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Moving Away from the Traditional Classroom to Outdoor Learning

Outdoor learning has dramatically changed over the past 30 years, so much so that according to Hilary Burdette’s research, it found that between 1981 and 1997 outdoor play was reduced by around 25%. Following on from this and four years later in 2001, the Welsh Assembly Government described the need for a framework to support children who were aged between three and seven years old to develop holistically, and this came into force in September 2010. This was an important step to decrease the declining holistic development of children. The author will describe and analyse key research on the importance of holistic development and compare the importance and ease of outdoor learning in different educational settings.
   The two settings that the author will be comparing in their approach to outdoor learning, is a mainstream secondary school which educates children aged 11 – 18 at which the author works and in contrast, a primary school which educates children aged from 4 – 11 where the author previously worked with both settings accessing the national curriculum for Wales. According to the Welsh Government, the National Curriculum was a legislation created in 1988 it was introduced to guarantee that all children aged 3-16 accesses core learning, by consistency throughout all educational settings, for all learners. From the research read by the author, the legislation is there to ensure children have equal experiences, as well as teaching them skills that they will carry and develop on through to their adult lives. However, in the current climate the Government saw the need to create a new curriculum of Wales. According to the Welsh Government the first curriculum was introduced before on-line shopping, Google, and the Cloud. It recognised that the world of work is different, and society is changing constantly and therefore needed updating. This applies to changes not only to education but also socially and explains why as a society we are now so disconnected to the outdoors. This disconnection was made more apparent during the Covid 19 pandemic, when families, communities, countries and as a nation we had to isolate to slow the rate of infection. With the instruction from the Government to stay at home, families found themselves being told that they couldn’t attend work, school, and see anyone outside our own house (bubble), this led to everyone finding a way to connect, finding comfort and need for the outdoors. Research completed by Natural England in 2020, discovered that around 4 out of 10 adults spent more time in nature with 9 out of every 10 adults reporting that being in nature makes them feel happy. This statistic showed how much adults in the middle of Covid 19 depended on nature to cope. Although this research was supportive of adults needs it doesn’t demonstrate the effect the outdoors had on children during this time.  
Outdoor education is more difficult in secondary education than in primary education this is due to the constraints of firstly, time and secondly, space. Secondary children move from subject to subject taking place in different classrooms. Once the children arrive at that subject, they must then be registered; this is completed at each lesson. Unfortunately, this eats away at time and each subject has only one hour in which to work with the children. Whereas in primary school students do not have to move around to access different subjects. They get registered once in the morning and again once in the afternoon, leaving plenty of time to engage with the outdoors. This ease is enhanced by the children staying in the same classroom every day with access to the outdoors being right outside the classroom doors. The development of this connectivity to the outdoors was introduced by the Government with the introduction of the Foundation Stage.  The Foundation Stage was introduced as part of the curriculum in 2008, the reason for the inclusion of the foundation phase was to encourage learning through play. This is achieved through seven areas of learning. These seven areas all combine in and out of the classroom and again helps children learn holistically. On the other hand, it is more difficult in secondary school to intertwine the learning as the children learn in subject specific classes. This is made even more difficult because of the level of exposure that teenagers and young adults need compared to Primary. They moved through primary learning through play and in secondary school the learn how to get ready for GCSE examinations ready for adulthood. This need has since been supported by the Children’s Plan Building Brighter Futures who state that 
‘Parents regret that their children do not play independently outside as they did when they were young but worry about safety if their children go outside alone.’ 
The decline in going outdoors has led to children unable to explore the outdoors as much as previous generations and therefore resulting in children not taking risks which leads to learning. A study completed by Diane Hoffman in 2010 showed that of 
‘1,011 parents, 43% believed that children under the age of 14 years should not be allowed outside unsupervised with half of these thinking that their children shouldn’t be allowed out alone until they are 16’. 
Safety with children is important however, there are many benefits to taking risks outdoors and again according to Tovey (2010) taking risks is a general characteristic of play both in real and imaginary dangers and teaches about pushing boundaries. Unfortunately, allowing children to push and develop the knowledge/risk taking around dangers in schools is often difficult because of the health and safety limitations. With the introduction of Forest Schools to the primary school the children were able to take risks in a controlled environment. Piaget’s cognitive theory supports the importance of forest schools by suggesting that children’s thinking is different to adult’s and that children’s development is challenged by new thinking. When Piaget described different stages of development it linked well to forest schools. According to Linda Pound in how children learn Piaget suggests that when a child develops new knowledge, their equilibrium is upset by the information. This is when you find the children repeating what they have seen, heard, tried to be able to process the information gathered and then regaining the equilibrium that they feel. If children are not exposed to outdoor learning, then they will not be able to process new information and therefore won’t take risks to be able to further their knowledge and development. Research completed by Rothlein and Brett questioned children, parents, and teachers in 1987 on their perception of play. Not surprisingly because of the age of the research, many parents said that play was for enjoyment. They didn’t necessarily see the educational value to play because children would be always out playing without adults, and it was just a way to socialise. Now that children spend so much time on technology, parents can see the lack of skills that children are exposed to and the lack of learning.
There are many key challenges to outdoor learning and many more in secondary school than primary. However, primary school aged children are in a greater need to learn about risks than secondary school aged children due to the immaturity of the children and the lack of exposure to risk than teenagers and young adults. On the other hand, children are spending more time with technology at an earlier age which in turn reduces the amount of time learning through play as they can access anything they need at a click of a button. This has led to the reduction of children moving around and exercising, resulting in the increasing of obesity in children. Covid 19 pandemic was a chance to reset our lives to encourage children into the outdoors and in turn develop on the idea of learning through play for the primary aged children and show how we needed to change the Curriculum of Wales to include the holistic learning through secondary children as well as primary. 
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Beach - Collecting plastics and creating artwork
	Date:
	17/04/2023

	Assessor:  
	
	Review date:  
	



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

	Walking to and from the beach from/to the local primary school
	Teaches children about road safety. Exercise. 
	Trips, Slips, and falls.
Cuts, grazes, and abrasions.
      Cars.
	Children and adults
	· Walking in pairs (at the most)
· Walking on the most safe, direct paths.
· Having an adult leading and an adult at the rear of the group.
· Members of staff stand in the road and make sure all traffic has stopped before allowing the children to cross.
· When crossing the roads making sure that children are silent and not running to reduce the risk of falling over.
· Correct ratio of staff to children.
· Carry first aid kit for injuries.
· Wearing high visibility jackets.

