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[bookmark: _Int_7gmBOheL]The New curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government) encompasses the role of outdoor learning as a core pedagogical approach for learners aged between 3-16. Providing an integrated approach across all six areas of learning and experiences (Aoles). This essay will compare and contrast the scope and approach to outdoor provisions in two types of settings The aim of this essay is to discuss the differences in scope and approach depending on the setting.
Outdoor learning can be defined as the discovery, exploration, experimentation and connecting with and learning about the natural world and environment around us through various activities. This essay will be discussing early years and primary education. The writer will aim to compare both settings in terms of the scope and approach of outdoor learning in early years and primary settings by exploring how each context uses outdoor learning to enhance and support wellbeing, learning, and curriculum development.
In early years settings the focus is very much on supporting the child's core areas of learning, language and communication, personal, emotional, social, and physical development and ensuring ongoing opportunities for learning through play. By moving from the traditional indoor classroom learning moving outside can provide a more hands on approach which encourages sensory exploration of the environment that cannot be replicated indoors. By engaging in outdoor activities children build on their gross motor skills and enhance co-ordination through natural movement. Children can build independence and self-confidence through exploration giving them the ability to assess risks independently. Exposure to the outdoors can give a sense of freedom and movement that is otherwise restricted indoors, thus resulting in enhanced emotional wellbeing. Nature can enrich children's vocabulary and language skills by embracing real-world contexts. Inclusivity is extremely important and the outdoors offers a more flexible space for different learning needs creating a united learning experience. Social interaction is paramount in early years and early years settings may be the first steps of child interactions with people other than family (“The Importance of Social Interactions at Nursery for Children in the Early Years”). Outdoor learning encourages this social interaction and problem-solving skills by using natural materials to imitate styles of learning through play (Play.Wales). Some play styles could include Locomotor-hide and seek, chase, tag, Creative-mud kitchen, planting, messy, Mastery-digging holes, making mounds of dirt, sandcastles to name a few.
In primary settings, through social and outdoor play children learn valuable social skills. By taking learning outside and connecting to real-life contexts it enhances engagement and motivation across the curriculum. The classroom environment can be quite sedentary, so taking learning outside can reduce this behaviour and improve physical health. There is more scope in primary education to encourage teamwork and collaborative learning through tasks that need communication to succeed. As the curriculum becomes more rigid and content driven, taking learning outside can improve focus, reduce stress therefore improving mental health. As children get older, they become more curious and activate critical thinking skills so being in an environment they can explore this can encourage and feed their curiosity. The outdoors and local environment can provide opportunities for active learning across all areas of learning and experiences. The environment can be challenging so resilience building and problem solving can build resilience (Institute for Outdoor Learning). Many children struggle with having to follow the structure of indoor learning, so by taking the learning outdoors it becomes a more inclusive learning environment allowing access for all (“Foundation Phase - Hwb”).
Looking at the two settings, although the scope is similar in some respects it is also varied. Whereas early years outdoor learning focuses on learn through free play and activities led by the child, Primary outdoor learning must encompass the elements of the curriculum (Welsh Government, “Curriculum for Wales - Hwb”). In an early year setting the emphasis is on exploration and hands on discovery in contrast a primary setting would focus more on critical thinking and problem solving to achieve the same outcome. Primary settings would need to schedule outdoor activities to link with specific subjects and weather conditions, whereas an early year setting would have more freedom for daily activities and all-weather access for their exploration of the natural world. Both settings provide experiences that enhance confidence, build resilience, and similarly reflect the curiosity of young children when introduced to the world around them, and the little scientists they become according to Piaget (McLeod). Both settings advocate for inclusivity by recognising the needs of those children who find the classroom environment difficult to navigate, the freedom and variety of the outdoors feeds into a healthy mind. By comparison early years settings provide the opportunity for early developmental learning through experiencing the feel, touch, motor skills, and co-ordination through the natural environment, whilst primary settings are expected to provide a more educational, subject linked learning environment encouraging problem solving, curiosity and critical thinking. This highlights variations in developmental needs and curriculum demands but consolidates the need for outdoor learning to enhance and improve children's wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Int_essK5Nqf]In early years, the best practice approach is to provide constant availability to well-organised outdoor provision, not just at ‘playtimes.’ To incorporate opportunities for risk taking in a safe and structured way. The environment needs to be stimulating so resources should be regularly alternated. The provision of waterproof clothing, boots and shelters for all-weather participation should be prioritised. The observation of children’s interactions and exploration outdoors, in order to plan next steps in their learning. Intentionally use outdoor spaces to extend the indoor curriculum, allowing children to learn at their own pace, ‘free flow learning’ Froebel’s theory of play (Froebel Trust).
