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Outdoor learning- why is it important to learn and play in natural environments?
This essay will look at the benefits of outdoor learning in primary school children, what experiences the outdoors offers children and how the use of the outdoors can be integrated into many subjects across the school’s curriculum. It will explore the many aspects of how beneficial the outdoors can be for primary school children. It will examine the affordances of the outdoors, in doing so looking at both the positives of this but also the risks that come with it and finally how it can become possible with the right teachers, the use of the outdoors can be integrated into all school subjects in all diverse ways. It will also tie everything together and provide good support in how and why it is important for children but also how outdoor learning can have a positive effect on those who support and teach it. 
Outdoor learning is best described as purposeful and planned experiences in outdoor settings (IOL, 2018). Outdoor learning in an educational setting is usually considered to be an outside setting or environment such as forestry, parks, outdoor learning centre, playgrounds, and field trips (Finn et al, 2018) and (Humberstone and Stann, 2011). Beyond this, further outdoor learning in an educational setting are nature or forest schools where children stay overnight and are taught by various nature experts (Sjoblom and Svens, 2019). Most schools in present times have some sort of place on the school grounds where they can allow children to play and learn in an outdoor setting, however there are some schools especially in urban areas where this space cannot be afforded (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2006). According to Jones et al, (2018) this is a barrier in which children are not able to be afforded outside learning opportunities due to no transportation, curriculum requirements and resources, all of which hinders the opportunities for children to experience extracurricular outdoor learning activities such as going to forest schools and on nature education programmes. Although this is one unfortunate barrier in which children do not have the opportunity to learn in an outdoor setting especially in an urban location, many schools especially in Wales do have the space and opportunity to put this effective practice in to place. The concept of the outdoors can be the use of natural recourses or man-made recourses of which children can engage with nature.
Research shows that outdoor learning requires less time and less critical planning than planning for indoor learning, however the effectiveness and the benefit of outdoor learning is much higher and has a much more positive effect on a child’s development holistically (Renick, 2009). When children are outside there is an opportunity for the teachers to sit down and take a break and watch and supervise the children to ensure the safety of the children (Renick, 2009). In addition to this, this is not the time for children to let of steam and sit down and relax, these are vital opportunities for learning, therefore the need for these spaces to be available for children is vital. Although teachers can take a break when outdoor learning is taking place, it has been reported that the children’s experiences are dependent on the teachers who experiences the outdoors with them (Kiewra and Veselack, 2016). One study that was completed found that the way teachers thought about and the beliefs they had about the outdoors, influenced how they set up a lesson for outdoor learning (Davies, 1997). It also had an impact on the role they felt they had on the outdoor learning of the children. It has been well documented that low levels of teacher engagement with children when in the outdoors can have a negative effect on the children and can lend a hand in the growth and learning of the children being deprived in terms of teacher and child interaction (Hesteness et al, 1993). 
Outdoor learning through play is the most efficient way to develop holistically. Through outdoor play children are afforded the opportunities to develop their cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being, all of which provides the children the necessary conditions to thrive (Bento et al, 2017). Play allows the children to flow between the outdoors especially but also the indoors which enables the children to make use of the stuff around them and to develop their ideas with minimum interruption. This allows the children to think creative and can utilise everything they experience such as many different resources. Outdoor play is not just about playing in the outdoors; it is about learning about the land and or the environment around them and experiencing it first-hand. Children of an early age are naturally drawn to the natural spaces around them through their own curiosity and inquisitiveness about what they might discover. Children view the world completely different in comparison to an adult and a child’s world is much smaller and contained when looking at both the difference between children and adults. Although people think the outdoor environment needs to be full of richness and quality natural areas, to children nature could be just what they see out of their own window at their house and in the community (Finch, 2010). The playful pedagogy of the foundation phase in Wales is a pedagogy that can make children self-aware, learn social rules, also being fundamental to intellectual development . According to Deci (1991) one of key factors in relation to engagement in learning is the environment where motivation, development and performance is to be maximised, the context socially needs to ensure the satisfaction of basic psychological needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy.
Waite (2011) argues that the benefits of learning and developing in the outdoors are so remarkable that an education in a indoor environment, education does sufficiently facilitate any child to learn and develop holistically. The use of the outdoors for children’s learning has the potential to promote children’s development cognitively, physically, social, and emotionally and to learn to concentrate and be motivated to learn (Eloquin and Hutchinson, 2011). 
