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Outdoor learning is associated with a wide range of benefits, supporting physical health, enhancing mental health and wellbeing, improving behaviour, pro-social skills and problem-solving.  It fosters environmental awareness and resilience, boosting academic performance, concentration, creativity and cognition (Learning Through Landscapes, 2022; Mann et al., 2022).  Prince and Diggory (2023) describe it as “an experiential approach that includes learning about and connecting with nature (including in school grounds) through outdoor play, adventure and environmental education activities”. This essay examines the scope and approach of outdoor learning within Springboard, a family learning setting and a primary school setting, exploring how these two settings utilise the outdoor environment to support learning, wellbeing and curriculum delivery.  
The family learning project Springboard (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2017) delivers structured sessions for families of primary school-aged children in a variety of outdoor spaces, from school grounds to local towns, woodlands and beaches. It provides a wide range of hands-on, experiential learning (Dewey, 1938) activities, including the John Muir Award (John Muir Trust, 2025), wood carving, storytelling, rockpooling, nature photography and bushcraft.  These activities link to all areas of learning and experience within the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), including literacy, maths, science, expressive arts, humanities and health and wellbeing. Through these shared learning experiences, Springboard aims to improve health and wellbeing, enhance family communication, strengthen intergenerational bonds (Bowen, 1978), build resilience and foster a sense of belonging and community (Maslow, 1943; Welsh Government, 2015).  It also aims to support the development of personal skills, such as teamwork, collaboration, problem solving, decision making, motor skills and language acquisition through play and exploration, promoting environmental awareness and a love of learning (Kuo, Barnes and Jordan, 2019; Mann et al., 2022; Pirchio et al., 2021). 
Within primary school settings in Wales, outdoor learning integrates the six areas of learning and experience within the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), providing outdoor opportunities such as forest school sessions, eco clubs, outdoor maths, science investigations, storytelling to improve literacy and humanities through local visits.  This scope aims to develop cross-curricular skills that encourage problem-solving, spark curiosity and imagination, raise environmental awareness, foster empathy and sustainable practices and build Cynefin, a sense of belonging and identity (Adams, 2024; Maslow, 1943). Outdoor learning promotes teamwork, collaboration, independence, resilience and a positive attitude to learning (Ellis et al., 2024).  These aims align with the four purposes to create ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2022; Williams, 2022).   Outdoor learning also provides holistic benefits, improving mental and physical health, focus and attainment (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023) and has been proven to support learners who struggle in a standard classroom environment (Mann et al., 2022).
Both Springboard family learning and primary school outdoor learning support the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) through hands-on, experiential learning opportunities (Dewey, 1938) linked to all six areas of learning and experience.  This develops cross-curricular skills and supports personal skills such as problem-solving, teamwork, collaboration, resilience and environmental awareness (Kuo et al., 2019; Ellis et al., 2024).  Both settings provide holistic gains associated with outdoor learning, such as confidence, improvements in health and wellbeing, improved behaviour and attainment, fostering a sense of belonging and community and promoting a love of learning (Mann et al., 2022; Learning Through Landscapes, 2023; Beattie, 2023). However, they do differ, Springboard targets families aiming to enhance family communication, strengthen intergenerational bonds (Bowen, 1978) and encourage whole-family learning and skills development. It also supports adults in returning to education and employment, increases cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986), breaks down barriers between home and school and strengthens the ecological systems around the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Springboard embeds the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) in an engaging way through real-world, experiential outdoor learning activities, regularly changing activities to maintain engagement. Sessions run throughout the year, from one-off two-hour sessions to weekly sessions lasting up to six weeks.  They are delivered by specialist staff with subject knowledge, who ensure high-quality, responsive teaching supporting learners' needs. Sessions incorporate managed risks, which are essential for building resilience and problem-solving, with comprehensive risk assessments completed for each activity and managed throughout the sessions (Beaulieu and Beno, 2024; Lu et al., 2023).  Through dedicated adult-only time, staff gain valuable information from parents, share session knowledge and equip parents to act as Vygotsky’s (1978) “more knowledgeable others”, providing scaffolding to support knowledge acquisition.  After each session, feedback is obtained from adults and children to promote continuous improvement. This constructivist approach draws on Dewey’s experiential learning theory (1938), where families learn by doing and actively construct knowledge through hands-on interaction with the environment (Piaget, 1952), fostering shared family understanding of environmental issues. Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory enables parents to model behaviours that enhance children’s health, well-being and academic achievement. Springboard builds family confidence for future learning, strengthening intergenerational bonds that support holistic development, academic progress and parental involvement in education. This reflects Family Systems theory (Bowen, 1978) and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory, whereby multiple environmental systems surround and support child development, aligning with the Welsh Government priorities (Learning and Work Institute and Welsh Government, 2025; Welsh Government, 2023a). 
