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Element 1:
A Reflective Comparison of Outdoor Learning in Mainstream Primary Provision and an Enhanced Inclusion Provision (EIP)
Outdoor learning has always been an important part of my practice, but working within an Enhanced Inclusion Provision (EIP) has changed the way I understand its purpose and potential. Supporting pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) has shown me how powerful outdoor environments can be, not just for curriculum learning, but for emotional regulation, communication, and building confidence. This reflective essay compares outdoor learning in mainstream primary provision with the approach taken within an EIP, drawing on my own experiences, observations, and professional growth. The discussion is framed by relevant research and policy guidance, including the Curriculum for Wales, ALN legislation, and literature on outdoor learning and inclusion.

Introduction
Outdoor learning is widely recognised as a valuable part of children’s development. The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) emphasises experiential, play‑based, and holistic learning, much of which can be supported outdoors. In mainstream primary settings, outdoor learning is often structured around curriculum objectives and whole‑class teaching. In contrast, within an EIP, outdoor learning is shaped by individual needs, sensory profiles, and personalised targets.
As a specialist teaching assistant, I regularly adapt outdoor activities to ensure pupils with ALN can access learning in a way that feels safe, meaningful, and developmentally appropriate. Reflecting on my practice has helped me understand how outdoor learning can either enable or restrict engagement depending on how it is designed and delivered.

Scope of Outdoor Learning in a Mainstream Primary Setting
In mainstream primary provision, the scope of outdoor learning is largely determined by curriculum requirements. Teachers plan outdoor activities that link to specific learning objectives, and outdoor spaces are used to support subjects such as science, expressive arts, and PE. This aligns with research showing that outdoor learning can enhance motivation, physical development, and problem‑solving skills (Waite, 2017).
However, mainstream outdoor environments are typically designed for large groups, with equipment that encourages physical play and social interaction. While this supports many pupils, it does not always meet the needs of those who require quieter spaces, sensory regulation, or more individualised support. Studies highlight that busy playgrounds can be overwhelming for pupils with sensory processing differences or social communication needs (Ashburner et al., 2014).
Reflecting on my time supporting mainstream classes, I remember how loud and unpredictable outdoor sessions could be. Many pupils enjoyed this, but others found it challenging. This has made me more aware of how easily pupils’ needs can be overlooked when outdoor learning is designed for the majority.

Approach to Outdoor Learning in a Mainstream Primary Setting
The mainstream approach tends to be teacher‑led and consistent with classroom routines. Activities are planned, expectations are clear, and the focus is on curriculum coverage and whole‑class engagement. This aligns with traditional pedagogical models where outdoor learning is an extension of indoor teaching (Beames, Higgins & Nicol, 2012).
However, for pupils with ALN, the sensory and social demands of mainstream outdoor environments can create barriers. Research suggests that pupils with autism, ADHD, or sensory processing needs may struggle with unstructured outdoor spaces unless additional support is provided (Conn, 2018). I often supported children who became dysregulated during outdoor sessions—not because they didn’t want to participate, but because the environment was simply too unpredictable.
This reflection has helped me recognise the limitations of mainstream outdoor learning for pupils who require more personalised approaches.

Scope of Outdoor Learning in an Enhanced Inclusion Provision (EIP)
In the EIP, the scope of outdoor learning is shaped by the individual needs of pupils rather than the demands of the whole‑class curriculum. Outdoor spaces become extensions of our therapeutic and educational work, offering opportunities for sensory regulation, communication development, social interaction, and emotional expression.
This aligns with the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, which emphasises person‑centred practice and the importance of adapting environments to meet individual needs. Outdoor learning within the EIP often supports IDP targets, such as communication, emotional regulation, or social skills.
The EIP environment is intentionally designed to be calming and accessible. We use visual supports, clear zoning, and predictable routines to help pupils understand expectations. Research supports the idea that structured outdoor environments can reduce anxiety and increase engagement for pupils with ALN (McArdle, 2019).
Reflecting on this, I realise how much thought goes into creating an environment that truly supports inclusion. It is not just about having outdoor space; it is about shaping that space so every child can access it meaningfully.


