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Outdoor learning can be described as a teaching approach which uses exploration of the natural environment, to enhance learner experience. It should be a regular, hands on pedagogy which is designed specifically to make use of resources and skills specific to the outdoors, not a classroom lesson brought outside. (Institute for Outdoor Learning, 2023) Within this essay, the writer will compare and contrast the scope and approach to outdoor provision within early years and primary schools, critically reflecting on the benefits and challenges to outdoor learning within each setting and exploring how outdoor spaces are used to support learning, wellbeing, and curriculum development.

The ‘Early years’ within Wales, describes a period of a child’s life from birth to the end of the Foundation phase, with a focus on 0-5 for play and learning (Hwb, 2023). Children in Wales (2026) explain that “These years are a crucial time for children” adding that during this period, children’s growth both mentally and physically is rapid and this development is strongly affected by their environment. Many theories and theorists agree with the affect of a young persons development. Bronfenbrenner, whose theory of Ecological systems, argued that the early years development of a child comes as the result of ongoing interactions between the child and the multiple environments in which they live. He argued that development is shaped by relationships, settings, social structures and time. (Sprouts, 2021).
In addition, Welsh Government (2024a), writes that they hold the child’s development and well being needs at the heart of their Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care in Wales. Within their framework, they explain that effective environments are ones which offer authentic indoor and outdoor experiences, which are inclusive and offer safe spaces which encourage appropriate risk and challenge. When designed effectively by the practitioner the experience the young person will indulge can support natural curiosity, support language development, improve physical, social and emotional skills whilst also develop thinking, understanding, problem solving and imagination. However, to be effective, outdoor learning must be a regular part of practice and not an inconsistent add on. Practitioners must overcome safety concerns, lack of confidence and experience, to create an outdoor experience that extends the learners curriculum. Without overcoming these challenges the adult may create a negative experience for the young person. By allowing activities such as climbing, hiding and balancing, gardening and feeding wildlife, exploring mud, sand, water and clay, the experiences support physical, sensory and emotional development whilst individuals build confidence and independence, develop self‑esteem, trust and emotional security through managed and appropriate risk. These risk‑benefit approaches allow children to develop resilience and safety awareness which can be offered in more varied and richer experiences outdoors, whilst stopping the young person taking risks and developing safety awareness could be detremental to future exploraion. These experiences also help children develop an ecological identity and respect for nature. For success, practitioners must overcome barriers which include sufficient space and access to a natural environment, equipment and their own understanding of the implementation of outdoor learning. (Kennard, 2022; Welsh Government, 2009).

