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This essay is going to explore the breadth and attitude to outdoor arrangements in two types of educational settings. The role that outdoor provision plays in the lives of children and young people will be discussed and how the benefits link to child development theory. Finally, it will delve into the challenges educators face and how these could be overcome.  
Learning outdoors can lead to high levels of well-being, confidence and engagement. Being outdoors supports social, emotional, spiritual and physical development, as well as providing authentic opportunities for learners to develop and consolidate cross-curricular skills (Williams, 2022, p. 3). 
The Wales Council for Outdoor Learning (2018) works in harmony with the Environment Act (Wales) (2016) and the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (Wales) (2015) all with the same goals in mind. Putting the importance and benefits that teaching in the natural environment brings to children and young people of all ages (Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning, 2021). Outdoor learning is also embedded into the seven well-being goals of the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2015). 
The first setting to be discussed is an alternative provision (school A) offering education for children and young people across all Key Stages. There are many reasons for these learners accessing this type of provision including; low attendance, behavioural problems, anxiety, additional learning needs (ALN) and school refusal. School A is well known to the author who has been employed as a tutor for over twelve years. The second setting is a mainstream secondary high school (school B) catering for learners aged eleven to sixteen. The author has a close working relationship with school B as it is part of the school cluster and was once an attendee of said school.    
It is well documented the importance of outdoor activities for children in early years and primary education (Durant, 2012). However, children and young people of all ages enjoy ‘play’ in some form or another (Nidirect Government Services, 2023). Research carried out by Robinson (2014) found that continued play into adolescents “flows many benefits, from which pupils will benefit from, and in doing so assist them to be better learners and more successful citizens” (Robinson, 2014, p. 16). This is further supported by many child development theorists, such as Froebel (1836) who prescribed outdoor experiences in natural spaces as an essential part of growth and development, stating;
Play is part of being human and helps children to relate their inner worlds of feelings, ideas and lived experiences taking them to new levels of thinking, feeling, imagining and creating and is a resource for the future (Froebel Trust, 2023, p. 5).     
School A is surrounded by green space in abundance, it also has a purpose built outdoor classroom. In contrast school B is enveloped in concrete, positioned in a built up area, with the only green space occupying rugby and football pitches. Outdoor experience is embedded into the ethos of school A. The learners have a bespoke package of education tailored to meet their individual needs. A large part of their learning is spent outdoors whether this being in the outdoor classroom completing written work, in the garden doing practical activities or exploring the surroundings with their peers, playing and having fun. An area has been constructed with the learners using natural materials that encourages play and problem solving skills through an obstacle course. This also promotes coordination and balance and enables them to take risks. Montessori (1912) acknowledges the value risk taking holds for learner’s development (Wagner and Dintersmith, 2015). 
We know that risk play is a form of ecstatic play that helps children overcome stimuli via uncertainty, unpredictability, and risk of physical or mental discomfort. Risky play stands for thrills, excitement, and tears as children learn to fall only to stand on their own (Montessori Nature, 2023, pp. 2-3).
School B are not fortunate enough to have access to an outdoor classroom however, they do on occasions take their written work outside to complete. The only time they are able to explore their outdoor area is during social times. This being said, any kind of interaction deemed as ‘rough’ or ‘inappropriate’ is stopped. According to Kennedy-Moore (2015) although predominantly seen in boys, there are many benefits to ‘rough and tumble’ including; the development of social skills, exercise, emotion regulation, builds resilience and recognising boundaries. In fact, play fighting that turns into a serious altercation only accounts for one percent of the time. When we talk in turns of risk assessment this could be seen as a ‘low risk’ activity (Frost, 2020).  
