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Essay
This essay with compare and contrast the scope, of what outdoor learning covers, opportunities it includes and experiences it offers, as well as what each setting aims to achieve in the process of outdoor learning. It will also compare and contrast the approach each setting has and how it may deliver outdoor learning, how staff manage, plan and teach, whilst also ensuring that the activities and opportunities provided are embedded into the curriculum to outdoor learning. The settings which have been selected are Early Years and a Primary School setting, exploring how each setting uses outdoor spaces to support learning, wellbeing, and curriculum development for all children. Outdoor learning is a term used for any educational learning that is not based within the classroom, but outside and off-site from a school setting, such as field trips, in hopes children can explore nature and support their physical, emotional, social and wellbeing skills in the process, as well as understanding their surroundings and environment within nature supporting the holistic development for all children (Tirlun, n.d.).
In an Early Years setting, an outdoor learning environment can be located just outside the classroom as well as out in the community, various natural resources would be provided for the children to explore on their own accord (Berg, 2026), independently or as a team, such as water, sand, and mud. This can support a child’s independence as well as learning through play and encourages sensory exploration and hand-on discovery that can not be replicated within a classroom, many taking structured and supervised risks with resources to further their understanding and learning with each material. The children have a large scale of movement and sensory opportunities that they may not be able to access at home or in other areas of a school setting, strengthening a child’s confidence and curiosity, whilst building on their motor and coordination skills with such activities, by getting messy and wet in water and mud play (Brodie, 2026). Not only can outdoor learning contribute to physical development, but it can also contribute to their social and communication skills, as well as their mental health and wellbeing. Children can bond over shared experiences and exchange various vocabulary furthering their learning from each other (McLeod, 2025), as well as developing key social skills and relationships vital to a child’s development.
In contrast to an Early Years setting, children in a Primary School are still able to access outdoor learning activities, however they are more dedicated to specific curriculum to help aid and further their learning from within the classroom (Prince and Diggory, 2023), planting flowers relating to science, sketching a landscape in relation to art, as well as field trips out of the setting to castles in relation to history. Whereas Early Years focuses on developing a child’s physical, communication and language, social, personal and emotional skills (Jack and Jill Day Nursery, n.d.), Primary School focuses on building resilience and a positive attitude to learning, as well as improving their physical and mental health and reducing sedentary behaviour (LTL, n.d). Children having the freedom to further their education outside amongst nature can reduce stress and the pressures of being within a classroom and improve focus on their studies to create a more calming environment for all pupils and a higher level of classroom management. This reflects behavioural expectations of primary school students, whereas early years children are still struggling to share and play with one another, primary school children are trying to improve emotional resilience through educational work experiences. However, similarly both outdoor learning in both settings, contribute to independent learning, team building skills and communication skills through shared experiences, both influencing relationships building (Gessiou and Mart, 2023).
The best practice approach of an Early years setting for outdoor learning, is to provide a variety of continuous access to well-organised play and natural resources, such as wood, water and mud. Organisation is key in outdoor learning, so every child has the equal opportunity to experience every resource and the potential to take risks while using them to further their confidence (building towers out of wood and loose parts) (Carter, 2023). Regularly rotating the children round each activity, as well as rotating resources each day or week to keep the environment stimulating. Another key point in the preparation of organised play within the setting, is to be equipped with appropriate clothing for the activity (waterproof clothing, wellington boots), this also demonstrates that early years is a prioritised provision, which enables the children to have access to all outdoor activities in all weather conditions, due to being provided with shelters to enable them to further their learning in any scenario.
In a Primary school setting, the best practice approach is to integrate outdoor learning across the curriculum regularly and not just for special events, allowing the children access to outdoors and nature, is beneficial to their mental health and wellbeing, as well as development. The outdoor experiences could be done within the school setting or extended into the wider community, in parks, woodland areas, or specific areas in relation to the subject. Therefore, ensuring defined outdoor learning areas and equipment are provided, with trained staff and embedding appropriate risk-benefit assessments (Welsh Government, n.d.), can encourage pupil-led exploration and confidence building. Another good practise in relation to a primary setting is the inclusivity of each opportunity, adapting the tasks for different abilities, needs and interests (Welsh Government, 2023). Similarly, both approaches encourage pupil-led learning or play, to be able to build on a child’s independence and confidence in learning. Furthermore, both settings require high organisational skills prior to children being able to benefit from such activities outdoors, whether that would be setting up activities, protective wear, to the organisation of fieldtrips. In contrast, Early Years are more experimental in their learning, based on the children’s interests and desires, whereas a Primary setting outdoor learning is based on an integrated curriculum to enhance further learning from within the classroom.  