Outdoor learning in Primary school settings is underpinned by experiential hands-on learning (Dewey, 1938), where the outdoors is seen as an extension of the classroom (Welsh Government, 2023b). Planned and risk-assessed sessions delivered regularly by trained staff on school grounds and in local community spaces combine structured, adult-led activities that support skills development across all areas of the Curriculum for Wales (Ellis et al., 2024; Welsh Government, 2022).  These sessions promote resilience and build personal skills such as teamwork, communication, creativity, independence, confidence and motivation.  Child-led free play alongside structured sessions provides opportunities for child exploration, which can be adapted to children’s needs and interests through observation and evaluation (Erikson, 1963; Piaget, 1952), with teachers providing scaffolding within Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development. Through regular real-world experiences, children can build their knowledge (Bruner, 1966), boosting cognitive growth and supporting holistic development across physical, social, emotional and environmental domains, while improving academic performance and fulfilling the goals of The Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015).  
Both approaches use experiential, real-world, hands-on learning (Dewey, 1938) to embed the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) through risk-assessed sessions on the school grounds and in the local community. Primary settings deliver regular curriculum-based lessons using the outdoors as an extension of the classroom. In contrast, Springboard provides higher-intensity, focused sessions delivered by specialist staff with subject-specific expertise.  Although both settings apply Vygotsky's (1978) principles to support learning, primary settings use teacher or peer scaffolding, whereas Springboard utilise both staff and parents to scaffold learning. With parents being the most consistent influence across home and school, this provides an effective method to embed knowledge and extend learning beyond the school environment (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003).
This analysis demonstrates that both Springboard and Primary school settings focus on embedding the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) through experiential outdoor pedagogy (Dewey, 1938), fostering holistic benefits and skills development.  However, despite Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) guidance, settings face implementation challenges, as local curriculum design allows for variable outdoor learning provision, risking inconsistency across settings (Ellis et al., 2024).  Without standardised training, budgets or allocated time for primary school staff, risk-averse teachers may avoid outdoor learning, confining it to the foundation phase, residential trips or unstructured play (Ellis et al., 2024).  Outdoor learning offers substantial benefits across all settings.  Springboard’s specialist family sessions uniquely bridge home-school divides (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and tackle socio-economic disadvantage (Jeynes, 2015), through parental scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978) and intergenerational learning (Bowen, 1978).  However, without dedicated funding, training and timetable allocation across all settings, outdoor learning risks being marginalised with inconsistencies in approach throughout Wales.  Only through statutory legislation can outdoor learning become a guaranteed right for every child, meeting their holistic, developmental and curriculum requirements alongside the needs of the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015).