Primary schools in Wales follow the Welsh curriculum which sets out a statutory, purpose-led framework for learners aged 3 to 16, emphasizing skills, knowledge, and experiences over rigid subject content. (Welsh Government, 2022). Outdoor learning makes a distinctive contribution to the Four Purposes by providing real‑world contexts that deepen understanding beyond classroom instruction. It supports ambitious, capable learners through authentic problem‑solving, and enterprising, creative contributors by encouraging collaboration and risk‑taking. The interaction with nature helps develop ethical, informed citizens who understand sustainability through lived experience. It also promotes healthy, confident individuals by strengthening physical wellbeing, resilience and emotional regulation. Critically, its effectiveness depends on schools prioritising outdoor provision within curriculum planning. (Equal Education Partners, 2025). In a continuation to the early years, outdoor learning provides a variety of benefits to children throughout primary school. Recognising the importance of outdoor learning, Welsh Government describes outdoor learning as a key feature of effective, learner-centred pedagogy. Many practitioners argue that the curriculum gets in the way. However, Lamont (2026), explains how outdoor learning can provide strong curriculum coverage across all four core purposes. To become ambitious capable learners, children can participate in real life learning, using practical methods to incorporate maths, language and problem solving such as measuring outdoor objects or building dens or shelters, whilst they become more interested and motivated to learn in a natural environment. To become enterprising and creative contributors they are encouraged to try things, take safe risks and think creatively whilst learning through mistakes, in turn creating opportunities for developing resilience and teamwork as well as confidence. Spending time connecting to the outdoors and nature allows children to become ethical, informed citizens, encouraging respect for the environment, and others, which enables them to care about the environment and be more likely to want to protect it moving forward. Lastly, being outdoors is proven to support physical health, but also mental well being by allowing children to feel calmer and happier. This supports the development of self-confidence, independence and ensures children enjoy learning across curriculum whilst remaining active outside of PE lessons, creating healthy, confident individuals. To implement successfully, the adults face challenges similar to the early years, such as appropriate space, funding and experience, however, additionally they face a timetabling puzzle. With a busy curriculum and a challenge for the use of space with other classes, time and space often become the main barriers. (Patchen et al., 2022).
Whilst both settings allow for potentially healthier individuals and provide opportunities for holistic development, the early years being child led, allows for deep and continued exploration and curiosity, where as, the primary setting mainly supports the curriculum objectives and is used to enhance or apply classroom learning and therefore puts limitations on the young persons freedom potentially their independence and opportunity to take risk and make mistakes they will learn from. Mostly adult led, the learning here often becomes more structured and organised with a shift to focus on skills and outcomes. There is however an argument that the activity being led by a more knowledgable other can enhance the learning outsomes of the individual. (Vygotsky, 1978a). Essentially, in the early years, the child will be given the opportunity to decide what it is they want to explore, how they want to explore this and for how long, where as in curriculum-based learning, learners will often be given a set time slot, a set task and instructions on how to complete a set task. 
Finally, is the contrast in the role of the practitioner. Primary school adults usually become instructors, usually observing and supporting for a specific outcome or to provide assessment. On the other hand, early years adults become facilitators or co-players where they enhance the ideas of the child. These roles can both produce positive outcomes, and therefore a balance correctly implemented by the adult would be best practice. (Introduction to Curriculum for Wales guidance - Hwb, 2024; Welsh Government, 2024b).
Outdoor learning in the early years reflects Piaget’s and Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on experiential, play‑based learning within supportive environments, whereas in contrast, outdoor learning for primary school children aligns more closely with Vygotsky’s theory, focusing on structured learning, social collaboration and guided development. (Vygotsky, 1978b; Piaget, 1952). In summary, outdoor learning in both settings provide many similar benefits to young people when implemented correctly. The differences are found within that implementation. In the early years the scope of the strength of outdoor learning is play‑based, child‑led and a subject which is central to holistic development. It’s effectiveness can be challenged by the lack of natural space or equipment available, and the experience or confidence of the adult who is responsible for providing the experience. Whereas although facing similar challenges, practitioners face time constraints in the primary years, and outdoor learning becomes more structured, curriculum‑focused and outcome‑driven, supporting subject knowledge and skill progression rather than exploratory learning. 
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT
	Location / Activity:
	Rock Climbing – Dynamic Rock 
	Date:
	04/03/2026

	Assessor:  
	J HUMPHREYS
	Review date:  
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The boxes in the table below will expand as you type into them; pre-entered text is simply for illustration.  You should delete irrelevant items and replace with text relevant to your circumstances.
Your overall risk rating – Low, medium or high – is based on your judgement about whether the BENEFITS of the activity or opportunity outweigh the RISKS.
	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

	Rock Climbing - Climbing
	Pupils will develop individual and team working skills during the session. This is an important part of their course which shows development through participating in a new, adventurous activity.
They will learn not only physical skills that are required for climbing, but they will also develop problem solving whilst navigating the wall, perseverance to continue when they reach difficulty and communication whilst speaking and listening to group members and climbing staff. 
Their BTEC course requires them to participate in adventurous activities, so this is crucial for them to PASS their course.
	Injury to participants
Climber falling
	There is risk to the pupil climbing, the Bilayer and rope gatherer. 
Pupils are staff below the climber are also potentially at risk.
	· Pupils to wear appropriate clothing to participate in Rock climbing sessions. Long trousers and sturdy trainers. 
· Pupils will follow instructions of training centre staff.
· Pupils will ensure their harness is on correctly and checked by a member of staff.
· Pupils will make sure their carabiner is correctly locked.
· Pupils will make sure they are in groups of 3 and the bilayer and rope gatherer is correctly harnesses and carabiners locked.
· Final checks by staff before climbing.
· Fully charged mobile phone
	L

