What Wales Can Learn from Finland’s Outdoor Learning Culture

Outdoor learning has become a rising priority across Europe, but few countries embrace it as wholeheartedly or as consistently as Finland. While Wales has made significant progress in recent years, especially through the Curriculum for Wales and national research initiatives, the Finnish model offers powerful lessons about how outdoor learning can become not just an enrichment activity but a core part of early childhood education.

Finland: Where the Outdoors Is a Daily Classroom

In Finland, outdoor learning is not a trend. It is a cultural norm. Children spend long periods outside every day, regardless of weather conditions. Finnish early childhood settings aim for at least two hours of outdoor time daily, including 40 minutes of vigorous activity. This is supported by a national ethos that says rain or shine, the kindergarteners will be outside.

Nature based learning is deeply embedded in the Finnish curriculum. Forest schools, environmental education centres and LYKE nature schools provide structured opportunities for children to explore, investigate and learn through hands on experiences in natural environments. Outdoor learning is seen as essential for holistic development, supporting physical health, emotional wellbeing, social skills and cognitive growth. Research highlights that outdoor environments offer multimodal, sensory rich learning opportunities that strengthen children’s personal and social development.

Finland’s approach is grounded in trust. Trust in children to explore, trust in educators to mediate learning and trust in nature as a powerful teacher. This philosophy is visible in everyday practice, from maths lessons in forests to storytelling around campfires.

Wales: Growing Momentum but Structural Barriers Remain

Wales has a strong and growing commitment to outdoor learning, supported by the Curriculum for Wales and national research initiatives. A 2023 Welsh Government report found that schools value outdoor learning and recognise its impact on engagement, wellbeing and curriculum breadth. However, the same report highlights that outdoor learning in Wales is often inconsistent, dependent on individual schools, staff confidence and available resources. The study calls for a coherent national strategy, improved professional development and better access to outdoor learning resources to ensure equity across settings.

In other words, Wales is enthusiastic but not yet structurally equipped to embed outdoor learning as deeply as Finland.

Key Differences: Culture, Consistency and Confidence

1. Cultural Attitudes to Weather

Finland’s mindset of no bad weather only bad clothing means outdoor learning happens daily, even in snow or rain. Welsh schools, by contrast, often cancel outdoor sessions due to wet or cold conditions. This cultural difference shapes children’s expectations and educators’ confidence.

2. Teacher Training and Professional Development

Finnish educators receive explicit training in outdoor pedagogy and nature based learning. Research shows that teachers’ competence and confidence are essential for high quality outdoor learning, and Finland invests heavily in this area.
Wales is still developing consistent professional development pathways for outdoor learning, and many practitioners report uncertainty about how to plan, assess or manage learning outdoors.

3. National Infrastructure

Finland benefits from a well coordinated network of nature schools and environmental education centres (LYKE), which support curriculum delivery and teacher training. Wales lacks an equivalent national infrastructure, although individual forest school programmes and local initiatives exist.

4. Curriculum Integration

In Finland, outdoor learning is woven into the national curriculum as a pedagogical approach, not an optional add on. In Wales, outdoor learning is encouraged but not always embedded, and some schools still treat it as an enrichment activity rather than a core learning method.

What Wales Can Learn from Finland

1. Make Outdoor Learning a Non Negotiable Daily Routine

Finland’s commitment to daily outdoor time, regardless of weather, normalises outdoor learning and builds resilience. Wales could adopt clearer expectations for minimum outdoor time in early years and primary settings.

2. Invest in Teacher Training

The Welsh Government’s own research emphasises the need for professional development in outdoor pedagogy. Finland demonstrates that when teachers feel confident outdoors, learning becomes richer, safer and more intentional.

3. Build a National Outdoor Learning Network

A Welsh equivalent of Finland’s LYKE network could provide training, resources and structured programmes, ensuring that outdoor learning is accessible to all schools, not just those with enthusiastic staff or favourable local environments.

4. Shift the Narrative: Outdoors as Pedagogy, Not Playtime

Finland shows that outdoor learning can deliver curriculum content such as science, maths, literacy and wellbeing, not just physical activity. Wales could strengthen guidance on how outdoor learning supports the Four Purposes of the Curriculum for Wales.

Conclusion: A Shared Vision, Different Starting Points

Wales and Finland share a belief in the power of nature to support children’s wellbeing and learning. But Finland’s long established culture of outdoor education, combined with strong national structures and teacher training, gives it a significant head start.

Wales is moving in the right direction. With strategic investment, cultural shifts and professional development, it has the potential to create an outdoor learning system that is not only inspired by Finland but uniquely Welsh, rooted in its landscapes, language and educational values.

The outdoors is already part of Wales’ identity. The next step is making it part of every child’s daily learning.