Learners attending school A, experience many additional outdoor adventures which are part of their provision (School A, 2016). These include; Duke of Edinburgh (DofE), the programme enables learners to push boundaries, have a voice and make an impact in what they believe in (Duke of Edinburgh, 2021). The John Muir Award empowers learners to be creative, practical explorers, which “encourages awareness and responsibility for the natural environment” (John Muir Trust, 2023, p. 1). Learners also have access to outdoor water sports activities, where they utilise local ponds and lakes to acquire new skills, build resilience and form friendships through team work all whilst having fun (Paddle West, 2023). The latest addition to school As repertoire is the links it has made with a local farm. Learners have the opportunity to feed and pet the animals in a fully interactive environment, play in the outdoor playground or run wild through the lush green fields (Local Things to do, 2020). All these activities lend themselves to the new Curriculum for Wales areas of learning and experience (Welsh Government, 2020, John Muir Trust, 2023). Furthermore, articles 29 and 31 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) advocate for the rights of all children and young people. Conveying the gravity outdoor education, play and the environment brings to their lives (UNICEF, 1990). School B also offers the DofE award to learners in Key Stage three (School B, 2022). Learners are given the opportunity to engage in extracurricular activities although this is limited and is only available on a first come, first served basis, which inevitably leaves many learners missing out. This is further hindered by the activities having a cost implication. Having said that, children and young people deemed as being disadvantaged, having additional learning needs or behavioural issues are more than likely able to access these activities more freely. 
When the Covid-19 pandemic struck, both school A and school B moved to outdoor learning as the ‘new normal’ which observed learners rekindle their love of the outdoors, in all forms of learning and play (Outdoor Learning, 2021). There was huge disparity between school A and school B once Covid-19 did not pose as much of a risk. School A continued to utilise the outdoors to the fullest, whereas school B reverted back to indoor classroom learning. 
There are many barriers that can contribute to the lack of outdoor learning opportunities. School B recognises the restraints that budget cuts and lack of funding brings. They are also faced with the pressures of testing and exams. Both school A and school B feel that health and safety impedes outdoor adventures. Additionally, they have to consider their staff’s skill set and what in reality is achievable. School A has the luxury of many offsite professionals that they can draw on as they do not seem to have the same monetary limitations as school B, this may be down to the reduced number of learners. According to Shume and Blatt (2019) educators felt that there was an unrealistic demand on curriculum content and testing that would make outdoor learning impossible to factor into their learner’s timetables. Moreover, the logistics of consent from caregivers and school policy were difficult to negate. This is echoed by Dyment (2005) and van Dijk-Wesselius et al (2020), adding that funding, lack of resources, worries regarding liability and the need for outdoor education to be included in teacher training courses need to be addressed if outdoor experiences are featured in future lesson planning.
It is undeniable that time spent outdoors has a positive impact on learner’s physical, cognitive and mental health and well-being as well as building confidence, resilience and forming firm friendships. In addition to this it can be consolidated across the curriculum encompassing the ‘four purposes’ (Welsh Government, 2020). Froebel (1836) and Montessori (1912) emphasised the value outdoor learning brought to children and young people. It is evident that school A has far more freedom and opportunities to experience the natural environment than school B. However, both settings noted the restraints health and safety have on outdoor experience. Furthermore, research indicates there are wider concerns, in regard to curriculum demands, educator’s skills set, consent from caregivers and school policy. To be twenty first century ready schools need to recognise that outdoor learning has the same validity as the indoor classroom. 
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RISK BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Location / Activity:
	Water Sports and Bush Craft. Tropic Bay Lake and Woodland 
	Date:
	24th August 2023