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	Location / Activity:
	Any school, Pembroke
	Date:
	17/03/2026

	Assessor:  
	Shelley Holmes
	Review date:  
	Each session 



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

	Fire Lighting: Using flint and steel to create a fire
	· Fire lighting can support the development of practical outdoor skills, safe fire skills and an understanding of combustion and combustion materials 
· Promotes fire safety rules 
· Builds persistence, resilience and problem-solving skills 
· Promotes a sense of achievement
· Fosters personal and social skills such as communication, confidence and concentration
· Promotes environmental awareness
	Burns to skin
Clothing or hair catching fire
Smoke inhalation
Slips, trips and falls into the fire 
Risk to life
Environmental damage 
Splinters from wood and kindling

	Children, Adults and Staff
	· Ensure the area is free from debris before the session
· Demonstration of fire lighting techniques
· Full safety briefing with explanation of how to use the equipment, with behaviour expectations set out to all families
· Fire pit or fire circle to be used to minimise fire spreading with a 1.5m perimeter
· Families to be made aware of the risks and what to do in case of fire spreading or burns
· Adult and child to work together - children to be supervised at all times 
· Coats to be fastened and loose clothing to be secured. Long hair to be tied back 
· Water bucket and fire blanket available
· First Aid kit with burn packs available
· Keep fires small and stand out of the smoke
· Flint and steel to be collected after use
· Fire to be extinguished before leaving the site
	Medium

	Kelly Kettle: Making a hot drink using Kelly Kettles
	· Promotes fire safety rules 
· Promotes a sense of achievement
· Fosters personal and social skills such as communication, confidence and concentration
· Promotes independence and life skills
· Motor skills development
· Promotes risk awareness and how to manage hazards 
· Promotes environmental awareness

	Burns, scalds from steam and hot water
Clothing or hair catching fire
Smoke inhalation
Slips, trips and falls 
Environmental damage
Splinters from wood and kindling




	Adults, Children and Staff
	· Ensure the area is free from debris before the session
· Coats to be fastened and loose clothing to be secured. Long hair to be tied back 
· Full safety briefing with explanation of how to use the equipment, with behaviour expectations set out to all families
· Families to spread out, keeping 1.5m distance 
· Families to be made aware of the risks and what to do in case of fire spreading, burns, scalds
· Adult and child to work together - children to be supervised at all times 
· Families to wear heat-resistant gloves when pouring hot water 
· Kelly Kettles to be used in situ – not carried
· Drinks to be topped up with cold water or milk and consumed away from the Kelly kettles 
· Families to stand out of smoke
· Staff to empty hot water from kettles straight after use
· Water bucket and fire blanket available
· First Aid kit with burn packs available
· Flint and steel to be collected after use
· Kelly Kettle fires to be extinguished after use


	Medium
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In recent years, outdoor learning has gained momentum as educators, researchers and policymakers increasingly acknowledge its benefits for children's holistic development (Ellis et al., 2024; Mann et al., 2022; Welsh Government, 2023). Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child enshrines children’s rights to rest, leisure, play and recreation (UNICEF, 1989). Reflecting these principles, the Welsh Government became the first country to legislate for play through the Children and Families (Wales) Measure (2010), placing a duty on local authorities to provide opportunities for play.  Building on this commitment, the Welsh Government (2023) highlights outdoor learning as an important pedagogical approach within the Curriculum for Wales, supporting the four purposes and encouraging learners to make meaningful, real-world connections (Welsh Government, 2022). This form of experiential learning aligns with Dewey's (1938) principle of “learning by doing”, where learners construct understanding through hands-on interaction with their environment and with Piaget’s (1952) theory of cognitive development, in which, through play and exploration, children build and adapt schemas to make sense of the world around them.  
No standardised definition of outdoor learning exists, however, many sources describe it as curriculum-based learning delivered through planned activities that take place in outdoor environments. (Goldenberg, 2024; Learning Through Landscapes, 2024; The Muddy Puddle Teacher, 2025b; Welsh Government, 2023).  In contrast, The Institute of Outdoor Learning (Harvey, 2012) suggest:
“Outdoor learning is an active, experiential approach to learning, that involves being outdoors as a central part of the experience. It seeks to use the outdoor environment as a vehicle for transforming the experience into changes in knowledge, skills, behaviours or attitudes”.
This suggested definition aligns closely with Froebel’s principles, which view learning through nature and the outdoors as fundamental to children's development. Froebel established the first Kindergarten in 1837 and strongly advocated self-directed outdoor play as essential for holistic development, promoting curiosity and a sense of connection with the world (Froebel Trust, 2022). These ideas align with the statutory Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales, which mandates child-led, play-based learning using the outdoors as an integral learning space (Welsh Government, 2015a). Through hands-on, experiential outdoor play and interaction with the environment, children actively construct knowledge, develop meaningful connections and build skills for lifelong learning and well-being (Froebel Trust, 2022; Pound, 2014; Ryan, 2025).