Learning in the outdoors for children provides them with the opportunity to develop cognitively. According to Rivkin (2000) the presence and the richness of being outdoors whilst learning positively stimulates the brain and helps with its development. In addition to this he mentions the experiences of what nature can provide is a vital and important source for a child to develop holistically across many different domains (kellert, 2004). Wells (2000) describes how the natural settings can positively increase young children’s ability to focus and can enhance their cognitive abilities when learning in the outdoors. Learning in the outdoors can be critical in which the brain can recharge and reconnect, this suggesting how through outdoor learning a child can learn to and can recharge the brain for further learning especially towards end of school days where usually children find it difficult to concentrate. Another positive outcome of learning in the outdoors is that the outdoor environment can help improve executive function, this means that it can improve the children’s planning skills, multi-tasking skills, prioritising skills, and the ability to negotiate, all of which are vital when growing up and for future use. 
Over the years many studies have been conducted of which has discovered that outdoor learning and play is one way in which supports the development of a child’s social skills (Bailey et al, 2009). Outdoor play has shown that it can facilitate interaction between children therefore opening opportunities for children to support their socialisation development and their health as a whole (Waite et al, 2013). The outdoors also allows the children to lead their own activities, meaning their rules can be changed and discussed between other children, which ties in with child-to-child interaction. A child that has a strong connection with the outdoors and to a natural environment can enhance their own emotional wellbeing and alleviates feelings of social isolation. In a study conducted by O’Brien and Murray (2007) a child who spent doing extracurricular activities in this case spending a lengthy period in forest schools showed that their social, language and communication improved and were better than those who did not attend. Research also shows that the children who are exposed to nature through outdoor learning can help foster nature connectedness and willingness to perform pro-environmental behaviours. 
Emotional development through outdoor learning is vital when ensuring your actions and decisions does not have a negative impact on anyone else. This approach helps children to avoid conflict and teach children how to share and to take it turns, an example of this would be walking or jumping over logs where it is a risk if both go at the same time. Secondly, this approach helps children to form friendships with other children through experiential learning and identify where one of their friends needs picking up and a bit of emotional support (Burriss et al, 2011). 
Through outdoor learning children can develop physically by having the opportunity to move their bodies freely. Outdoor learning with an emphasis on play allows children to play in open spaces where children can run, jump, climb and balance in ways that it would be impossible to do in standard classroom environment and move in ways of which are critical to the physical development of the child. According to Taylor and Morris (1996) outdoor play provides children with the chance to develop large muscle skills through daily activities in the outdoors. According to Fjortoft (2004) and Burdette et al (2005) the children who are regularly playing in the outdoors tend to be fitter and leaner, develop a better immune system, show their creative side more frequently, ability to imagine, and show lower stress levels. Brown et al (2009) mentions that when children are afforded access to a natural play space that is designed with intentionality it will or can increase the children’s physical activity levels. It has been mentioned that children display a greater level of physical activity when playgrounds have both man-made equipment and natural recourses and materials. Brown and Summerbell (2009) discuss the importance of play and movement in an outdoor, particularly moderate to vigorous physical activity because it is one of the main factors in tackling childhood obesity. Although this cannot be said about every child as every child is unique, physical activity in the outdoors through play has found to have and promote many health benefits in children who are obese or overweight (Janssen and Leblanc, 2010). In addition to this the outdoor environment can satisfy the need for challenge in children which allows children to take risk, learn how to deal with risk and this is vital part of a child’s natural development and of course a life skill (Bilton, 2010). 
Risk is one of the biggest barriers that teachers and parents are worried about when allowing their children to learn and play in the outdoors. In today’s society there’s constant worry that children are going to hurt themselves whilst playing and learning in the outdoor environments. Parents of this present society often instil into their children from an early age the dangers and risks that are present such as fear about traffic, crime, and stranger danger much more than previous generations. These typical dangers may be the reasons why children are driven to stay inside which can negatively impact on how the view their local surroundings and the safety that there is within the community (Jack, 2010). This could suggest that children are absent from the community and how and why is this happening when many years ago this was not the case. If children are not able to explore their surroundings and venture out to see what nature offers, the children may not develop place attachment and this could lend a hand in children not feeling a sense of belonging and even confidence (Waller et al, 2010). In addition to this normal nature activities such as climbing trees and playing in a local park is not permitted by some parents unless they are there to supervise their children and we need to ask ourselves if this kind of behaviour is doing more damage to the children's health than the risk of the activities themselves (Jack, 2010). Risk is integral for personal growth, for constant development and to learn to identify risks and the best way to do this is through outdoor learning with a great emphasis on play especially for young children.