	Assessor:  
	Nicki Hill-Thompson 
	Review date:  
	Annually or if the activities change.




Your overall risk rating – Low, medium or high – is based on your judgement about whether the BENEFITS of the activity or opportunity outweigh the RISKS.

	ACTIVITY
	How will young people BENEFIT from this activity?
	Possible hazards
	Who is at risk?
	PRECAUTIONS in place to reduce the risk of injury
	Overall risk RATING: L/M/H

	WATER SPORTS
(Kayaking, Paddle Boarding, Surfing)
	These activities will have a range of health benefits as well as building confidence, resilience and friendships. 
	


[bookmark: _GoBack]

Slips, trips and falls.
Cuts, grazes and abrasions.
Dislocation or broken bones.
Drowning.
Sunburn.
Equipment damage.
Dehydration.
Poor weather.
Separation from group or board. 


	Young people,
Adults.
	
· Warm up prior to taking part in activities.
· Training given to acquire the correct techniques and skills.
· High staffing levels
· Instructors trained in first aid and have access to kit.
· Instructors familiar with location.
· Suitable PPE including; wetsuit, life jacket, gloves and boots supplied.
· All equipment inspected before the session.
· Sun cream applied before and during session  
· Drink plenty of fluids
· Regular rest breaks.
· Forecast observed before activity. 
· Guide ropes in situ.
· Staff have access to phones, radios or walkie talkies. 
· Young people have whistles and know signs to indicate they are in difficulty. 
	Medium

	HIDE AND SEEK
	Builds young people emotional and physical wellbeing. Experience shared joy and controlled risk taking.
	Slips, trips and falls.
Cuts, grazes and abrasions.
Dislocation or broken bones.
Sunburn.
Poor weather. Separation from group.
Water.


	Young People, adults.
	· Clear boundaries and rules shared with young people
· Fully trained instructors.
· Staff and instructors are familiar with the area and have visited prior to the session. 
· Instructors are first aid trained with a first aid kit.
· Sun cream applied before and during the session.
· Forecast observed before session.
· Regular head count of young people.
· Young people stay away from the water's edge behind barriers.
· Staff to monitor.

	Low

	BUSH CRAFT
	Young people will explore the natural world whilst working together to create a shelter for survival. 
Problem solving skills 
Freedom and fresh air.
	





Slips, trips and falls.
Cuts, grazes and abrasions.
Dislocation or broken bones.
Sunburn.
Poor weather. 
Equipment damage.
Dehydration.
Tools and knives. 
Separation from group.
Falling trees.

	Young people, adults.
	· Introduction to the session will inform young people which areas they have access to. 
· Fully trained instructors.
· Staff and instructors are familiar with the area and have visited prior to the session. 
· Instructors are first aid trained with a first aid kit. 
· Sun cream applied before and during the session.
· Forecast observed before session. 
· All equipment checked before the session.
· Young people have access to fluids during the session. 
· Tools demonstrated accurately prior to use. 
· Tools and knives to be counted in and out.
· Tools to be placed back in the box when not in use. 
· Knives to be stored in a locked box. 
· Distance to be kept between young people when using tools or knives.
· Appropriate tools to be used for the job. 
· Regular head count of young people.
· Assess the condition of the trees prior to the start of the session.
	Medium

	TOASTING MARSHMALLOWS
	Young people will experience how to make a fire safely.  Benefits include; keeps you warm and how it can be used for cooking (marshmallows).
	



Prick from sticks.
Burns to skin.
Burn to mouth.
Fire.
Fire spreading. 
Confined space.
Choking.
Allergies/food intolerance.



	Young people, adults.
	· [bookmark: _gjdgxs]Instructors to explain and demonstrate to the young people, safe techniques and skills.
· Fire to be assembled in the fire pit.
· Sticks to be pointing downwards at all times.
· No running with sticks.
· Sticks to be long enough.
· Limited number around the fire at one time.
· First aider and kit on site.
· Sand and water available at all times.
· Hair tied back and loose clothing removed. 
· Fires to be fully distinguished before leaving.
· Young people are aware of the assembly point in case of fire. 
· Fires to be lit in open space. 
· Appropriate size marshmallows for age group.
· Staff are aware of any medical condition, medication given to staff. 
	Medium




Literature Review 
The Role of Outdoor Learning

This literature review is going to discuss the role of outdoor learning within educational settings. Firstly, a brief definition of outdoor learning will be described and the importance it is perceived to have on children and young people's physical, cognitive and mental health. Secondly, it will observe potential barriers to outdoor learning and how they could be overcome. Child development theory will be noted. Finally, a conclusion with recommendations for future research will be evident. 

According to Learning through Landscapes (LTL) (2023) “Outdoor learning in education is a planned and purposeful approach that uses activities and resources to enhance learning, mental health and wellbeing, and environmental awareness” (Learning through landscapes, 2023, pp. 2-3).
Across the world children have been playing outside since time began. It is where children and young people learn, be free and take on new adventures (Bilton, 2010). 

