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[bookmark: _Int_ihO0VDNM]What is meant by outdoor learning? This question is central to an expansive pedagogical framework that transcends the confines of the traditional classroom, placing experiential engagement with the natural world at the centre of the educational process (Beames, Higgins and Nicol, 2012). Within the United Kingdom and specifically the Welsh educational system, outdoor learning id defined by its emphasis on holistic development, utilising the environment as a dynamic medium to cultivate physical wellbeing, emotional resilience and an enduring connection to the landscape. This approach is formally recognised by the Forest School Association (2011) as “an inspirational process that offers children, young people and adults regular opportunities to achieve and develop confidence and self-esteem through hands-on learning experiences.” By moving beyond abstract instruction, outdoor pedagogy allows learners to synthesise theoretical knowledge with practical application in real-world contexts, a transition that is fundamental to the Curriculum for Wales.
[bookmark: _Int_gslB3NyM]However, the effectiveness of this pedagogy often hinges on the specific approach to inclusion and the accommodation of Additional Learning Needs (Harris, 2017). While mainstream settings may use the outdoors to achieve curricular targets, the forest school environment can fundamentally alter a child's sense of competence and social standing by removing traditional academic barriers (Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2019). Consequently, this essay investigates the diverse manifestations of outdoor learning by comparing two distinct educational environments. Through this comparison, it will explore how their differing pedagogical intentions and roles of the practitioner (Waite, 2011) ultimately offer a complementary balance that supports the development of the whole child.
The scope of outdoor learning within a primary school setting is defined by its role as a functional extension of the indoor classroom, designed to meet the statutory requirements of the Curriculum for Wales. Characterised by accessibility and direct alignment with Areas of Learning and Experience, the physical scope of a typical Welsh primary setting includes curated zones such as paved areas for physical literacy, sensory gardens for emotional regulation and “conservation corners” for biological study (Welsh Government, 2009). These spaces ensure that outdoor learning remains a consistent entitlement for all pupils, typically contained within the school’s perimeter to manage safeguarding and ratios, though often extending into the community through “Welly Walk Wednesdays” to strengthen the connection to Cynefin (Welsh Government, 2021). To underpin this integrated curriculum, settings are typically equipped with purpose-built resources, including fixed climbing frames for gross motor development and modular stations such as mud kitchens that allow for the practical application of mathematical and scientific inquiry. However, the scope in this context faces significant limitations, site boundaries, high pupil-to-staff ratios and the pressures of a dense curriculum often restrict the amount of time spent outdoors and the degree of free exploration such as waterproof suits and boots, where families cannot afford this, the scope of outdoor learning is further restricted, potentially leading to inequality of experience. Despite these barriers, when resources are managed effectively, these curated environments act as an essential part of a teacher’s toolkit, ensuring that abstract academic concepts are grounded in tangible, real-world experiences (Estyn, 2024).
The scope of outdoor learning within a forest school setting is notably different from the primary school setting, as it is defined by long-term, frequent immersion in a natural, “uncurated environment” (Forest School Association, 2011). In this context, the landscape itself functions as the primary pedagogical resource, offering an ecological ‘wildness’ that encourages physical challenge and child-led exploration (Knight, 2016). This setting priorities loose parts and natural materials over fixed structures, utilising specialised tools and a central campfire circle to create autonomy and community cohesion (Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2019). To ensure that this all-weather philosophy is inclusive, many forest schools successfully utilise external grants to provide high-quality waterproof clothing and footwear for all participants. This grant funded model directly addresses the financial barriers that might otherwise exclude children from lower income backgrounds, ensuring that the scope of the experience remains equitable regardless of a family’s personal resources. While the sustainability of the model can be challenged by short term grant cycles and logistical barriers such as transport, the primary focus remains on providing a high-quality, autonomous space for development that is distinct from the structured school day (Waite, 2011).
The distinction in scope between these two settings is primarily defined by the intentionality of space and the direction of the learning (Maynard,2007). In a mainstream primary school setting, the outdoor environment is often utilised as a “functional extension” of the classroom, where the scope is bound by the need to meet specific, measurable targets within the Curriculum for Wales. This results in a teacher-led approach where outdoor activities are instrumental, designed to deliver academic concepts like literacy or numeracy in a more engaging setting (McCree, Cutting and Sherwin, 2018). In contrast, the forest school setting views the scope of learning as intrinsic, and process driven. Here the primary difference in scope is found in whether the environment is adapted to serve a pre-defined curriculum or whether the curriculum is abandoned in favour of the organic, unpredictable opportunities provided by the resilience and self-regulation over academic benchmarks, the forest school model allows the landscape to act as a co-teacher rather than a secondary classroom (Knight, 2016).
