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Curriculum Adventure – Problem Based Learning Assignment




[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay is going to focus on and highlight the importance of outdoor learning in natural environments throughout schools. It shall be discussed in depth how schools can utilise the theory of affordances (Gibson, 1986) to support the children’s creativity and learning opportunities. 

Over the last decade, there has been a significant decrease in physical activity amongst children and a large decrease in children’s interactions and engagement with natural environments and outdoor spaces (Schwarzfischer et al., 2020). This pattern has also been their school experiences, which means that the opportunities for children and adolescents have been getting smaller (Kalpogianni, 2019). The consequences of this can affect the children’s mental, physical and social health. It is also crucial to allow children to build a relationship with the outdoors from a young age to ensure that they respect it, otherwise it could mean that as they get older, they do not respect it nor will they care for it, which consequently means that they will not use it (Wilson, 2007). 

There have been several studies carried out which argue that the use of green space and natural environments have found evidence of a positive correlation between green space and the attention, mood and physical activity of the participants (Pretty, Peacock, Sellens and Griffin, 2005; Kondo, Fluehr, McKeon, and Branas, 2018). However, contemporary lifestyles have become a barrier to children’s opportunities to be given the freedom to use green space as they wish, as well a barrier to all the benefits that come with the relationship of green space, which has been called a nature-deficit disorder (Lanza, Alcazar, Hoelscher, and Kohl, 2021.). Due to the changes which have arisen over the last decade which have affected how society reacts to certain situations, especially regarding safety of children. It has been coined ‘cotton wool kids’ (McBurnie, 2014), as parents have become extremely worried about what may happen to their children. There are larger concerns which revolve around the children being out and about in natural environment and ‘stranger danger’. However, there have also been growing concerns over children getting cuts, bruises and other injuries from the natural environments, on objects or falling from a small height, which is giving parents fear and then in turn, they are not allowing their children outside as much (Palmer, 2015; Masten and Palmer, 2019). This is a major issue, along with other factors such as longer working hours and limitations to local facilities, it means that younger people have been stripped from being given the opportunity to be creative. 

With that being said, being outdoors provides far more benefits than just physical. Social and mental benefits have been proven to be improved when the individual utilises the outdoors. This links well with the new curriculum in Wales (WG, 2020) and also the push for physical literacy. Ensuring the children are learning and developing holistically, this is key to making sure that children have greater opportunities of being healthy, as the world health organisation (WHO, 2019) state that “health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not merely the absence of disease and/or infirmity”. As the Welsh Government (WG, 2020) have given health and wellbeing a large role in the new curriculum for Wales, then by achieving the four purposes included in the curriculum then it will allow children and adolescents to develop as a whole mind and body as one. It will also give physical activity purpose, which will encourage children to pursue and partake in physical activity all the way throughout their life. 

The importance of adventure and creativity is crucial, and unless this is implemented from a young age then children will grow up to become adolescents and be too afraid to attempt anything remotely adventurous and they will not know how to really be creative. If in primary school the children are given the opportunities to be creative, when they become adolescents, they will carry those skills they have learned and can use them to progress onto more adventurous activities. This also raises another large problem with society at the moment, secondary schools do not have the facilities which allows adolescents to express their creativity or to even be particularly physically active during their break periods. 

Thankfully, there has been a slow development in-regards to the amount of schools looking to aid their students’ physical activity levels through non-curricular playground action during break times in schools (Hyndman, Telford, Finch, & Benson, 2012). Hyndman and Telford (2015) state that there is increasing evidence which argues that schools can enhance play and creative opportunities during break times. Hyndman and Telford (2015) state that this could provide up to 50% of the students’ recommended daily physical activity of one hour of moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA) each day (Tudor-Locke, Lee, Morgan, Beighle, & Pangrazi, 2006). In some schools, students can have up to 600 school breaks per year (Stratton, 2000) which boasts a significant time for the pupils to be physically active through active play. It is estimated that students can be spending 30 hours per week attending school and racking up to 35% of school breaks engaged in moderate to vigorous physical activity (Nettlefold et al., 2010), it is important for teachers and headteachers to ensure that there is a rich variety of areas and equipment which are inclusive, accessible and which supports and engages the children to ensure they have the opportunities to use their creativity whilst being physically active.


To increase the usage of natural environment for learning and play, adding features to the grounds of the school is so important. The first idea to put forward to enhance the experience children have in the school is a nature trail which wraps around the perimeter of the school which has strands which goes off to other features which shall be spoken about further on in the essay. The nature trail is a great way to give children the opportunity to use it to get between class’, so they get that get out of the bustling, dark corridors and get to have a burst of fresh air and natural light before they get confined to another classroom. The trails can also be used on their break times, lunch times and even when the school is closed. It will be made up of different types of terrain, which is still accessible for wheelchair uses, but gives the pupils a feel of being in a real forest. It can be incorporated into their lessons, not only for PE, but it can be cross curricula. As maths could go out and use it to measure and work out how much materials will be needed if a sheltered roof was to be built. Design and Technology classes could aid the building of new bits and utilising falling tree branches. It will be a great feature for a school to have, as the children can help build it and they can develop their senses with the different natural materials used to make it. McCurdy, Winterbottom, Mehta and Roberts (2010) state that nature trails can play a massive role in increasing the amount of physical activity young people participate in per day, with the exciting surroundings it encourages them to explore them more, which in turn means more walking and movement. 

