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From Gateway to Stewardship: How Outdoor Education Fosters Community Inclusion and Sustainability Understanding through a Critical Pedagogy of Place.

Research question
To what extent, and through what mechanisms, does outdoor education in Welsh primary schools (Years 3-6) function as a gateway (a) social/Inclusive community and (b) sustainability understanding and action, when evaluated through Critical Pedagogy of Place (CPP)?
Introduction/Literature/Rational

Outdoor education (OE) continuously experiences a resurgence in Welsh schools since the implication of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) (Welsh Government, 2022) an evolution and developed framework from the 2015 Foundations Phase (Welsh Government). Educators seek innovative ways to boost student engagement, well-being and achievement, this is shown from a growing body of research, for example, facilitating sessions in an outdoor setting offers a magnitude of benefits such as, student engagement, stronger personal development, and improved socio-emotional well-being (Mann et al., 2022). Findings such as this have led schools to incorporate outdoor sessions into the school to enrich the children’s own curriculum, nature-based lessons, outdoor classrooms, and programs like Forest School for example have the potential to improve children’s mental health and wellbeing, suggests the NHS (2019). Schools in Wales are invited to produce and design locally orientated curricula that are closely associated to the Four Purposes, heavily connected to a learners authentic Sense of Cynefin (Welsh Government, 2019; Hwb, 2020). Case studies by Estyn (2023; 2024), also highlight the effectiveness of outdoor sessions increasing confidence, wellbeing and cross curricular skills.

Yet there is a persistent problem: OE’s civic and sustainability potential is unevenly realised. Programmes often have an over lapping theme to personal and social development, while attention to local socio-ecological issues, civic participation and environmental action is seen as much rarer (Becker et al., 2017; Mann et al., 2022), this suggests a heavy misalignment between wellbeing heavy practice and Critical pedagogy of place. Becker et al. (2017) similarly find outcomes centred around personal and social development, with fewer studies about ecological understanding or action. This justifies my choice to create action and partnership indicators into the observation rubric. A recent literature review by Fox et al (2022), in outdoor/environmental education found climate change is seldom addressed in the field’s research base, which highlights a missed opportunity to connect outdoor learning with urgent issues. In policy, England’s 2022 Sustainability and Climate Change Strategy positions education for climate action system-wide (DfE, 2022, 2023), and Scotland’s Learning for Sustainability strategy targets whole-setting change by 2030 (Scottish Government, 2023). Wales emphasises Cynefin and cross-cutting themes through school-designed curricula (Welsh Government, 2019; 2024), but how far primary outdoor learning translates these aspirations into local sustainability understanding and civic action is unclear. A policy alignment matrix will test whether Welsh guidance implicitly or explicitly points to inclusion and action, also how that compares with England and Scotland. Estyn case studies celebrate confidence and cross-curricular skills; however, they seldom evidence pupil led action or community partnerships as outcomes. This motivates the present study’s mechanism lens (voice - partnership - action). 
Critical pedagogy of place (CPP) offers a rigid evaluative lens. Gruenewald/Greenwood (2003) argues that outdoor learning should not merely “go outside”, but connect to local histories, power relations and ecosystems through the twin projects of reinhabitation (learning to live well in place) and decolonisation (challenging harmful ideologies/practices). Practically, that implies lessons that surface local environmental issues (e.g., river quality), include multiple community knowledges and histories, involve partnerships beyond school, and culminate in student agency or action (Sobel, 2004; Gallay et al., 2021). 
This study is timely for three reasons. First, Welsh schools are soon to consolidate implementation of the new curriculum; understanding how OE can advance Cynefin, inclusion and sustainability would inform school-level design (Welsh Government, 2019, 2022, 2024). Second, there is UK-wide movement to embed sustainability and civic participation in education (DfE, 2022; Scottish Government, 2023), offering useful comparators. Third, research indicates that youth agency and community partnerships are key to translating environmental learning into hopeful action, especially for marginalised learners (Gallay et al., 2021).

Aims and Objectives

To evaluate whether and how OE in Welsh primary schools acts as a gateway to social/community inclusion and sustainability understanding/action, using a critical pedagogy of place.

Objectives

1. Map OE- relevant intentions in the Curriculum for Wales (Humanities; Health & Well-being; Cynefin) and contrast with selected UK comparators (England, Scotland, Northern Ireland).

2. Analyse school-level curriculum/artefacts for CPP-aligned elements (reinhabitation, decolonisation, partnerships, pupil agency).

3. Examine classroom/field practices and elicit staff/pupil perspectives to identify mechanisms that support inclusion and sustainability action.