The outdoors offers endless affordances to children as we know. Usually and regularly children are introduced to governed playgrounds where it is dominated by adult influenced recourses. Ferre et al (2006) describes how these playgrounds are designed to restrict outdoor learning due to the safety and the way it is all designed. In contrast natural “play” grounds or natural play spaces are designed by the children through their own curiosity and this can be anywhere such as grass, woodland, streams and so on. This however promotes child-initiated learning where input from adults does not occur, and these experiences are solely based on how children perceive the platform in which they want to play in. According to Rasmussen (2004) these areas allow children to have freedom to create whatever activity they want, and this highly depends on how the view certain things as affordances. Gibson (1979) was in agreement when he produced the theory of affordances. The concept where anything could be manipulated into any use that it was not typically created for. The outdoors, natural places such as beaches, forestry, and mountainous areas act as a powerful environment and mentally stimulating and physically challenging natural playground for children (Fjortoft, 2001). According to Fjortoft (2001) natural environments represent dynamic and rough play areas that can challenge motor activity in all children. The way in which slopes, and rocks act has an obstacle that is naturally made where children must cope with it. The vegetation provides an opportunity for children to experience den making and tree climbing, the meadows are for walking, running, and tumbling. Gibson (1979) suggested that when a child is playing in the outdoors and learning and they discover a rock that fits the hand, it will be perceived by the child as an object which can be thrown which leads us back to object control of the foundation phase. Furthermore, the theory of affordances allows children to become creative individuals in whatever situation they are in, and this allows them to use their past experiences to use a piece of affordance in a completely unique way. This concept tends to correlate with the children’s current skills but when they see an affordance a different time the way they perceive it might be completely different to the time before. 
According to Doliopoulou and Rizou (2012) early childhood teachers are a huge presence in utilization of outdoor play experiences and activities in young children. Renick (2009) and Van Hoom et al (2007) discovered that the beliefs, attitudes and pereceptions of the teachers and how they engage with the children influences how functional the outdoor learning and play environment can be. Although learning outdoors has a greater fraction of child led activities the role of the teacher is to set up materials in the children’s outdoor play and learning environment that ensures it enhances their playing and learning in the outdoor experiences. With quality teachers across the whole school, all subjects can use the outdoors to their advantage in whatever they teach. In art lessons the teacher could take the children outside to discover distinct colour and different shaped leaves and getting the children to use all of their senses by observing different outdoor characteristics. In language and literacy teachers could take the children outside to chat about the children’s experiences in nature and what features are they intrigued about based on the natural space around them. Children could enhance their writing skills using sand, paint, and chalk just like they used to in early education. In mathematics, children could go outside and measure smaller size rocks, count how many leaves there are on the floor and explore spatial awareness. 
To conclude there’s unambiguous evidence that learning outdoors for children is vital for their development in the early years of their lives. Research has proven how beneficial outdoor learning can be to a child's cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being and development (Eloquin and Hutchinson, 2011). Being outdoors stimulates the brain, can aid recovery, and recharge the brain for further learning. Being outdoors provides children with the opportunity move freely across different terrain in many ways which helps the children with their physical activity levels which is vital in present times with the obesity levels rising (Taylor and Morris, 1996). Being outdoors provides children with the opportunity to develop their social skills from communicating with others to providing feedback on an activity their fellow classmate has produced. The outdoors lends a hand in helping children to be nice and polite to others and not let your own actions have a negative impact on your classmates (Burriss et al, 2011). The outdoors offers endless affordances that can help children with their creativity skills, inquisitive skills, and ability to transform something that might not be of value to something that can make their learning and play experiences rich and full of quality activities. Finally with the correct teachers the use of the outdoors can be used to facilitate all subjects across the curriculum. It all depends how deep the teachers are into making quality outdoor classes for children. Outdoor learning for young children is vital for lifelong learning and for lifelong participation not just in physical activity but in natural green areas (Whitehead, 2013). 
Word count- 2931

















Reference list
Bento, G., & Dias, G. (2017). The importance of outdoor play for young children's healthy development. Porto biomedical journal, 2(5), 157-160.
Bilton, H. (2010). Outdoor learning in the early years: Management and innovation. Routledge.
Brown, T., & Summerbell, C. (2009). Systematic review of school‐based interventions that focus on changing dietary intake and physical activity levels to prevent childhood obesity: an update to the obesity guidance produced by the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence. Obesity reviews, 10(1), 110-141.
Brown, W. H., Pfeiffer, K. A., McIver, K. L., Dowda, M., Addy, C. L., & Pate, R. R. (2009). Social and environmental factors associated with pre-schoolers' Non sedentary physical activity. Child development, 80(1), 45-58.
Burdette, H. L., & Whitaker, R. C. (2005). Resurrecting free play in young children: looking beyond fitness and fatness to attention, affiliation, and affect. Archives of pediatrics & adolescent medicine, 159(1), 46-50.
Burriss, K., & Burriss, L. (2011). Outdoor play and learning: Policy and practice. International Journal of Education Policy and Leadership, 6(8), 1-12.
