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School Grounds development and how they support adventurous activities and outdoor learning. 

Through various research over a number of years, it can be seen that play is a primary and widely used vehicle for learning more specifically in natural, outdoor environments (Acar, 2014). The large majority of research into outdoor activities and play is situated around the foundation phase age group with little emphasis and research into how the use of the outdoors can be best utilised to promote learning in older, secondary school aged pupils. Therefore, this essay will discuss a number of ground developments the school could carry out which would support adventurous activities and outdoor learning in addition to how and why these developments would be beneficial to the school and pupils. 

The Foundation Phase framework describes how emphasis should be on the use of outdoor environment as resources for learning to promote discovery and independence amongst pupils (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a). In addition, within the Physical Education curriculum for key stages two through to four, it states how to naturally progress in physical education children need to have a mixture of experiences in both indoor and outdoor environments to develop attributes such as creativity and imagination (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008b). Within the new curriculum for learning in Wales, the statements of what matters describe how pupils should understand health promoting behaviours such as “physical activity, including but not limited to sport;” and how learners can create and “explore connections between their experiences, mental health and emotional wellbeing” (Welsh Government, 2021 p.2). By mentioning how pupils should develop understanding that physical activity is more than just sport, it relates back to the older curriculum where competitive activities was just one of four components of physical education, which could suggest that possibly emphasis should be placed on more than just sport within curriculum hours. 

However, a large issue emerging in society is the vastly declining physical activity levels and rising inactivity of younger generations, with physical inactivity being severely rooted in developing economies resulting in it becoming the norm (Nike 2021). More specifically, pupils time spent outdoors is decreasing with their time spent in sedentary behaviours increasing with literature from across the world hinting to higher levels amongst older, secondary school aged pupils (Pate et al. 2011). Time spent outside by youth and adolescents has decreased due to a number of reasons including increased time in-front of screens like computers and televisions which have led to a rapidly increasing obesity crisis amongst children (Biddle et al. 2004). Children who participate in regular physical activity can attain a number of benefits with regular participation associated with improved mental, physical and cognitive health (Bull et al. 2020). Similarly, Pearson and Craig (2014) found that evidence suggests exposure to natural environments have been linked to mental health benefits such as reduced depression and anxiety, which could be very beneficial to pupils especially those in key stage four suffering with stress and anxiety of exams. To be able to achieve these outcomes the World Health Organisation (WHO) recommend that school aged children should strive to be physically active for a minimum of sixty minutes a day at a moderate to vigorous intensity (Bull et al. 2020). 

Physical education teachers are already facing a number of issues with fulfilling and meeting the aims of the curriculum due to a number of reasons. Currently, physical education has roughly one to two hours in the timetable a fortnight, and with the curriculum being split into four activities teachers are struggling to provide all types of activities due to facilities, timetabling and participation. Schools often place importance on sport within physical education as it can lead to positive publicity for the school as they could win various competitions and also if any pupil goes on to become an elite athlete the school can take some credit. This has resulted in a large majority of budgeting going on creating high end sport facilities and not much provision for other activities such as adventurous outdoor activities. Some of the outdoor facilities are not expensive and when utilised right, are quite basic. The importance is providing the pupils with the opportunity to be creative and active outdoors therefore providing a wide range of affordances is crucial. Affordances are well discussed in relation to the outdoors and correspond with how pupils perceive the affordance will determine how they interact with the environment (Niklasson and Sandberg, 2010). 
For some pupils, school is the only time they may be active throughout their day and may be their only opportunity to spend time outdoors. Higher physical activity levels during school breaks has been associated with outdoor facilities therefore, it is critical that consideration for improved outdoor facilities, environment and affordances is taken to improve and promote physical activity amongst pupils (Haug et al. 2010). 

There are a number of possible developments the school could make to their grounds in order to promote adventurous activities and outdoor learning. A development which would promote adventurous activities would be a bouldering wall. Bouldering has been defined as “a firm of rock climbing where the climber does not exceed 15 ft. and relies on crash pads for safety instead of a belayer” (Mak, Costanzo and Legaspi, 2013, p.7). If the bouldering wall were to remain at a height of 15ft then it would be limited to use only within physical education lessons or times where supervision is available. Therefore, to allow the pupils to have freedom and use the wall in their own break and lunch times without the need for teacher supervision, the wall would only be built to a safe height, roughly no more than two times their height (Scouts, 2018) which would allow the pupils to explore the wall safely and if they fell they would have a lower risk of serious injury. By giving pupils the opportunity to experience bouldering it could allow them to develop some physical attributes activities such as team sports may not, for example McNeely (2000) study into the effectiveness of resistance band exercises versus bouldering on developing upper body and grip strength in children found that bouldering can have positive benefits on this attributes. Research into the physiological effects of bouldering found that regular boulders who would do so during their recreational time had increased strength, flexibility and aerobic power in addition to suggesting that if it became a long-term regular activity there would also be numerous long-term benefits (Fencl et al., 2011). For pupils to potentially be interested in bouldering during their free time they would firstly need the opportunity to experience the activity within a safe environment such as a physical education lesson. 