	L

	Collecting rubbish/plastics pollution from the shoreline.
	Learn about the damage humans are causing to the wildlife and environment.
	Drowning.
Cuts, grazes, and abrasions.
Sand in eyes.
	Children and adults
	· Drawing a square in the sand to represent the boarder where the children are allowed. 
· Working in the same pair as they walked to the beach with.
· Using litter pickers and ring black bag holders to keep the bag open.
· Wearing high visibility jacket.
· Carry first aid kit. 

	M

	Create an artwork/drawing of interesting creatures/objects found on the beach.
	Work on hand eye co-ordination, improving concentration skills, teaching independent learning opportunities and developing knowledge of the world around them.
	Sand in eyes.
Safe use of equipment (sharp pencils) 
Picking up objects found on the beach
Water

	Children and adults
	· Explaining the rules fully around the activity
· Giving the children a boundary that they must stay inside, by drawing a line in the sand
· Working in pairs
· Correct ratio of staff to children
	L

	Create a collage crown of the natural environment using shells, plants and natural objects growing/found around them to wear.
	This encourages creativity, explores the natural world in a fun way, gross and fine motor skills, engages their independent thinking and creating, team building, cooperation with others.

	Picking up objects found on the beach
Water


	Children
	· Again, working in pairs/small groups
· Correct ratio of staff to children
· Already have the crowns ready for the activity to reduce the time that children are waiting and therefore reduce the time for the children to mess around. 
· Giving the children a boundary that they must stay inside, by drawing a line in the sand.
	M














The Role of Outdoor Education
Before the author can look at the role of outdoor learning it is important to understand what the definition of learning outdoors is and to understand where it began. Forest schools was first developed in Denmark where children aged between 3 and 7 years old attended. What was observed by professionals from Bridgewater College was so inspiring to them that they decided to bring the idea back to Britain. The first of its kind was created in 1995 and has grown in strength. There are  
  According to Erica Wellings who is the forest schools national governing body development officer, the definition of forest schools is the following 
‘Forest school is an inspirational process, that offers ALL learners regular opportunities to achieve, develop confidence and self-esteem, through hands on learning experiences in a local woodland or natural environment with trees.’
‘Forest schools is a specialised approach that sits within and complements the wider context of outdoor and woodland learning.’
Nature not only offers learning opportunities such as those in forest schools it also affects connections. These connections are supported by a theorist called Weinstein et al who completed a study of 2000 people in 2015. Weinstein unearthed that more exposure to nature translated into a tighter community which resulted in lower crime rates. This demonstrates how being outdoors helps people to connect to their areas they live in, meeting people and having more respect for each other and the neighbourhood around them. Not all research agrees with Weinstein, Parsons and Traunter shared how children across the United Kingdom access the outdoors less than those who are serving time in prison. This shocking fact demonstrates the level of disconnection and how childhood development has changed. How does this shift in outdoor education is supported by research carried out by Natural England.
 Natural England is working with the British Government where they questioned children is school years 1 and 2. This data is only capturing one area of Great Britain and as such is not definitive on their results because they have missed out other areas such as Wales. However, the research does suggest that 56% of children from a black, Asian or minority ethnic background were less likely to go to natural environments compared to 74% of children from non-black, Asian or minority ethnic backgrounds. Moreover, the research shows that in homes where the adults spend time outdoors in a natural environment 82% of those children also spent time in the natural outdoors. Compared to those homes where adults rarely or in some cases never visited natural environments the children exposed to nature frequently dropped by around half to 39%. In article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) it states 
‘When adults are making decisions that affect children, children have the right to say what they think should happen and have their opinions taken into account.’
This right of the child should help to change the affect the influence adults have on children regarding access the outdoors by supporting the responsibility for educational settings. This is supported by the research completed by both Piaget and Vygotsky who both shared that playing was a way for children to organise their learning. If children are not exposed to the outdoors, then they will struggle to process and learn from the risks they take and therefore will not develop skills for their futures as much as those children who are exposed to the outdoors. 
Outdoor experiences are also important for the mental health and well-being of both children and adults. Conclusions from the systematic literature review by Gill, states that spending time in nature does lead to improvements in mental and emotional health such as with those with ADHD, as well as improved psychosocial health. Not only is the outdoors important when it comes to mental health, but it also is vitally important for children’s physical health. A report written by the Children’s Commissioner states that during the pandemic child obesity increased in the UK by 4.5% up to 14.4% between 2019/2020 and 2020/2021 in children aged 4 and children aged 6 had an increase from 21.0% up to 25.5%. This year there has been a decrease of obesity and that is needs to continue by encouraging children to play in the outdoor environment.
The author can relate to the need for outdoor education and learning on both a mental and physical need. However, the way in which the current generation don’t access the outdoors like previous generations is evident. The use of technology and the speed at which society is moving is having a detrimental effect and this is an area that needs developing. 
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