4. Synthesise findings into practical recommendations for schools and teacher education in Wales.

Method

Design- Qualitative multiple-case study with directed curriculum/document analysis. CPP demands attention to local context, histories and power; pairing document analysis (policy → school plans) with case-based practice (observations/interviews) aligns with that requirement (Gruenewald, 2003; Sobel, 2004).

Sampling and sites- Two to three Welsh primary schools using outdoor learning regularly (maximum-variation: e.g., urban/rural; different free-school-meal/ALN profiles). Preliminary access sought via headteachers/OE leads. Comparator curricula are national documents (England, Scotland, Northern Ireland).

Participants- Per school: OE lead and 1–2 teachers (semi-structured interviews); one pupil focus group (Years 3–6; 6–8 pupils) with parental consent and child assent.

Data sources- Policy/curriculum: Curriculum for Wales guidance and AoLE materials; school schemes of work/units, lesson plans, newsletters, partnership documents; England National Curriculum and DfE sustainability strategy; Scotland Learning for Sustainability plan; NI statutory curriculum pages.

Practice: 2–3 observed outdoor lessons/activities per site using a CPP-aligned observation rubric.

Voices: Interviews with staff; pupil focus groups exploring belonging, local issues noticed, and any action taken.

Instruments
Brief interview/focus-group guides (pilot-tested). Observation rubric with operational indicators:

1. Inclusion: pupil voice/choice; universal access/adaptations; family/community links; partnership artefacts; participation beyond school.

2. Sustainability: explicit local issue framing; links to histories/power; inquiry with local data; action components (e.g., habitat work, citizen science, campaigns); student agency.

3. CPP: re-inhabitation (care/restore/live well in place), decolonisation (whose stories; equity; challenging dominant narratives).


Ethics
Institutional approval prior to any data collection; GDPR-compliant storage; anonymisation of schools/participants; safeguarding procedures; right to withdraw; child-friendly assent. Member-checking of case summaries with staff to enhance credibility. DBS Compliant researcher, schedule co-planned to minimise disruption 

Limitations and mitigation
Small, non-probabilistic sample (mitigate via maximum-variation and rich description); observer effect (prolonged engagement across multiple sessions); researcher positionality (maintain reflexive journal); transferability rather than generalisability. Selection bias (schools predisposed to OE) mitigated by maximum-variation sampling; observer effect mitigated via repeat visits; transferability supported through thick description and an audit trail.

Data Analysis

Documents-  Directed content analysis using a CPP-derived codebook; produce a policy alignment matrix (Wales vs England/Scotland/NI) for inclusion, local sustainability, action expectations (Welsh Government, 2019; DfE, 2022; Scottish Government, 2023; DoE NI, 2017). CPP provides theoretically derived categories (re-inhabitation/decolonisation) suitable for directed content analysis of policy and school artefacts, while reflexive thematic analysis accommodates emergent, context-specific mechanisms in practice data. Combining both supports theory-informed yet inductive insight.

Interviews and observations- Reflexive thematic analysis (deductive CPP codes + inductive themes) to surface mechanisms (Braun & Clarke approach; implemented via coding memos). Decision rules: a lesson is coded CPP-aligned if it evidences ≥2 CPP codes plus ≥1 action/partnership indicator; gateway to inclusion if ≥2 inclusion indicators appear with corroborating pupil/teacher testimony.
Cross-case synthesis- Within-case write-ups,  cross-case matrix comparing CPP alignment and gateway mechanisms. Trustworthiness: triangulation (docs/obs/interviews), member checking (staff), audit trail and reflexive memos maintained throughout. This analytic approach directly addresses calls to move beyond descriptive accounts of OE towards mechanism-focused evaluation of civic/sustainability outcomes (Mann et al., 2022; Gallay et al., 2021).
Research Timetable (indicative; adjust to module calendar)
	Weeks 1-2 
	Finalise RQ, sampling criteria; supervisor discussion and preliminary approval.

	Weeks 2-4
	Literature update; build CPP codebook; draft and pilot interview/observation tools.

	Weeks 3-6
	Ethics submission and approval; safeguarding/GDPR setup; confirm school access.

	Weeks 5-7
	Collect national and school documents; set up analysis environment (e.g., NVivo).

	Weeks 7-10
	Fieldwork at schools (2–3 observations/site; staff interviews; pupil focus groups).

	Weeks 8-11
	Transcription; initial coding (directed for documents; inductive/deductive for interviews/observations).

	Weeks 11-13
	Thematic development; cross-case matrices; member-checking with staff.

	Weeks 13-16
	Draft dissertation chapters; integrate supervisor feedback; revise.


No data will be gathered before formal ethics approval and supervisor sign-off
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