The approach to outdoor learning within the primary school setting is fundamentally teacher-led and curriculum-linked, serving as a pedagogical tool to enhance traditional classroom subjects (Maynard, 2007). While the ethos encourages discovery and exploration, the sessions are typically designed with defined goals in mind, where the outdoor environment is used to contextualise specific learning objectives from the Curriculum of Wales (McCree, Cutting and Sherwin, 2018). In this setting, the teacher directs the focus of the session to ensure that the “finding out” process remains aligned with academic benchmarks, such as numeracy or literacy (Maynard, 2007). Consequently, while children are physically active and engaged with their surroundings, their exploration is often bounded by a structured timetable and the need for tangible outcomes, meaning the environment is secondary to the pre-planned educational delivery (Waite, 2011). Within this setting, inclusion for children with Additional Learning Needs is often managed through specific adaptations to the curriculum, where the outdoor space acts as a sensory tool to help meet pre-defined Individual Education Plan targets. This ensures that outdoor play is repurposed as a functional classroom, maintaining the institutional need for measurable progress and adult-led accountability.
In contrast to the primary school settings, the forest school approach is inherently child-led, shifting the role of the practitioner from a “director” to an observer and facilitator (Forest School Association, 2011). This pedagogy is rooted in the belief that children learn most effectively when granted the agency to follow their own interests and manage their own risks (Knight, 2016). Rather than delivering a pre-planned lesson, the forest school leader facilitates a space where play is the primary vehicle for learning, allowing children to engage in risky play and the use of specialised tools at their own pace.
This scaffolding is achieved through the intentional creation of a “prepared space,” a concept drawing considerable influence from the Montessori Movement, which asserts that the adult’s role is to curate an environment that invites independent exploration (Montessori, 1967). In a forest context, this translates to the provision of loose parts, open ended, natural resources such as logs, stones or mud that have no single defined purpose (Nicholson, 1971). By encountering a random assortment of items rather than a prefabricated play set, the child is forced to synthesise their own ideas and problem-solve in real-time. This process honours the child’s capacity to lead their own educational journey through the creative manipulation of their surroundings, directly reflecting the Montessori principle that “play is the work of the child” (Montessori, 1967).
By prioritising this process of learning over a tangible product, the approach focuses on the development of the “whole child” through emotional intelligence, social negotiation, and physical resilience (Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2019). By removing the pressure of academic benchmarks and rigid schedules, the forest school approach creates a low-stakes environment where failure is seen as a vital part of the learning cycle (Leather, 2018). For children with Additional Learning Needs, this setting offers a “level playing field” where the environment itself becomes a co-teacher, allowing them to demonstrate competence in ways that are not always possible in desk-based environment, forming a level of autonomy and self-regulation that is difficult to achieve within a teacher directed framework.
In conclusion, the fundamental difference between these two approaches lies in the tension between curricular utility and pedagogical autonomy. The mainstream primary school setting adopts an instrumental approach, where the outdoor environment functions as an extension of the classroom designed to meet specific, outcome-focused benchmarks through teacher-led instruction (Waite, 2011). This ensures that outdoor learning remains measurable and accountable within the framework of the Curriculum for Wales. In contrast, the forest school approach utilises an emergent pedagogy, characterised by a deliberate shift in the locus of control from the adult to the child, prioritising long-term holistic development over immediate academic gains (Leather, 2018).
Crucially, this shift in control creates a more inclusive landscape for children with Additional Learning Needs. While the primary model supports development through structured interventions, the forest school environment builds “social capital” by validating diverse ways of being that are frequently marginalised in traditional frameworks (Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2019).
[bookmark: _Int_1d65XV3M]While these setting are often viewed as distinct, recent research suggests they are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they exist on a pedagogical spectrum where one provides the structured foundation and the other provides the unhurried, relaxed space for self-actualisation (Mann et al., 2022). When viewed together, they offer a complementary balance, the school-led approach equips the academic student with contextualised knowledge, while forest school nurtures the autonomous child with the resilience and self-regulation necessary for lifelong learning. Ultimately, it is the integration of both, the structed and the fluid, that provides the most robust and balanced educational experience for the developing child. 