[bookmark: _Int_vsnTWKKV][bookmark: _Int_ugiTxl4M]In primary the best practice approach is to regularly integrate outdoor learning and not just for one-off lessons or special events. Plan specific curriculum links e.g. descriptive writing in LLC, measuring for maths. Motivate pupil led enquiry and exploration. Provide specified areas for outdoor learning and equipment for exploration, e.g. gardens, tools, plants. Adapting tasks to ensure inclusivity and understanding of different abilities, interests, and needs (Welsh Government, “Curriculum for Wales - Hwb”). For a consistent and purposeful outdoor learning experience, staff should be trained. Play is crucial for cognitive learning, Piaget’s theory in early years states that children, through play experiment with schemas, develop new ideas by exploring their environment this theory fortifies the importance of outdoor learning (Leatherbarrow).
[bookmark: _Int_HQ9MMf5R]Whilst both settings have comparable approaches, they also have variations separating the two. Early years settings will prioritise provision of all-weather clothing to ensure access to outdoor learning at any time, whereas primary settings are more restricted by curriculum and having to plan explicit tasks that link to Aoles. Whilst approaches to the natural world in early years settings are children led and opportunities exist for shared thinking between adults and children, primary approach focuses more on teacher led activities that are purposeful and consistent that have a direct subject link. Both settings have an inclusive approach to learning outdoors by ensuring all learners have full access to areas, equipment, and natural resources.
In conclusion, these two pedagogical approaches focus on children understanding the world around them by embracing the outdoors moving away from the traditional classroom. However, their approaches differ when it comes to developmental needs and progress. Where early years sets the foundation by pupil led activities with the facilitators encouraging language and collaborative activities, primary settings have a more restrictive approach due to the demands of the curriculum and the learning being teacher led. In both settings there is a clear focus and holistic view to enrich young minds and give them the tools to help reach self-actualisation by having the opportunity to immerse themselves in nature and understand the world around them, enhancing their personal growth and development, something that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs promotes with children being given every opportunity to progress to reach their full potential (Cherry).
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The role of Outdoor Education
            Outdoor learning can be defined as educational approach that is taken beyond the classroom environment and into the natural world (“What Is Outdoor Learning?”). The concept of outdoor learning is not a new one it has been discussed in numerous theories. Dating as far back as the 1700’s outdoor learning and the idea of being able to enrich young minds through this medium has been apparent. Friedrich Froebel, born 1782 in Ober Weissbach Germany was a pioneer for early years education and considered one of the most influential (Ryan). Froebel was the founder of the kindergarten (garden for children), he introduced a child centred programme which is still evident to this day. He believed children thrive in a nurturing environment that allows their curiosity and creativeness to flourish. Nature provides enless scope for learning especially in early years.
            Theorist John Dewey (1859-1952) believed in the practice of learning through doing, learning being experimental and through interaction with the natural world children gain knowledge (“Great Pedagogical Thinkers: John Dewey”). Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) his theory of the zone of proximal development believed that children learn through hands on experiences (Secrets) as did Jean Piaget (1896-1980) he believed children’s learning came from their physical actions and through their senses (McLeod). 
            Key themes concerning outdoor learning are many, concerning physical and mental health and wellbeing, engagement with the natural environment, gross and fine motor skills development, social skills, resilience, problem solving to name a few. The first theme to consider is the enrichment and positive effects on a child's wellbeing and mental health. Scientists have researched the benefits of nature versus mental health with the outcome suggesting that spending time in nature reduces cortisol levels in the brain, cortisol being a stress hormone, spending time in nature increases the region of the brain that focuses on positive emotions therefore students return from these experiences happier and calmer (McMullen). An article from UK youth puts an emphasis on the importance of children’s experience with the outdoors and factors in the benefits of a change of scenery and less confined environment. The improved mood of children by changing the scenery and learning in a unique way outdoors can improve happiness. Spending just 20 minutes outdoors can reduce stress and feelings of anger and frustration in young people, not all children are suited to the school-based classroom environment, and the difference of 20 mins outside could change the trajectory of their day. The backdrop of a park or woodland can act as a setting for quiet contemplation, giving children time to reflect and think for themselves giving them an avenue for self-discovery. Embracing the outdoors can be a physical activity, an increase in physical task releases endorphins creating a positive mind set and a feeling of overall wellbeing (Harman).
           Whilst there is little research to suggest that children learning outside of the traditional classroom has a negative effect on mental health and wellbeing, there is research into some of the effects of a more sedentary learning style. As most research implies learning outdoors gives children an active space to be physical and immerse themselves in the classroom improving mental health and wellbeing. If children were to stay indoors for longer periods or sit in a classroom all day then go home and stay indoors, this can have an adverse effect on their mental health and self-esteem. Leading researcher Dr Mark Ferguson from the university of Exeter found that if children do not spend time outdoors, through play and learning this can lead to adverse health conditions such as anxiety, depression and obesity which would all affect mental health and wellbeing in a detrimental way (Scott).