In conclusion, both settings are aiming to provide outdoor experiences for all students, encouraging a child’s holistic development, as well as experiences that they may not be able to access outside of school. In similarity, they both provide key opportunities to socialise and build relationships with others based on their experiences and provide learning opportunities from other individuals that may have more expertise in the task than themselves. However, the key differences between the two settings are that they work towards different learning focuses, whereas Early Years focus on the core development skills, physical, social, communication and language, personal, social and emotional, Primary focuses on enhancing and furthering their education on subjects in the curriculum. Early Years also have the opportunity to access outdoor learning on a daily basis in school, whereas Primary tend to occasionally access outdoor, however this reflects the needs of the learners and the relevant curriculum. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Outdoor learning is defined as the inclusive holistic education through experiential learning in nature and the outdoors, whilst contributing and enhancing a young person's social, physical, mental and emotional wellbeing, as well as personal development (Agored, n.d.). Outdoor learning is a vital part to a child’s growth and development as it offers unique opportunities for a child to take risks, freedom to explore, get creative and messy and the space to move (Froebel, n.d.), that they may not be able to access at home or within the classroom. The outdoor activities, that are suited to various ages, are able to develop key skills through play and exploration of natural resources, such as wood, water, mud, sand and various loose parts, exposing them to sensory stimuli such as sounds, smell, textures (Welsh Government, 2009). The promotion of integrating outdoor learning across the curriculum, children can recognise the importance of nature and their surroundings, whilst having hands-on experiences with materials that can further their understanding and learning (Active Learning Centres, 2024). Additionally, outdoor learning has a positive effect on a child’s mental health and wellbeing, encouraging increased resilience and higher levels of engagement throughout the curriculum (Learning through Landscapes, n.d). Through the definition of Outdoor Learning, it is clear to see that the benefits of children being outdoors is outstanding, the key themes concerning outdoor learning, are improving physical, positive impact on mental health and wellbeing, sustainability and engagement with the natural environment, gross, fine and social skills and development whilst building self-confidence and improving problem solving and risk taking skills and awareness, and outdoor experiential learning opportunities and collaboration with others and hands-on learning.
	Mental health is at a concerning high throughout Wales, with more than 13,000 children in need of counselling to help treat a mental issue, ranging from anxiety, depression, eating disorders and self-harm, furthermore, research showing over 9% of children in higher education reporting having a mental health condition, challenging behaviour or disorder (Welsh Government, 2026). A study found that 85% of young people expressed that being surrounding by nature increases their mental health, providing a relaxing and quiet change of scenery and breaks from routine to unwind, increasing positive emotions and a reduction in stress and anger emotions. Outdoor activities provide many opportunities for young people and children to take risks and experience challenges by conquering obstacles and fears, enhancing self-confidence, curiosity and creativity (UK Youth, 2024). It has also been reported that children who spend quality time outdoors can improve sleep quality and patterns, the natural light aids a child’s internal clock which can help them establish daytime and nighttime, as well as the fresh air and physical activity tiring them out (Morgan, 2025). A well-rested student can increase their cognitive engagement to learning, however, around 70% of adolescent students suffer from sleep deprivation, caused by academic stress and excessive gaming or electronic devices (Xu et al, 2025), which again leads to another benefit of outdoor learning, as young people would neglect their electronic devices to be entertained with more natural resources. Another key factor that can help a child with any mental health issue is building relationships with others, sharing experiences and challenges through outdoor activities, can build bonds and connect people, giving a sense of belonging and worth. Being able to communicate with each other during activities and problem-solve, leading to improved communication skills and resilience. This goes hand in hand with the physical side of outdoor learning that has an impact on a child’s mental health, physical activity and natural environments have strong evidence to increase and decrease the bodies hormone levels, from lowering cortisol levels (stress hormone) to increasing endorphins levels (happy hormone) (School Outdoor Learning, n.d.). Furthermore, it is an inclusive learning environment, for children with additional learning needs to be able to be themselves, incorporating a large scale of movement, for those who struggle to sit and concentrate within a classroom. Mental health is a top priority within schools, and the wellbeing framework states that the outdoor learning curriculum has a vital role to play in a child’s mental development and resilience (Welsh Government, 2021).