Davies, M. M. (1996). Outdoors: An important context for young children's development. Early Child Development and Care, 115(1), 37-49.
Doliopoulou, E., & Rizou, C. (2012). Greek kindergarten teachers' and parents' views about changes in play since their own childhood. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 20(1), 133-147.
Edwards-Jones, A., Waite, S., and Passy, R. (2018). Falling into LINE: school strategies for overcoming challenges associated with learning in natural environments.
Fjørtoft, I. (2004). Landscape as playscape: The effects of natural environments on children's play and motor development. Children Youth and Environments, 14(2), 21-44.
Finn, K. E., Yan, Zi. & McInnis, K. J. (2018). Promoting physical activity and science learning in an outdoor education program. Journal of Physical Education, Recreation & Dance, 89(1), 35–39.
Gibson, J. J. (2014). The theory of affordances (1979). In The People, Place, and Space Reader (pp. 90-94). Routledge.
Hestenes, L. L., Kontos, S., & Bryan, Y. (1993). Children's emotional expression in child care centers varying in quality. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 8(3), 295-307.
Humberstone, B. & Stan, I. (2011). Outdoor learning: primary pupils' experiences and teachers' interaction in outdoor learning, Education 3–13, 39(5), 529–540. https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2010.487837
Institute for Outdoor Learning. (2018). Outdoor learning research. Evolving research and practice development in outdoor learning. Retrieved from https://www.outdoor-learning-research.org/Research/Research-Reports
Jack, G. (2010). Place matters: The significance of place attachments for children's well-being. British Journal of Social Work, 40(3), 755-771.
Janssen, I., & LeBlanc, A. G. (2010). Systematic review of the health benefits of physical activity and fitness in school-aged children and youth. International journal of behavioral nutrition and physical activity, 7(1), 1-16.
Kellert, S. R. (2012). Building for life: Designing and understanding the human-nature connection. Island press.
Kiewra, C., & Veselack, E. (2016). Playing with Nature: Supporting Preschoolers' Creativity in Natural Outdoor Classrooms. International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 4(1), 70-95.
Knight, S. (Ed.). (2011). Forest school for all. Sage.
Lindfors, E., Rönkkö, M. L., Kiviranta, L., Yliverronen, V., Tanhuanpää, S., & Grönman, S. (2021). Outdoor Learning in Early Childhood Education: A Narrative Review. Techne serien-Forskning i slöjdpedagogik och slöjdvetenskap, 28(2), 156-165.
O’Brien, L., & Murray, R. (2007). Forest School and its impacts on young children: Case studies in Britain. Urban Forestry & Urban Greening, 6(4), 249-265.
Renick, S. E. (2009). Exploring early childhood teachers' beliefs and practices about preschool outdoor play: A case study. Texas Woman's University.
Rivkin, M. S. (2000). Outdoor experiences for young children. Clearinghouse on Rural Education and Small Schools, Appalachia Educational Laboratory.
Siraj-Blatchford, I., Sylva, K., Laugharne, J., Milton, E., & Charles, F. (2005). Monitoring and Evaluation of the Effective Implementation of the Foundation Phase (MEEIFP) project across Wales.
Sjöblom, P. & Svens, M. (2019). Learning in the Finnish outdoor classroom: Pupils’ views. Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 19(4), 301–314.
Taylor, S. I., & Morris, V. G. (1996). Outdoor play in early childhood education settings: Is it safe and healthy for children?. Early Childhood Education Journal, 23(3), 153-158.
Van Dijk-Wesselius, J. E., van den Berg, A. E., Maas, J., & Hovinga, D. (2020). Green schoolyards as outdoor learning environments: Barriers and solutions as experienced by primary school teachers. Frontiers in psychology.
VanHoorn, J., Nourot, P. M., Scales, B., & Alward, K. R. (2014). Play at the centre of the curriculum. Pearson Higher Ed.
Waite, S., Rogers, S., & Evans, J. (2013). Freedom, flow and fairness: exploring how children develop socially at school through outdoor play. Journal of Adventure Education & Outdoor Learning, 13(3), 255-276.
Waller, T., Sandseter, E. B. H., Wyver, S., Ärlemalm‐Hagsér, E., & Maynard, T. (2010). The dynamics of early childhood spaces: Opportunities for outdoor play.
Wells, N. M. (2000). At home with nature: Effects of “greenness” on children’s cognitive functioning. Environment and behaviour, 32(6), 775-795.
Whitehead, M. (2013). Definition of physical literacy and clarification of related issues. ICSSPE Bulletin, 65(1.2).







