            
            Moving on to the subject of risk taking, resilience and confidence that outdoor learning presents. There are many variations of risk taking in outdoor learning. What could be seen as a small step for one child could be an easy feat for another depending on the levels of confidence the child has to start with. Risky play is deemed as any activity where there is an element of risk and peril to it. Children must assess that risk and come to their own decision if the risk is worth taking, this again will determine how confident that child is and their level of resilience as to whether the risk is worth taking. Ellen Sandseter a Professor at Queen Maud University College of Early Childhood Education in Trondheim, Norway (Sandseter) has through her research identified eight categories of risky play: speed, height, dangerous elements, dangerous tools, getting lost, impact, rough and tumble and vicarious play (outdoors group ltd). Where one child may take the risk of climbing a tree and making the great discovery of an animal or nest to learn about, that could be unthinkable and too risky for another child whose risk taking could be walking around the trunk of that tree finding grubs and bugs to learn about. Two hugely different risks but the same result, each child is now more confident in their learning ability than they were learning in the classroom. Through risky play children can learn to trust their abilities and the risks to take and when to push their limits. Outdoor learning is a perfect pedagogical tool for building resilience in children (Allen). Skills attained through nature and group work are learning to become self-reliant, empathy for others, problem solving all leading to confidence and positive self-esteem. By listening and reacting to the world around them children develop a thirst for knowledge giving them the confidence to ask questions, to encourage further learning and resilience to know that they have the tools necessary to discover the answers for themselves.
            
            How does the outdoor classroom improve social skills and teamwork? The outdoor classroom                          
             provides a space that encourages a collaborative and communicative, and social experience.  
[bookmark: _Int_lRJZwcD9]            Group based activities encourage children to work as a team to problem solve and achieve a set      	goal. These experiences not only encourage teamwork but also empathy, self-awareness, respect  	and understanding of others’ perspectives creating an all-inclusive environment for 			children to thrive (OutClass).  Outdoor learning provides a holistic approach to children's learning 	and development by providing access to an environment where children can interact with peers and 	 equips them with the emotional intelligence they need through life (OutClass). An outdoor 		environment that provides children with the choice and freedom to discover various objects to 		create and play, naturally supports children's participation and physical activity whilst developing 	social and communication skills, persistence, perseverance, and self-regulation (Kiviranta et al.).
By learning in nature there are opportunities for children to interact with new people forging social 	connections and encompassing a sense of belonging (Harman). The natural environment or outdoor 	classroom nurtures cooperation, communication, and teamwork providing children with the skills 	they will need in everyday life. Social skills have become increasingly hampered by the advances in 	digital technology, children as young as 3 are acquiring their first mobile phone (Randhawa). This 	technology isolates and obstructs children from having real life interactions with other children their 	age, and can be a solitary pastime. Outdoor activities provide children with tasks that cannot be 		solved alone, teamwork wins whereas working alone fails, these social interactions in a calm stress f 	free environment give children the chance to grow friendships and interactions with peers that they 	may not have the opportunity to achieve in the confines of a classroom or at home alone with a 		mobile phone (Anderton Centre).

When all the facts are collated and descriptions of the benefits of outdoor learning, it is exceedingly 	difficult to find any disadvantages. In early years education the children are equipped for all 		weathers and have the freedom and scope to access nature and discover the world around them 	scaffolding those core skills to build on in the years to come. Restrictions to primary age and that 	could be seen as disadvantages are weather dependent and must be curriculum based, so not as 	much scope or freedom to explore. The evidence to support the outdoor classroom is 			overwhelming, there are numerous advantages to be had, and it begs the question, why is this not 	happening daily in all educational settings? The overall health and wellbeing of children is enhanced 	by engaging in activities that are fun, active, collaborative, building stability, confidence, and a sense 	of self that can be repressed by the traditional classroom. The support for those learners who 		struggle with anger, sitting still, concentration by having the freedom to explore and expand their 	knowledge in less traditional ways. The ability to explore individual limits through risk taking, team 	building activities that encourage young minds to work together through problem solving and 		cooperation. The enhancement of and release of dopamine by physical activity creating happier 		children and by default happier environments. Outdoor learning should be a factor and reality 		throughout educational settings; older children are restricted by curriculum pressures and 		expectations with traditional exams and classrooms; they are only experiencing the outdoors via 		residential trips taken outside of the school day, they too would benefit from the world around them 	and the opportunity to embrace the environment and community they are a part of. Outdoor 		learning provides children with a sense of belonging in a world that insists on isolating. The way 		forward for the role of outdoor learning should be inclusive to all ages, the National Curriculum for 	Wales promotes outdoor education, but more needs to be done to implement an outdoor classroom 	for all ages to promote happier, healthier, resilient, self-confident individuals.
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