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Part 3- Blog: The importance of adults caring for children realising the benefits that come with outdoor learning...  
  
As an Early Years practitioner, I have always wondered why a certain percentage of fellow colleagues and parents of the children I care for, have never considered the opportunities that lie in the outdoors that could benefit the children in their care in numerous ways.   
 As part of the Foundation Phase (2008) the current curriculum in Wales, there are guidelines for practitioners on how to implement outdoor learning. During the Foundation Phase evaluation (2015b: 64) it was highlighted that only 34% of practitioners, reported using the outdoors every day. The Welsh Government (2015: 3) mentions that the outdoor environment should promote discovery and independence and a greater emphasis on using the outdoor environment as a resource for children’s learning. 
 The Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning handbook (2009) highlights the many benefits outdoor learning can have on children’s development. These benefits include- physical activity which is not beneficial for just the body, but the mind also. As well as the opportunities to experience nature first-hand, problem solving with peers and social development.  The Four Purposes of the Foundation Phase (2008) mention the aim to create healthy, confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society. The outdoors has many ways of ensuring children succeed in becoming healthy and confident individuals.  
 There is evidence dating back to 1984 from Kolb (1984 cited in McLeod, 2017) that mentions the benefits of children having opportunities to create knowledge through experiential learning. As well as Piaget (1936 cited in McLeod, 2018) who believed in children’s cognitive development being increased through hands on learning.  
 It is important to mention that the Foundation Phase outdoor learning handbook (2009) mentions that the outdoors is not an extra to the Foundation Phase and that the Foundation Phase and the outdoors are inseparable. Therefore, why are practitioners not taking full advantage of these opportunities? The Foundation Phase evaluation (2015b: 64) mentions that the outdoors was rarely used as an extension of the classroom. There should be a mandatory amount of training for practitioners prior to the New Curriculum for Wales (2019) to ensure practitioners are aware and fully understand the benefits it would have on the children in their care.   
According to the Foundation Phase evaluation (2015b: 64) When asked practitioners often noted how outdoor learning opportunities are often dependent on the weather conditions. Despite this, children are observed engaging in more vigarous and dynamic activities when they are outdoors and there was a higher percentage of child-led learning. As part of the New Curriculum (2019) there are aims for opportunities to allow children to carry out most activities outdoors as there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing. I feel this is the perspective every practitioner should have on outdoor learning.  Not only does the outdoors provide numerous opportunities for children to explore, it also gives practitioners the opportunity to observe children in somewhere other than the classroom.   
Childhoods have changed a considerable amount in the last decade, with most children now spending time in front of screens, instead of exploring their local parks, gardens and nature in general. According to Ofcom (2015) report, more than 53% of 3 and 4 year olds that their own tablet. However, there is no reason as to why children can not collaborate technology and the outdoors. Children can still stay up to date with technology while enjoying the outdoors. Children could take for example, a digital camera to take pictures of any mini beasts they may find or using a mobile phone map to aid them in the right direction of their desired destination. There are limitless amounts of opportunity for children, but it is vital adults encourage them to take part in as much as possible.  
 There are many websites that give many ideas as to where to take children to take part in hands on, experiential learning. A good website to look at for ideas is https://www.naturespath.com/en-ca/blog/7-fun-simple-outdoor-activities-kids/ where they list simple but engaging activities for children. Practitioners have a whole curriculum handbook to refer to when looking for ideas.  
 Children need to be given the chance to give their opinions on their learning and their voices should be heard by parents, teachers and Early Years practitioners. The UNCRC (1990) article 12 mentions the importance of respecting children’s views. This is important for all to remember when planning experiences and activities for children. By not giving children this chance to speak up, both parents and practitioners are taking away their right to having a voice and having their views respected.   
 The other wonderful aspect of the outdoors is that it can fit in to any theme a class could be studying. This links to children’s use of divergent thinking, Cropley (2015) explains that divergent thinking is a process that takes place when someone comes up with multiple answers for how we can view something. For example, a child could look at a skipping rope as a snake that is chasing them and that would link to a theme such as ‘wild animals.’ This is a process that children are known to excel at.   
Skills for the New Curriculum for Wales (2019) include creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem solving, personal effectiveness, and planning and organising, the outdoors has the power for children to cover all these skills. The outdoors can also encourage children to become ethical citizens by encouraging them to be kind to nature by looking after living things and learning about sustainability. 
For the practitioners and parents out there looking for activities to do with their children, open your door, take a few steps outside and let them breathe fresh air, let them kick a football or climb a tree as the possibilities and benefits of doing so are endless. Trust in the evidence that is clearly stated in the Foundation Phase (2009) outdoor learning handbook and give children experiences they will remember far more than a working on a work sheet while stuck indoors.  
  
  
  
 