Approach to Outdoor Learning in an EIP
The EIP approach is flexible, responsive, and deeply personalised. As a specialist TA, I adapt activities constantly based on pupils’ emotional states, sensory needs, and communication profiles. Outdoor learning is not something we “deliver”—it is something we co‑create with the pupils.
a. Personalisation
Activities are tailored to each pupil’s developmental stage, interests, and targets. This reflects child‑centred pedagogies that emphasise autonomy and agency (Brooks, 2020).
b. Therapeutic use of space
Outdoor areas are essential for supporting emotional regulation. Nature-based environments have been shown to reduce stress and support well-being, particularly for neurodivergent pupils (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989).
c. Communication-focused practice
We embed communication strategies such as visual timetables, modelling language, and AAC. Outdoor contexts often reduce pressure, enabling more spontaneous communication (Norwich, 2014).
d. High staff-to-pupil ratio
This allows for close observation, modelling, and scaffolding. Research highlights the importance of adult mediation in supporting ALN pupils outdoors (Knight, 2013).
e. Flexibility and responsiveness
If a pupil becomes overwhelmed, we change the plan. This aligns with trauma‑informed and neurodiversity‑affirming approaches that prioritise emotional safety (Porges, 2011).
Reflecting on this, I have learned to value the process of learning as much as the outcome.

Similarities Between the Two Settings
Despite the differences, both settings share important aims:
· Supporting physical development
· Encouraging exploration and curiosity
· Promoting social interaction
· Providing experiential learning opportunities
· Recognising the well-being benefits of outdoor environments
Both settings also require careful risk assessment and consistent supervision. Reflecting on this, I can see that the core values are similar, even if the approaches differ.

Differences Between the Two Settings
The key differences lie in purpose, structure, and flexibility.
a. Purpose
· Mainstream: Curriculum‑driven
· EIP: Needs‑driven and therapeutic
b. Structure
· Mainstream: Timetabled and whole‑class
· EIP: Flexible and individualised
c. Environment
· Mainstream: Designed for large groups
· EIP: Adapted for sensory and communication needs
d. Staffing
· Mainstream: One teacher + limited TA support
· EIP: Higher staffing ratios with specialist training
e. Pupil experience
· Mainstream: Can be overwhelming for pupils with ALN
· EIP: Designed to reduce anxiety and support regulation
Reflecting on these differences has helped me understand why some pupils struggle in mainstream outdoor environments and why the EIP approach is so essential for their well-being.











Conclusion
Outdoor learning plays a valuable role in both mainstream primary settings and Enhanced Inclusion Provisions, but the way it is delivered differs significantly. Working within the EIP has made me more reflective about the purpose of outdoor learning. I have learned to see the outdoors not just as a place for physical activity or curriculum tasks, but as a space where pupils can regulate, communicate, and build confidence.
This experience has shaped my practice and deepened my understanding of inclusion. Outdoor learning, when thoughtfully adapted, has the power to transform pupils’ experiences and open opportunities that may not be possible indoors. For many of our pupils, the outdoors is not an “extra”, it is essential.
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Element 3:
RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Outdoor Sensory Circuits
	Date:
	15.04.26

	Assessor:  
	Lyndsey Copp
	Review date:  
	15.06.26



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

	Outdoor Sensory Circuits: Alerting, Organising & Calming Zones
	Supports emotional regulation and readiness to learn
Improves balance, coordination and gross motor skills
Provides structured sensory input beneficial for ALN pupils
Encourages confidence, independence and problem-solving
Promotes physical activity and wellbeing
Enhances communication, turn-taking and teamwork
	Slips, trips and falls
Collisions during running or scooter board activities
Overexertion or fatigue
Sensory overload
Misuse of equipment
Weather-related risks
Minor scratches or stings
	Young people, adults
	Pre-session site checks
Clear boundaries
1:3 ratio
Demonstrations
Equipment checks
Spaced activities
Weather-appropriate adjustments
Hydration breaks
Alternative tasks
Staff are aware of needs
First aid available
	Medium

	Use of Natural Materials (logs, stepping stones, loose parts)
	Encourages exploration and problem-solving
Develops balance, coordination and motor planning
Provides tactile sensory input
Supports imaginative play
	Splinters, minor cuts or grazes
Slips or falls
Loose materials becoming trip hazards
	Young people
	Logs and stones checked
Remove debris
Ensure dry surfaces
Adult supervision
Clear instructions
	Medium

	Calming Zone (breathing, mindfulness, quiet tent)
	Supports emotional regulation
Reduces anxiety
Encourages self-awareness
Provides a safe space
	Tripping on tent lines or cushions
Overcrowding
Allergies
	Young people
	Tent securely anchored
Limit numbers
Alternative calming tools
Adult supervision
	Low 

	Alerting Sensory Activities
	Increases energy levels and alertness
Supports readiness to learn and engagement
Improves focus and attention
Provides appropriate sensory stimulation
Promotes physical activity and wellbeing
	Collisions during running or fast-paced movement
Slips, trips and falls
Overexertion or fatigue
Loss of spatial awareness
Minor bumps or grazes
	Young people
	Pre-session site check
Clear boundaries and designated running space
1:3 staff ratio
Adult supervision at all times
Clear instructions and demonstrations
Spaced activities to reduce collisions
Monitor for signs of fatigue
Hydration breaks
Appropriate footwear required
First aid available
	Medium