Despite varying definitions, these theoretical frameworks, along with a growing body of evidence, suggest that outdoor learning has wide-ranging benefits for children's cognitive, social, emotional and physical development (Kelly, Whelan and Coulter, 2025; Papadopoulou and Vincent, 2025; Prince and Diggory, 2023). The holistic benefits of spending time outdoors are widely documented, with research highlighting the positive impacts on physical health, mental health and well-being (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023b; Mental Health Foundation, 2022; UNICEF, 2025).  Mann, Grey and Truong (2022) highlight that outdoor learning greatly enhances psychosocial skills such as confidence, problem-solving, communication and empathy, promoting prosocial behaviours such as co-operation, sharing and conflict resolution through unstructured play and interaction (Pirchio et al., 2021). It also builds resilience and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977), encourages creativity and fosters a connection with nature and the environment (Learning Through Landscapes, 2022b; Welsh Government, 2023; Williams, 2022).  These skills are central to the Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Wales, which aims to equip children with the skills needed to support the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015c), fostering a healthier, more resilient and sustainable Wales (Learning Through Landscapes, 2022b; Welsh Government, 2023).  In addition to these holistic benefits, Federico (2020), Pirchio et al. (2021) and Learning Through Landscapes (2022a) all highlight that outdoor learning improves physical fitness, academic outcomes, attention span, executive function and cognitive function.  This research review will focus on how outdoor learning impacts mental health and wellbeing and the development of environmental awareness, both of which are key priorities for the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015c). 
Through the Health and Well-being area of learning and experience (AoLE), the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) emphasises mental health and well-being as a foundation for children’s holistic development. With 1 in 5 children in Wales having a diagnosable mental health condition (Public Health Wales, 2024), there is an urgent need to equip children with the knowledge, skills and attitudes to support their wellbeing now and in the future, aligning with the needs of the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015c). The Welsh government prioritises Person-centred practice in education, supporting the whole child (Welsh Government, 2015b), which aligns with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs by ensuring that foundational needs, such as safety, belonging and emotional safety, are met before effective learning can take place. Outdoor Learning is increasingly recognised as an important pedagogical approach to meeting these needs, building resilience, supporting emotional regulation and promoting the social connections that can support mental health and wellbeing. 
It is widely recognised that the outdoors and green spaces have a positive effect on mental health and wellbeing (Mann, Gray and Truong, 2022; Parker, 2022; Pirchio et al., 2021; Papadopoulou and Vincent, 2025). Many studies, including Lomax et al. (2024), The Muddy Puddle Teacher (2025a), Marchant (2019), Learning Through Landscapes (2023c) and the Welsh Government (2023), highlight the positive effects of outdoor learning.  These studies report reduced stress and anxiety, improved mood, calmer children, enhanced concentration and emotional functioning, alongside noticeable improvements in social skills, collaboration, teamwork, confidence, independence and problem-solving. Although spending time outdoors lowers cortisol levels and increases endorphins, it is worth noting that, while Stavrianos and Pratt-Adams (2022) suggest outdoor learning promotes a more inclusive learning environment, Godwin et al. (2025) highlight potential challenges and limitations for some learners.  These may include physical barriers, accessibility issues, sensory challenges with being outdoors, a need for structure or routine, or anxiety in unpredictable, unfamiliar spaces (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023a).  
In addition to supporting mental health and well-being, research indicates that outdoor learning plays a crucial role in developing environmental awareness and promoting sustainable behaviours (Jones, 2022; Mann, Gray and Truong, 2022).  Through the Curriculum for Wales, the Welsh Government (2022) aims to develop “ethically informed citizens” who are ready to be responsible members of society. Outdoor learning supports this aim through hands-on, experiential learning, reflecting the work of Dewey (1938), Froebel (Froebel Trust, 2022) and Steiner (1997), who emphasise the benefits of learning through experience and interaction with the natural world (Pirchio et al., 2021).  The Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning (2018) and the Welsh Government (2023) emphasise that through outdoor learning, children develop meaningful connections with the world around them, deepen their understanding of how human activity impacts the environment, increase their environmental awareness and learn ways to conserve and protect local ecosystems.  Kuo, Barnes and Jordan (2019) highlight that this approach promotes shared responsibility and positive environmental behaviours that support current and future sustainable practices, aligning with the Environment (Wales) Act (2016) and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015c).