As previously mentioned, physical education in the current 2008 curriculum for Wales is sectioned into four activities with two including creative and adventurous activities (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008b). Research suggests that bouldering can be used as both an adventurous and creative activity as pupils would develop and require more than physical skills, with their cognitive skills being utilised to solve the problem of which route is best to take on the wall (Künzell et al., 2020). The uniqueness of bouldering linked with its problem-solving demands enables pupils to challenge themselves and also instead of being pit against other pupils their competition would be their own performance. By being in competition with themselves it would allow for the development of Self Determination Theory which relates to the individuals optimal motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2012) and suggests that when pupils find activities interesting and enjoyable they are more likely to engage in these activities in their own leisure time (Haerens et al. 2012). Self-determination and motivation are crucial to the development of physical literacy. Physical literacy is defined as “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life.” (IPLA, 2017, p.1) with physical literacy becoming a more central aim of schools and physical education teachers. 

The second grounds development which would be beneficial in teaching of adventurous activities and outdoor learning would be an outdoor classroom. Firstly, evidence suggests that there is a significant connection between better health and wellbeing and the interaction of nature (Mann et al. 2021) with outdoor classrooms rapidly gaining popularity due to their flexibility to fit within multiple Areas of Learning and Experience in the curriculum (Largo-Wight et al. 2018). The use of outdoor, natural classrooms allows the aims of numerous subjects and areas within the curriculum to be met (Sjöblom and Svens, 2018). Sjoblom and Svens (2018) found that some pupils perceived nature learning school to be social, cognitive, affective and provided the practical skills of learning and found differences in their perceived ability to concentrate and motivation. Current interventions for outdoor learning and classrooms include forest schools. Studies into the effectiveness of forest schools found that pupils who had participated in these outdoor learning experiences had a more positive attitude towards the environment and environmental learning (Turtle, Convery and Convery, 2015). In addition, research suggests that forest schools can be designed to meet specific needs of individuals or the group and can increase children academic, social and physical performance when used over a long period of time (Nawaz and Blackwell, 2014). Although the majority of research and evidence points to these positive outcomes amongst older primary school pupils, there is a lack of evidence suggesting that these outcomes cannot be duplicated and possibly developed within secondary school pupils. 

Within our school grounds this outdoor classroom can take a variety of routes in regard to its structure, overall appearance and how it would be best made to suit the activities being taught. The outdoor classroom can provide a breakdown of structures used when inside such as limiting pupils to seats and allow children more freedom by utilising outdoor strategies to meet both learning and physical activity criteria (Hyndman and Mahony, 2018). To enable access to the outdoor classroom for everyone, it will be situated on the grassed area next to the hockey pitch which has a ramp leading down which is vital as the four key purposes of the new curriculum relates to all learners and requires teaching to be accessible and suitable for learners of different aptitudes, ages and abilities (Welsh Government, 2021). Similarly, to Largo-Wight et el. (2018) idea of an outdoor classroom, our development would be sheltered allowing all weather use and would allow a place of shade and shelter for pupils during their break times. Furthermore, the classroom will be in the shape of a roundhouse which will allow the teacher to be more interactive with the class as they will be able to see all areas of the room. It has also been observed during outdoor lessons, that there is a decrease in teacher directions and an increase in child-led learning (Largo-Wight et al. 2018). This is a crucial aspect of developing connections between children and their surroundings as it helps create a context for learning through which pupils design as they engage with others and objects around them (Lindon and Rouse, 2013). 

The final development proposed for the school ground is a nature orienteering trail. Competitive, elite orienteering is described as a sporting activity where a map is used as a visual tool which the participant reads and interprets whilst running around at speed (Wilson, 2017). The activity of orienteering can be modified to suit the needs and ability of the pupils. Furthermore, orienteering is gaining popularity as the British School Orienteering Society which promotes the activity within schools has been developed to aid schools in the delivery of the activity (Wilson, 2017). Orienteering in physical education lessons would fit into the adventurous activities section of the current curriculum for Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008) and also numerous Areas of Learning and Experience including; health and well-being, sciences and technology and mathematics and numeracy (Welsh Government, 2021). During a physical education lesson pupils would be physically active either running or walking around the trail following the tasks set out, the tasks could include problem solving tasks like maths or riddles which would require and develop cognitive skills in pupils. In addition, the trail could be used by science teachers as a nature discovery where pupils could assess and monitor surrounding wildlife present around the trail. Research into dynamics of students whilst participating in orienteering conducted by Jourand et al. (2017) found three main modes of student interaction included confrontation, delegation and co-construction which suggests that pupils also have the ability to develop social skills whilst orienteering as they work in groups which allows dynamics such as leadership to appear. 

The nature trail can be an inclusive activity made for all pupils of the school both mainstream and additional learning needs. The estimated prevalence rates of autism are roughly 3.8 out of a thousand for boys and 0.8 out of a thousand for girls with changes in legislation resulting in roughly sixty percent of students being diagnosed with an Autism Spectrum Disorder (Dillon, Underwood and Freemantle, 2016). Some children who have such disorders suffer with “autonomic dysregulation during sensory stimulation” (Schaaf et al. 2015, p.461). The trail can be utilised to provide a variety of sensory experiences for these pupils to try and experience making it beneficial for them whilst also performing physical activity. Finally, the trail can help develop pupils physical literacy as it can add to the understanding that being active, even when the main goal of the activity is not being active, is better than being sedentary resulting in them taking responsibility for their activity levels. 

In conclusion, the outdoor environment is a critical tool in the education of pupils, outdoor learning and adventurous activities which is not being utilised enough. The outdoors offers benefits far beyond just physical leading to well-developed pupils who have a greater understanding of the importance of being healthy physically, mentally and emotionally. Therefore, through a small number of changes and developments such as the ones mentioned previously like a bouldering wall, nature trail and outdoor classroom, the school grounds can allow a greater use of the outdoors and enable adventurous activities and outdoor learning to be supported. 
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