	Organising Sensory Activities
	Develops coordination and balance
Supports motor planning and body awareness
Encourages problem-solving and sequencing skills
Improves focus and ability to follow instructions
Builds confidence and independence
	Falls from balancing equipment
Trips over obstacles
Misuse of equipment
Frustration leading to unsafe movement
	Young people
	Equipment checked before use
Clear instructions and demonstrations
Activities set up with safe spacing
Appropriate challenge level for ability
Adult supervision and support
Encourage turn-taking to avoid overcrowding
Modify tasks where needed
	Medium 





Element 4:
Literature Review: The Role of Outdoor Education
Introduction
Working within an Enhanced Inclusion Provision (EIP), I have seen first‑hand how outdoor education can shape pupils’ wellbeing, engagement, and sense of belonging. Although definitions vary, most organisations and theorists agree that outdoor learning involves purposeful experiences that take place beyond the traditional classroom. The Institute for Outdoor Learning (2022) describes it as a broad approach that uses natural and built environments to support personal development, curriculum learning, and wellbeing. The Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (2019) similarly emphasises that outdoor learning is not an optional extra but a meaningful pedagogical tool that enriches children’s experiences.
The theoretical foundations also resonate with what I observe in practice. Dewey’s (1938) view of learning through experience aligns closely with how many of our pupils respond when given space to explore, problem-solve, and make sense of the world outdoors. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, moving from concrete experience to reflection and experimentation, is something I see naturally unfolding during outdoor tasks, especially when pupils are supported to talk through what they notice and feel.
More contemporary perspectives, such as Waite’s (2011) argument that outdoor learning is shaped by social and cultural contexts, feel particularly relevant in an EIP setting. Our pupils often arrive with varied experiences of the outdoors, and their confidence, sensory needs, and emotional regulation all influence their engagement. Across the literature, outdoor education is consistently linked to wellbeing, environmental connection, and skill development, themes that strongly reflect what I see daily in my role.

 Physical and Mental Health & Wellbeing 
Working with pupils with a range of ALN, I have found that outdoor spaces often provide the regulatory opportunities that indoor environments cannot. Research supports this. Fjørtoft (2004) highlights how natural environments encourage movement, balance, and coordination, which I see when pupils climb, run, or simply explore uneven ground. For some children, especially those with sensory processing differences, the outdoors offers a level of freedom and physical expression that reduces tension and supports self‑regulation.
The mental health benefits are equally significant. Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1989) Attention Restoration Theory suggests that nature reduces cognitive overload, something I recognise when pupils who struggle indoors become calmer and more focused outside. Roe and Aspinall (2011) also link outdoor experiences with reduced stress and improved emotional well-being. In the EIP, I often notice that pupils who arrive dysregulated settle more quickly when we begin the day outdoors, using sensory input such as wind, movement, or tactile exploration to ground themselves.
However, the literature also warns against oversimplifying these benefits. Gill (2014) argues that outdoor learning cannot “fix” wider issues such as trauma or anxiety, and I agree that some pupils need far more than time outdoors to feel safe. Brussoni et al. (2015) also highlight how risk‑averse school cultures can limit the very experiences that support resilience and wellbeing. I have experienced this tension when balancing genuine risk‑taking with safety expectations.
Despite these challenges, the evidence and my own practice suggest that outdoor education can play a vital role in supporting wellbeing when it is intentional and responsive. For many pupils in the EIP, the outdoors is not just a change of scenery; it is a therapeutic space where they can regulate their emotions, connect with others, and experience success.

Engagement with the Natural Environment & Sustainability 
One of the most powerful aspects of outdoor learning in the EIP is the way pupils begin to develop curiosity and care for the natural world. Louv’s (2005) idea of “nature‑deficit disorder” feels relevant when working with children who have limited access to safe outdoor spaces outside school. Many arrive unsure or even anxious about natural environments, but with repeated exposure, their confidence grows.
Chawla (2009) found that early, meaningful experiences in nature can influence long‑term environmental attitudes. I see this when pupils notice seasonal changes, care for plants, or show excitement about wildlife. These moments often become starting points for conversations about sustainability, habitats, and human impact.
However, the literature also challenges the assumption that outdoor learning automatically leads to pro‑environmental behaviour. Rickinson et al. (2004) argue that awareness alone is not enough — children need structured opportunities to reflect and make connections. This aligns with my experience: pupils may enjoy being outside, but deeper understanding develops only when adults help them link their experiences to wider ideas.
Equity is another important issue. Natural England (2020) highlights that children in deprived areas often have fewer opportunities for nature‑rich experiences. In the EIP, I see how outdoor learning can help bridge this gap, but only if schools commit to providing consistent access and removing barriers such as staffing, resources, or risk concerns.
Overall, the literature suggests that outdoor education can foster environmental engagement, but it requires intentional planning and reflection. For pupils with ALN, these experiences can be especially meaningful, helping them build confidence, curiosity, and a sense of connection with the world around them.

