curriculum’s focus on phenomenon-based learning, where students explore topics through real-life contexts, often in outdoor settings. Outdoor learning is considered part of everyday schooling rather than a separate subject. Finnish pedagogy prioritizes child autonomy, play-based exploration, and experiential learning. Nature is viewed as a co-educator, and outdoor learning supports environmental literacy, collaboration, and resilience.
Comparison:
Both countries emphasize experiential learning and holistic development, but Wales links outdoor learning closely to formal curricular outcomes, while Finland focuses more on autonomy, curiosity, and lifelong learning competencies.
2. Curriculum Integration
Wales:
Outdoor learning is explicitly referenced across areas of learning and experience (AoLEs) in the Welsh curriculum. Teachers are encouraged to integrate outdoor experiences with academic objectives, creating cross-disciplinary projects that foster both subject knowledge and personal development. For example, a mathematics lesson might include measuring tree growth or analyzing environmental data outdoors.
Finland:
In Finland, the curriculum is flexible and student-centered. Outdoor learning often occurs as part of phenomenon-based projects, where students choose topics of interest and investigate them in context, frequently outside. The focus is less on prescriptive outcomes and more on fostering inquiry skills, creativity, and a sense of agency. Nature and outdoor environments serve as natural laboratories for cross-curricular learning.
Contrast:
Wales structures outdoor learning to align with defined curricular goals, whereas Finland emphasizes organic, student-driven exploration with less rigid assessment criteria.
3. Pedagogical Approaches
Wales:
Welsh pedagogy emphasizes guided outdoor experiences, where teachers plan activities that scaffold learning outcomes. There is a balance between structured tasks (e.g., environmental surveys) and open-ended exploration (e.g., forest play). Assessment tends to focus on both cognitive and social-emotional growth.
Finland:
Finnish teachers adopt a facilitative role, allowing students to direct their outdoor learning experiences. Emphasis is placed on free play, creativity, and problem-solving within the natural environment. Teachers intervene minimally, encouraging children to develop resilience and collaborative skills. Assessment is often formative, focusing on process and student reflection rather than summative measurement.
Comparison:
While Welsh pedagogy balances structure and exploration, Finnish pedagogy leans heavily toward learner autonomy and open-ended inquiry.
4. Cultural and Environmental Contexts
Wales:
Wales’ varied landscapes—from mountains to coastlines—support a diverse range of outdoor learning activities. Cultural heritage, including local history and folklore, is often woven into outdoor lessons, connecting learners to their community and environment.
Finland:
Finland’s vast forests, lakes, and seasonal variation create a natural emphasis on outdoor life. Finnish culture highly values nature immersion, and children often spend considerable time outdoors regardless of weather. Outdoor learning is thus both a cultural norm and a pedagogical strategy, reinforcing environmental stewardship from an early age.
Contrast:
While both countries leverage natural environments, Finland integrates outdoor learning into daily life and cultural expectations more pervasively, whereas Wales blends outdoor education with curriculum-linked, culturally contextualized projects.
5. Outcomes and Impacts
Wales:
Research in Wales highlights improvements in student engagement, wellbeing, and cross-curricular achievement through outdoor learning. Structured integration ensures measurable impacts on both academic and social-emotional domains.
Finland:
Finnish outdoor learning fosters independence, environmental awareness, resilience, and creativity. Though less tied to formal assessments, it produces learners who are confident, collaborative, and intrinsically motivated.
Comparison:
Welsh outcomes emphasize alignment with measurable curricular goals, whereas Finnish outcomes focus on holistic personal development and lifelong learning dispositions.
Conclusion
Wales and Finland both exemplify innovative outdoor learning pedagogy but through distinct lenses. Wales prioritizes structured integration into curriculum objectives, blending outdoor exploration with measurable learning outcomes. Finland, in contrast, emphasizes child autonomy, environmental immersion, and phenomenon-based learning. Both approaches offer valuable insights: Wales demonstrates how outdoor learning can reinforce formal education, while Finland illustrates the transformative power of learner-led exploration in natural settings. Educators worldwide can draw lessons from these models to design outdoor learning experiences that balance structure with freedom, academic objectives with personal growth, and cultural context with environmental engagement.