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Element 4
The role of outdoor education is central to a broad pedagogical framework that transcends the traditional classroom, emphasising experiential engagement with the natural world as a core educational process (Beames, Higgins, and Nicol, 2012). The Forest Association (2011) defines this approach as an inspirational process providing regular opportunities for learners to develop confidence and self-esteem through hands-on experiences, aligning with the conceptualisation of outdoor learning as a dynamic medium for holistic development. In the twenty-first century, evidence suggests these nature-based experiences help children acquire the specific skills and behaviours essential for navigating a complex modern landscape (Kuo et al., 2019). By offering a flexible learning environment, the outdoors encourages higher engagement and inclusivity, providing a necessary alternative to sedentary, instruction heavy classroom settings.
To fully realise these benefits, the literature identifies three dominant themes that characterise outdoor education as a transformative tool, the promotion of physiological wellbeing, the facilitation of ecological literacy and the development of complex personal and social skills. Regular exposure to natural settings acts as a critical intervention for health, providing an unhurried counterbalance to the high-pressure school environment (Mann et al., 2022). Furthermore, the outdoors serves as a medium for facilitating a profound connection to the landscape, shifting sustainability from an abstract concept to a lived experience of stewardship (Beames, Higgins, and Nicol, 2012). Together, these themes illustrate how the outdoor environment functions as a sophisticated space for holistic child development.
The relationship between outdoor learning and positive mental health is a central pillar of contemporary pedagogical research, often framed through the lens of restorative environments (Chawla, 2015). A primary argument for nature-based education is its capacity to mitigate “directed attention fatigue,” a state of mental exhaustion common in traditional, high-stakes classroom settings (Ohly et al., 2016). Learning Through Landscapes (2022) asserts that regular access to the outdoors significantly reduces stress, citing lower cortisol levels and improved emotional regulation as direct physiological outcomes. This is supported by the work of Papadopoulou and Vincent (2025), who suggest that the non-linear, sensory-rich nature of the outdoors facilitates a “cognitive reset,” allowing children to recover from the mental exhaustion associated with rigid academic schedules and digital overstimulation.
[bookmark: _Int_9BEDyjd2]However, a critical analysis of the literature reveals contrasting perspectives on how these mental health benefits are actually achieved. While many theorists emphasise the biological impact of nature, Leather (2018) offers a more cautious critique, suggesting that the “forest school” label is sometimes used as a universal remedy without sufficient attention to the quality of the intervention. Leather argues that the mental health benefits are not inherent in the “banking” model of education toward a more democratic, child-led space. This implies that if an outdoor session is too teacher-directed or outcome-focused, it may fail to provide the psychological relief it promises.
Furthermore, the inclusivity of outdoor education plays a vital role in nurturing social-emotional wellbeing. Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) highlight that for children who experience anxiety or a sense of failure in the classroom, the outdoor provides a “low-stakes” environment where the pressure of academic benchmarks is removed. This shift facilitates a sense of competence and “social capital,” particularly for those with Additional Learning Needs. Yet, Harris (2017) points out a potential contradiction; for some children, particularly those with sensory processing sensitivities or a lack of prior experience in nature, the “unpredictability” of the outdoors can initially trigger anxiety rather than reduce it. This suggests that the mental health benefits of outdoor learning are not a one-size-fits-all outcome but are dependent on the practitioner’s ability to scaffolds the experience to meet individual emotional needs.
While the consensus among recent sources such as Mann et al. (2022) remains overwhelmingly positive, the literature suggests that the transformative power of the outdoors lies in the intersection of the physical environment and the pedagogical freedom it allows. The mental health benefits are most profound when the setting is used not just as a “different classroom,” but as a space for genuine autonomy, where failure is seen as a vital part of the learning process rather than a source of stress.
Outdoor learning serves as a critical bridge between theoretical ecological knowledge and the practical development of environmental stewardship. Active Learning Centres (2023) argues that immersion in natural environments provides a “real and relevant” platform that sparks an emotional connection, making the consequences of human activity visible and tangible. Building on this, the Sustainability Learning Centre (2025) highlights that collective care for a shared natural resource cultivates a social ethic of responsibility. This shift is supported by Papadopoulou and Vincent (2025), who suggest that sensory immersion moves sustainability from an abstract classroom topic to a lived priority.
However, a critical examination suggests that exposure alone does not guarantee long-term change. Eco-Schools (2023) identifies a “value-action gap,” noting that pro-environmental attitudes developed in school do not always translate into consistent behavioural changes. Furthermore, Gessiou and Matt (2023) argue that these habits rarely transfer to domestic life without systemic reinforcement across school policy and home routines. To avoid “tokenisitic” engagement, sustainability must be embedded within the school’s broader culture rather than treated as an isolated event. This underscores that while the outdoor provides the initial emotional spark, a holistic, integrated approach is essential to ensure learners become lifelong guardians of the environment.