Another feature which would significantly develop a school, is an outdoor classroom made from natural resources. This can be made with every subject in mind too, to ensure its cross curricula. It can act as an indoor area for physical education lessons in the winter as more often than not, gymnasiums in schools are used for exams and Christmas concerts which take up all the space which then force the pupils to be outside in the rain or to have lessons cancelled. 

In a research case study which has been carried out, it was highlighted that young children learn through authentic play in a natural explore classroom, Miller, Tichota, and White (2009) suggests that one of the more common and significant findings of their research is that when children were engaged in creative play in the natural explore classroom, they were engaging in and developing skills in a variety of domains all at the same time (Largo-Wight et al., 2018; Christian et al., 2020). For example, when the pupils were constructing a "castle" out of tree branches, they were sharing their ideas through language; experimenting with concepts of size, scale, weight, and balance; moving their hands and bodies through space to manipulate objects whilst learning body control; and work cooperatively on a shared plan with other members of the class (Bohling, Saarela, & Miller, 2010; Wirth and Rosenow, 2012; Christian et al., 2020). This is a prime example of how creative children can be by using the theory of affordances (Gibson, 1986) and using objectives to build things (Fiskum and Jacobson, 2013). These studies highlight how holistic learning is supported in depth when nature-based outdoor spaces provide opportunities for both active and quiet experiences, as well as supplying opportunities which promote and engage in multisensory activities such as music making, block building, and gardening. There are several examples of programs which include outdoor classrooms along with reports that highlight when active environments are separated from each other by colourful shrubs or flowers, children will eagerly observe and take in the beauty of nature, and there have been signs of a decrease in behavioural issues when the children are given these opportunities (Wirth and Rosenow, 2012). 
Another great addition to a school environment is a bouldering wall, as bouldering enhances any physical education curriculum due to its ability to help develop the fundamental movement skills, movement exploration and body control (Martinez and Fader, 2004). It has the ability to challenge students on the wall which provides ample opportunity for them to increase health and skill-related fitness components while providing a unique and enjoyable experience. Martinez and Fader (2004) argue that by integrating other subject areas to create cross curricula activities, bouldering can meet a wide range of learning objectives. Physical educators or other teachers who are trained in climbing walls for bouldering purposes can use and modify these activities for younger pupils in primary school (Martinez and Fader, 2004; Fencl et al., 2011). Furthermore, if there is an early exposure to bouldering in children’s lives, it can encourage students to continue bouldering as either part of a comprehensive school physical education lessons or to pursue it as an extra curriculum or out of school physical activity (Martinez and Fader, 2004; Fencl et al., 2011). 

On the flip side to all of these ideas, you will never please everybody. Some people will not want certain items of equipment or areas changed. Deciding what is best for your community will come down to what is available in the further community, is there other opportunities to develop the skills the children will be learning in your area. If not, then it may not be worth doing those sort of activities in your school. Also, maintenance of the areas and safety in those areas and on the equipment must be addressed. In many reports, educators and parents have highlighted concerns about increasing natural areas to use and outdoor spaces; these are mostly maintenance and safety. However, by providing a natural outdoor classroom in a school does not have to become a maintenance concern. By opting to use native plants which require small amounts of water can dramatically cut down on the need for watering. Furthermore, children and adolescents should be encouraged to take part in any ongoing maintenance of the outdoor spaces as an opportunity to authentically learn about different plants, their attributes, and what they need to grow. It has been highlighted that when children work alongside teachers to water trees and flowers or even pull weeds out of the areas, this is a vital chance for the pupils to engage in real life work which provides them an opportunity develop a sense of competence, confidence and responsibility (Palmsberg and Kuru, 2000; Erdogan, 2011).

It is important to involve all members of the local and surrounding community in the ideas, design and creation of a natural outdoor space. Teachers, administrators, children, families, and the wider community all have crucial points of view to share. It is important for people to discuss things which are unique and relevant about their school, their community, and the natural environment in their area. It is then their ideas which will snowball and create a plan which supports the needs of everyone who will have use of the space. This ensures that the final plans are supported by children and adults in the local community, as they are the ones who will be using the equipment so it must be something which triggers their interests.
To conclude, it is critical that the school grounds are developed in a way which promotes outdoor learning and provides opportunities for a holistic learning experience. It has been highlighted that to ensure that the new curriculum works and improves the current issues revolving around children and the decrease of physical activity. It must come from the teachers, parents and the wider community to support the growth and development of children by utilising the outdoors and nature – but this can only happen if it is provided and free for the children to use and be creative with. It is a great way to involve the community, so that children can build relationships with the older people around them. It will aid the mental health of older people and will significantly aid the children’s social skills. 
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