	Rock Climbing - Belayer
	Pupils will have the opportunity to undertake rock climbing, indoors in a safe environment with professional instructors. When they are undertaking the role of the Belayer, the young person will be responsible for the safety of the climber.  
They will benefit from the responsibility, the knowledge and understanding of all safety aspects, and the importance of communication. 
They will develop the knowledge and understanding of how to safely open and lock their carabiner, and support the safety of their group member who is climbing. 
They will control the climbers ability to abseil down the wall and therefore their ability to communicate effectively in this situation will benefit them greatly. 

	Injury to participants
Climber falling
	There is risk to the pupil climbing, the Belayer and rope gatherer. 
Pupils are staff below the climber are also potentially at risk.
	· Pupils to wear appropriate clothing to participate in Rock climbing sessions. Long trousers and sturdy trainers. 
· Pupils will follow instructions of training centre staff.
· Pupils will ensure their harness is on correctly and checked by a member of staff.
· Pupils will make sure their carabiner is correctly locked.
· Pupils will make sure they are in groups of 3 and the bilayer and rope gatherer is correctly harnesses and carabiners locked.
· The bilayer will remain fully attentive at all times using the correct technique and will be supervised closely by qualified staff.
· Final checks by staff before climber begins.
	L





























Literature review: The role of outdoor education

The Institute for Outdoor Learning (2023), describes outdoor learning as an inclusive and facilitated approach using nature-based activities such as forest schools to enhance indoor education. They further add that the experiences in nature help not only to foster education but personal and social development, health, and environmental awareness. They explain that through outdoor learning, we support the development of sustainable behaviours which is beneficial for individuals’ health, self-fulfilment and life-long learning. Additionally, Robb (2024) defines outdoor learning as a broad term that includes, learning about and connecting to the natural world, through discovery, experimentation and engaging in environmental and adventure activities. They also include that outdoor Learning encompasses the development of knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours which are transformed through the direct engagement with the outdoor environment. These experiences enhance an individual’s personal and social development which in turn, passes the same attitudes and understanding to families, society and the wider world.
Clare Pillman, the Chief Executive of Natural Resources Wales, declared that “Evidence shows that connecting with nature is good for us. It is also good for the environment because it encourages lifelong positive behaviours. Outdoor learning has become increasingly important over the last few years, especially as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic which has made us all more aware than ever of how important it is to spend time outdoors and to nurture our connection with nature.” She continued to explain how outdoor learning a key component of the new Curriculum for Wales and is widely recognised for its significant health and well-being benefits whatever your age or whatever activity is undertaken, from Duke of Edinburgh to pond dipping. (Natural Resources Wales, 2022).