The development of personal skills through outdoor education is characterised by a transition from abstract instruction to concrete, experiential learning (Beames, Higgins, and Nicol, 2012). Within a natural setting, children are presented with immediate concrete learning opportunities, where vocabulary and sensory concepts, such as colours, textures and smells, are acquired in context rather than through rote memorisation. This immersion facilitates the advancement of both gross and fine motor skills as children navigate uneven terrain and manipulate natural materials, a process that Beames, Higgins, and Nicol (2012) argue is foundational to physical literacy. Furthermore, the outdoors serves as a catalyst for “soft skills” such as independence, decision-making, and initiative. By engaging in exploration and discovery, learners exercise autonomy, which directly builds self-confidence and a sense of agency (Deci and Ryan, 2000).
The social dimension of personal development is equally significant, particularly concerning team building and problem-solving. Very Well Mind (2022) highlights that outdoor learning helps learners develop the capacity to self-direct their learning and build vital connections with peers. These findings are particularly pronounced for students from low-income households and ethnic minority backgrounds, suggesting that the outdoors can act as an egalitarian space that narrows the “attainment gap” by providing non-traditional routes to success (Kuo et al., 2019). Through collaborative tasks, such as shelter building or navigating shared risks, children must employ creativity and imagination to solve complex problems, thereby cultivating a high degree of motivation and peer-to-peer cooperation. 
However, the literature presents critical debates regarding the consistency and depth of these developmental gains. While the “Theory of Loose Parts” (Nicholson, 1971) suggests that open-ended environments naturally stimulate imagination and initiative, Leather (2018) cautions against the assumption that personal growth happens automatically simply by being outside. He argues that without high-quality facilitation, outdoor sessions can become aimless, failing to provide the structured “challenge” necessary to build true resilience. There is also the emerging concern of the “extinction of experience” (Soga and Gaston, 2016), where a lack of regular, meaningful contact with the outdoor leads to a decline in the very curiosity and motivation that these programmes seek to instil.
Moreover, while Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) celebrate the outdoors for facilitating social capital among children with Additional Learning Needs, Harris (2017) provides a contrasting view, noting that the “unstructured” nature of the outdoors can be overwhelming for some learners. For these learners, sudden independence can hinder development unless carefully scaffolded, suggesting that the benefits of the outdoors are contingent upon a deliberate balance between autonomy and expert pedagogical support.
The literature suggests that outdoor education is far more than a peripheral enrichment activity; rather, it is a “vital” and “transformative” pedagogical framework that should be formally integrated into the core curriculum to maximise its impact on student development (Rickinson et al., 2004).
The integration of physiological wellbeing, ecological literacy and personal skill development creates a robust pedagogical framework that becomes clear that the natural environment provides a unique, “unhurried” space that traditional classrooms cannot replicate. From the quantifiable reduction of stress (Learning Through Landscapes, 2022) to the facilitation of a shared sense of responsibility (Sustainability Learning Centre, 2015), outdoor learning addresses the urgent needs of the twenty-first century learner by bridging the gap between abstract theory and lived experience.
However, the evidence suggests that the mere presence of the outdoors is insufficient for long-term impact. As highlighted by Gessiou and Mart (2023) and Eco-Schools (2023), there remains a persistent “value-action gap” where pro-environmental attitudes and personal growth achieved in the field do not always translate into permanent behavioural changes or transfer to home life. Furthermore, the effectiveness of these experiences is heavily dependent on the expertise of the practitioner and the avoidance of “tokenistic” or superficial engagement. Without intentional scaffolding and a move away from outcome-heavy instruction, the potential for building resilience and social capital, particularly for those with Additional Learning Needs, may be lost.
[bookmark: _Int_njR6Y0Mv]The way forward for outdoor education lies in its systematic and formal integration into the core school framework. To move beyond the “novelty” of the outdoors, institutions must adopt a holistic approach where sustainability and autonomous exploration are embedded into the culture and policy of the school, rather than treated as sporadic events (Anderson, 2024). Future practice should focus on long-term, progressive exposure that reinforces habits through community and home initiatives, ensuring that the development of the “autonomous child” is supported by a robust, expert-led curriculum. Ultimately, by treating the natural world as a primary laboratory for learning, education can cultivate a generation of resilient, socially competent, and ecologically aware citizens capable of navigating an increasingly complex global landscape.
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