Skills Development and Experiential Learning 
Outdoor education offers rich opportunities to develop social, cognitive, and practical skills, which I witness daily in the EIP. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory is evident when pupils learn through trial and error, whether they are building shelters, navigating space, or working together on a shared task. These activities naturally encourage problem‑solving, communication, and resilience.
Research by Waite et al. (2016) shows that outdoor learning can strengthen social interaction, and I see this clearly when pupils who struggle indoors begin to collaborate more confidently outside. The reduced sensory demands and increased space often make social situations feel safer and more manageable.
Cognitively, outdoor learning helps pupils make sense of abstract concepts through hands‑on experiences. Dillon et al. (2006) found that outdoor contexts improve engagement and retention, which aligns with my observations: pupils who find classroom learning overwhelming often thrive when tasks are practical and grounded in real‑world contexts.
However, the literature also highlights tensions. Mann et al. (2022) note that academic gains are inconsistent, raising questions about how outdoor learning fits within curriculum pressures. I recognise this challenge when balancing pupil‑led exploration with the need to evidence progress. Risk is another area of debate. While managed risk supports resilience, safety concerns can limit opportunities. Navigating this balance is a regular part of EIP practice.
Despite these challenges, outdoor education remains a powerful tool for developing independence, confidence, and transferable skills. For many pupils with ALN, it provides a rare chance to experience success and agency.

Conclusion: The Way Forward 
Across the literature and my own experience in the EIP, outdoor education emerges as a vital component of inclusive, holistic practice. It supports physical health, emotional wellbeing, environmental awareness, and skill development — but only when it is intentional, consistent, and responsive to pupils’ needs.
One clear theme is that outdoor learning must be more than occasional enrichment. For pupils with ALN, it often provides the conditions they need to regulate, engage, and learn. This means schools should view outdoor education as a core part of their provision, not an add‑on. Embedding it across the curriculum would allow pupils to access meaningful, hands‑on learning that supports both academic and personal development.
Equity is another key issue. Many pupils in the EIP have limited access to safe outdoor spaces outside school, making the school environment even more important. Ensuring regular, structured outdoor opportunities can help reduce inequalities and provide experiences that some children would otherwise miss.
The literature also highlights the importance of skilled practitioners. Outdoor learning is most effective when adults understand how to scaffold experiences, manage risk, and support reflection. In the EIP, this often means adapting activities to sensory needs, emotional regulation profiles, and individual interests. Investing in staff training and confidence is therefore essential.
Looking ahead, the way forward involves creating whole‑school cultures that value curiosity, exploration, and connection with the natural world. This aligns with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises authentic, experiential learning. Outdoor education can play a central role in helping pupils become healthy, confident individuals and ethical, informed citizens.
In conclusion, outdoor education offers significant benefits for all learners, but particularly for those with ALN. When thoughtfully implemented, it can transform pupils’ engagement, well-being, and sense of self. The challenge now is ensuring that outdoor learning is prioritised, resourced, and embedded so that every child, regardless of need or background, can access the rich opportunities it provides.
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SENSORY CIRCUITS

Explore, Discover, Connect!

Age Group: 4 - 8 years

Group Capacity - 12
Ratio: 1 adult : 4 children

Explore, discover, and connect with movement and
nature-based activities in woodland settings.
Activities include tactile trail walks and balance-
beam activities that spark children's curiosity and
creativity in nature.

Equipment .

Please plan to wear sturdy shoes and weather-appropriate
clothing. Activities include walking, balance, hand-eye
coordination, discovery, and natural sculpture building.
Bring layers and proper outdoor clothes.

Using hands-on sensory-based activities;
coordination, sculptures, sound mapping,
and natural exploration.

Description:

Bring Froebel's principles, weather-appropriate
clothing, and arrival on time.

Inspired by basis of sombreness, play,
discovery, and nature. (Orientation will
help families.) Shoes, suitable clothing
recommended for weather. The goal is to
create familiar and fun connections in
nature. Support sensory development
through natural activities.

Resources:

Family and wildlife materials are
from a natural setting, suitable
for children. Properly prepared,
suitable clothing recommended.
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Curriculum link:
Supporting sensory
development and
natural exploration.