A study by the National Centre for Population Health & Wellbeing Research, explored changes in health and wellbeing outcomes in primary school children in Wales from 2014 to 2022.  Their findings tell us that children’s health and well‑being in Wales have shown a worrying decline in recent years, reflected across physical, nutritional, and emotional indicators. The physical decline is mirrored in a sharp rise in mental health difficulties, where emotional and behavioural challenges rose from 13–15% in 2017–2018 to 29% by 2021–2022, which signals a growing emotional strain and reduced resilience. These patterns suggest that many children are experiencing reduced confidence, reduced sense of capability, and a general decline in holistic well‑being.  Literature across the world, suggest outdoor learning, can significantly improve an individual’s health and wellbeing. (Toomey, 2024).
Within their Foundation Phase: Outdoor learning handbook, Welsh Government (2009) describe how there are many benefits to outdoor learning, when learners are given the correct opportunity. Central to their focus, is the impact the outdoor learning can have on an individual’s health and wellbeing. They explain how the hands-on approach provides vital opportunities for exploration which leads physical health and fitness benefits, as well as the development of confidence and self-esteem. (Welsh Government, 2009). Natural Resources Wales (2022a), further explain how Welsh Government established the importance of outdoor learning by highlighting the role of outdoor learning within its new curriculum, which aims to provide students with experiences both indoors and outdoors.  Amongst research from the University of Wales, Ellis et al., (2024) explored ‘The ‘Welsh way’, outdoor learning within the primary curriculum: a ‘fringe add-on or mainstream pedagogical practice’?’. Their research expands on the evident health and well-being benefits outdoor learning offers. They conclude that time spent in outdoor environments promotes improved physical development, as children engage more naturally in active, movement enriched experiences that strengthen their motor skills and overall physical health. At the same time, outdoor learning is shown to enhance mental health and emotional well‑being, reducing stress and supporting calmer, more positive emotional states. These environments also help to build resilience, giving children opportunities to take manageable risks, solve problems, and develop confidence through hands‑on exploration. Furthermore, Ellis et al., (2024) states that outdoor learning leads to higher levels of engagement, as children demonstrate greater curiosity, motivation, and sustained attention when interacting with natural spaces.
In addition to its evident impact on health and well-being, outdoor learning can play a lead role in developing a learner’s ‘soft skills’. A modern buzz word in today’s society, soft skills is a term used to encompass skills which covers important individual character traits which include communication, conflict resolution, empathy, problem solving and critical thinking. It is argued that developing these skills can be more challenging, since they have little to do with knowledge or expertise, but are instead closely linked with a person’s character and experiences. (University of Law, 2019).
Research from the Muddy Puddle Teacher (2005) approach highlights those outdoor environments naturally encourage collaboration and cooperative learning, helping children learn to communicate, negotiate roles, and work effectively as part of a team. These settings also promote empathy and understanding, as shared tasks and exploration help children recognise and value others’ perspectives. In addition, outdoor learning supports the development of leadership, responsibility, and problem‑solving, as children take the lead in activities, make decisions, and navigate challenges together. Through inclusive, child‑led outdoor play, pupils build confidence, resilience, and independence, strengthening their emotional intelligence and social skills in ways that classroom‑based activities cannot always replicate. (Muddy Puddle Teacher, 2025). Friedrich Froebel strongly advocated for outdoor learning. He believed that exposure to nature was critical for physical well-being, creativity, and a child’s spiritual growth. His principles encourage children to explore the natural world through curiosity and respect for their surroundings. He also emphasised that play should not just be a pastime but a critical tool for social, emotional and cognitive development. His theory on play describes that through structured play, children develop skills such as problem solving, imagination and independent thinking, whilst gaining a deeper understanding of the world around them, strengthening the argument that outdoor learning has been an important tool for the ‘soft skill’ development for centuries. (O’Brien, 2026).