	In addition to Outdoor Learning having a positive impact on mental health and wellbeing, it has a positive impact on a child’s developmental growth and skills. Activities outdoors, can improve a child’s physical development, in both fine and motor skills, the hands-on activities and adventure through a natural scenery greatly impacts their physical health. It is reported that children should achieve between one and three hours of physical activity per day, if not more, yet so many fall short of this recommendation. Outdoor learning provides the opportunities to get physical through play and enjoyment, beneficial to their cardiovascular and physical health (UNICEF, 2025). Having the opportunities to explore different natural materials and be exposed to sensory stimuli, increasing emotional regulation, its diverse sounds, sights and texture can create a calming environment. However, in contrast to this, children with sensory issues may struggle with the uncertain of the outdoors, weather change, fear of getting messy, which can lead to the feeling of distress and becoming overwhelmed (Harvey, 2025). Another element of development a child can benefit from outdoor learning, is the social and communication skills, that can come from shared experiences of outdoor activities. Developing social skills is key to a child’s development as they need to be able to communicate, interact and build relationships to enable them to succeed in life and maintain healthy relationships.  The bond between peers through shared experiences, can create a sense of belonging, accomplishment and self-worth, when encouraged to experience and try new things, learning from others and expanding on physical skills and vocabulary (Cleveland Clinic, 2026). The less structured environment and freedom to explore and play, initiates interactions with others, which can lead to the vital development of navigating through social dynamics and interpersonal abilities which are essential for later life (Reality Pathing, 2025).
	Another key element that can be learnt for future purpose, is the awareness children can obtain for sustainability in the environment around them. Outdoor learning can be achieved in both a natural environment and built environment, however it’s the experience and education that they receive from being involved in the natural world that can urge children to care for the environment surrounding them, which can lead children to become aware of global citizenship, sustainable development and outdoor learning (Scottish Government, 2023). Through the play and experience of natural resources, children can develop understanding of the natural world can learn how to achieve sustainability as well as extend their learning from the classroom, by integrating outdoor learning with cross curriculum, by replanting trees and flowers and learning of their vital role within climate change as part of science, and building bug hotels using natural resources for design and technology (Natural Resource Wales, n.d.). Experiences of the natural world can lead to better understanding of the ecological systems and cultivate and appreciation and a commitment to sustainable practices within the younger generation (Sustainability Learning Centre, 2025). 
	In conclusion to this literature review, outdoor learning has a variety of benefits to help young people in their development, not only personally but for the environment as well. Having the opportunities to explore and enhance skills that are needed in everyday life, for a child to reach their full potential is vital for the growth of this generation. Developing social and language skills, as well as building healthy relationships through shared experiences can influence positive behaviour and connections, therefore a gateway to academic and future success, not only for the individual but for the environment as well. Due to all the benefits being outdoors can accomplish mentally and physically, outdoor learning should be promoted more and accessible more regularly for all children, throughout all year groups, that may not have the opportunity outside of the school setting to experience. Having a healthier generation, mentally and physically, and healthier environment is beneficial for all future generations, with such a high percentage of mental health issues amongst young people, it is undeniable that part taking in education outdoors, not only can regulate emotions but can also assist young people who struggle with appropriate behaviours with the classroom, as they are given more freedom to move and to educate themselves and achieve sensory stimulation with natural resources. Outdoor learning has been injected into the curriculum across all subjects, due to all the potential it has to further learning with its hands-on approach and large scale of movement opportunities. In addition, helping young people achieve more physical activity creating healthier and happier mood and bodies for all. Overall, outdoor activities and learning opportunities should be one of the highest priorities within the national curriculum and more hours dedicated to experiences of a natural environment and materials. 
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