Research by Ellis et al. (2024), Gessiou and Mart (2023) and Kuo, Barnes and Jordan (2019) demonstrate that sensory experiences in outdoor learning environments foster knowledge and curiosity more effectively than in traditional classrooms. These experiences help children develop both scientific understandings and practical skills that support sustainable behaviours. Similarly, Skivington (2023) highlights that by observing human impact on the environment and forming an emotional connection with nature, children are more likely to develop a love of the outdoors, environmental awareness, a commitment to sustainability and the motivation to protect the environment for future generations. Despite these benefits, evidence shows some limitations. Pirchio et al. (2021) argue that long-term behavioural change requires regular outdoor learning opportunities, as occasional sessions are insufficient to change pro-environmental habits. Rusitoru (2023) highlights teacher related barriers, noting that many teachers feel inadequately trained and lack the confidence to effectively engage children in discussions about environmental issues. These findings are supported by Mann et al. (2022), Ellis et al. (2024) and Wang, Abdul Rahman and Yahya (2025), who also report a lack of space and equipment, prioritisation of indoor academic studies, excessive teacher workload, limited funding and risk management concerns also restrict the successful implementation of outdoor learning. 
Outdoor learning is increasingly recognised as a powerful tool to address the challenges of children's health, wellbeing and education. The benefits of spending time outdoors for children's holistic development are well documented, however, research suggests that children today spend significantly more time on screens and less time outdoors than previous generations (Ferguson et al., 2025; Weale, 2025).  Scott et al. (2022) report that children spend, on average, just 1 hour a day outside, fewer hours than many prison inmates. This decline is associated with higher obesity rates, increased anxiety and reduced resilience (Gregory, 2024).  Outdoor learning has the potential to address these challenges by increasing physical activity through exploratory play, supporting motor skills development, reducing stress and anxiety, improving sleep, emotional regulation and overall wellbeing (Learning Through Landscapes, 2023b; Lomax et al., 2024; Mental Health Foundation, 2022).  Beyond physical and emotional benefits, outdoor learning strengthens children’s social-emotional skills, such as confidence, resilience, self-regulation, empathy and self-awareness, while fostering prosocial behaviours, such as sharing, teamwork, communication and conflict management (Learning Through Landscapes, 2025; Mann et al., 2022; The Muddy Puddle Teacher, 2025a). These experiences also enhance cognitive function, improve attention, memory, executive function and problem-solving skills, with hands-on tasks fostering a deeper understanding than traditional classroom-based learning (Ellis et al., 2024; Federico, 2020; Papadopoulou and Vincent, 2025).  Marchant (2019) suggests that outdoor learning positively impacts behaviour and academic attainment, with pupils being more engaged, motivated and focused.  Jones (2022), Kuo, Barnes and Jordan (2019) and Pirchio et al. (2021) all report that meaningful outdoor experiences strengthen children’s environmental awareness, supporting the development of sustainable attitudes and behaviours, however, as Pirchio et al. (2021) emphasise, these pro-environmental behaviours require regular, sustained outdoor sessions to have a long-term impact. 
The Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning (2018) and the Welsh Government (2023) emphasise that outdoor learning aligns with all areas of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and supports the aims of the Environment (Wales) Act (2016) and the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015c). However, Parker (2022), Rusitoru (2023) and Mann, Grey and Truong (2022) highlight that it is often seen as an optional add-on rather than an integral part of the curriculum, with some schools being risk-averse and prioritising indoor lessons over outdoor experiences. Additional barriers include time pressures, teacher confidence, inadequate training and equipment, weather challenges and confusion over what constitutes outdoor learning, with some seeing it as just outdoor play (Goldenberg, 2024).  Parker (2022), Wang, Abdul Rahman and Yahya (2025), Learning Through Landscapes (2023b), The Muddy Puddle Teacher (2025b) and the Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning (2018) all argue that for outdoor learning to reach its full potential, it requires a systemic change. To prevent it from becoming a geographical or socioeconomic lottery, it needs to be enshrined as a statutory requirement and embedded into the curriculum as a core pedagogical approach, with a clear definition, allocated time, appropriate resources and ongoing professional development to build teacher confidence. Without this systemic change, we risk outdoor learning being confined to just Foundation Phase children or, as Parker (2022) warns, reducing it to “just another gimmick”. 
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