With the ideal provision and resources, there are clear advantages to outdoor learning. However, access to opportunities for outdoor learning is not equal across age groups, schools or local authorities. There are a wide range of barriers which have been identified that prevent young people from being able to meaningfully engage in outdoor learning. Many schools based in urban sites often have small, overcrowded, or poorly designed outdoor areas, which limit opportunities for meaningful outdoor activities. This lack of space can not only make it difficult to deliver outdoor learning experiences that are engaging or safe but can also be detrimental to the learners’ outdoor experience. (UK Youth, 2023). In agreement, the Welsh government also accept there are many barriers to effective outdoor learning taking place. The ‘Teaching and learning in the outdoors: the current state of outdoor learning in schools in Wales’ report (2023) explains that outdoor learning in Wales is constrained by a combination of physical, pedagogical, organisational, and environmental barriers that prevent schools from embedding it as a consistent part of their curriculum. Central to the barriers identified is the physical limitation of school grounds, with many settings, particularly in urban areas facing restricted space, inadequate facilities, and outdoor environments that are not designed to support high‑quality outdoor activities. Beyond these issues, the report also highlights teacher related barriers. Evidence suggests that many educators lack the confidence, training, and pedagogical expertise required to deliver outdoor lessons effectively. This barrier is reinforced by research which demonstrates that outdoor learning often lacks formal status within school practice and therefore receives less professional attention and support. With a crowded curriculum, and pressures on the delivery of core subjects, this further compounds these difficulties. Schools must manage time constraints, supervision requirements, and planning demands, which together make outdoor lessons more logistically complex than indoor teaching, while education priorities often push outdoor learning to the back of the list. (Welsh Government, 2009b; Lamont, 2026).

In addition, children’s behaviour outdoors can be shaped by a complex mix of emotional, sensory, and experiential factors. Where it can provide many health and well-being benefits, some pupils may feel anxious about getting dirty, associating mud or natural materials with discomfort or mess, while others may become overwhelmed by the sensory overload of outdoor environments which can heighten their anxiety and self-regulation. Moreover, previous negative experiences outdoors, whether during structured activities or informal playtimes, may lead certain children to approach outdoor learning with reluctance. Consistency in this case plays a key role. Whilst outdoor learning is not a core part of the curriculum, and holds a regular place on the timetable, and is part of the schools routine, the random occasion of being outside the four walls, which is their usual safe space, can therefore lead to a more negative learning experience than a positive one for some learners. (Edwards, 2023).

In conclusion, the literature overwhelmingly demonstrates that outdoor learning is a powerful pedagogical approach that contributes significantly to children’s development. Organisations such as the Institute for Outdoor Learning and Muddy Puddle Teacher highlight the significant benefits of outdoor learning, emphasising its role in cognitive and social development, emotional well‑being, environmental awareness, and the of enhancing lifelong learning behaviours. Simultaneously, evidence from Wales’s National curriculum and research from Natural Resources Wales, reaffirms how essential outdoor learning has become in response to concerning declines in children’s physical and mental health. These sources collectively support that time spent outdoors enhances resilience, confidence, emotional regulation, and physical fitness, while promoting deeper engagement, curiosity, and motivation across the curriculum. Theory developed by John Dewey throughout the late 19th and early 20th century, further supports the belief that individuals learn and grow as a result of experiences and interactions with the world. He wrote that these interactions and experiences lead individuals to continually develop new concepts, ideas and understandings, which are refined through the learner’s life experiences and social interactions. (Howley-Rouse, 2021).
Alongside its health and educational benefits, outdoor learning clearly contributes to the development of vital soft skills, such as communication, collaboration, empathy, leadership, and problem‑solving. Theories originating as far back as Froebel highlight that experiential, hands on learning has long been recognised as a foundation for social and emotional growth which is a fundamental part of the foundation phase, within the Welsh Curriculum. These perspectives reinforce the argument that outdoor learning not only enriches academic understanding but also supports children in becoming capable, confident, socially responsible individuals. The Welsh Curriculum’s, four core purposes reflect these values, which include the key terms: ambitious, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world and healthy, confident individuals, within their new framework. (Equal Education Partners, 2025).
However, the literature also makes clear that despite its recognised value, outdoor learning is not equally accessible. Barriers such as limited outdoor space, inadequate facilities, inconsistent staffing expertise, and competing curriculum pressures restrict many schools’ ability to embed outdoor learning meaningfully and consistently. Teacher confidence, logistical challenges, and children varied emotional responses to outdoor environments further complicate consistent and quality implementation. Without investment, professional development, and a shift in whole‑school culture, outdoor learning risks remaining an occasional experience rather than an embedded positive teaching approach. 
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