Development within the area of outdoor learning has been granted greater exposure from the likes of; learning through Landscapes (1990) and Institute for Outdoor Learning (2021). The United Kingdom has also witnessed reform through documents such as; Learning Outside the Classroom Manifesto (2006), the Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) and the Spotlight Report Article 31 (2018).  All noting the wealth of positives the outdoors imparts from well-being, improved health and fitness to social interactions and honing new skills. However, the majority of the above focus on the importance of outdoor learning and play in early years and foundation phase. Although, Learning Outside the Classroom (2006) does “believe that every young person should experience the world beyond the classroom as an essential part of learning and personal development, whatever their age, ability or circumstances” (Learning Outside the Classroom Manifesto, 2006, p. 2). 
Marchant et al (2019) found that children attending primary school benefitted from learning in the outdoors massively. They witnessed increased efficacy in social skills, educational attainment, engagement and physical health. This is echoed by White (2019); 
Young children love being outdoors: they are designed to be outside, and their bodies, minds and spirits need them to be there for a minimum of three hours a day, every day of their childhood (White, 2019, p. 2). 
The great outdoors awakens children's senses, where possibilities are endless and opportunities are plentiful (Marenus, 2023). Gardner (1983) advocated multiple intelligences theory, believing that we are capable of acquiring these intelligences. However, this is dependent on what we encounter and experience on life's journey.  Children can aid their development and employ these intelligences in real world environments (Cherry, 2023). 
Although there is a plethora of research that advocates the holistic benefits of outdoor learning and play in early years and foundation phase, the same cannot be said for secondary education (Christie, Beames, and Higgins, 2016). Outdoor learning does not seem to be viewed equally when discussing learners attending secondary school. Gray (2018) notes that the great outdoors is not something that has just been discovered, but a resource that needs to be present in every school curriculum. Moreover, the United Kingdom has seen a sizable downturn in the amount of outdoor experiences that are offered in secondary schools (Billon et, 2006). In contrast, the Welsh Government has acknowledged the gravity that outdoor learning bestows on children and young people, observing it as a fundamental aspect of the New curriculum for Wales (2020), through all areas of learning and experience (Welsh Government, 2020). Furthermore, the scope of delivery will have a coherent and harmonious flow for children and young people from the age of three until school leaving age of sixteen (Welsh Government, 2023). Moreover, the settings Environment and Outdoor Education Policy (2016) embraces inclusion, it points out that outdoor experiences in any form, whether they be teacher-led activities or free play, are for learners of all ages and abilities to experience.  
A notable factor restricting the access to outdoor learning is one of teacher confidence and skill set to plan and deliver lessons (Nundy, Dillon and Dowd, 2009; O’Donnell, Morris and Wilson, 2006). “Increasing training opportunities for teachers would aid in equipping them with the necessary knowledge, skill and understanding to plan and safely undertake positive outdoor learning experiences” (Barrable and Lakin, 2020, p. 190). Many educational establishments overcome these barriers through routes sought from outdoor providers such as Forest Schools (1993) (Davies, 2018). However, these ‘bought-in’ experiences have a huge cost implication, which deters learners from tasting such learning experiences, unless funding is forthcoming (Hemery, Hurst and Petrokofsky, 2019). And yet, said programmes can have a powerful impact on public health disproportion (Kurtz, 2021). Combine this with the knowledge that is gained in regard to global warming and the sustainability of our planet surely, this would warrant the spending (Knight, 2016). The pedagogy on which Forest Schools is based lends itself to the likes of Froebel (1836) who advocated the importance of both nature and play for children and young people (Froebel Trust, 2023) and that of Dewey (1938) that believes children and young people should learn through ‘hands-on’ experiences that are thought provoking, full of wonder and ambiguity (Quay and Seaman, 2013).
Children and young people suffering with behavioural, emotional and social difficulties (BESD) are often excluded from their school community due to their negative and challenging behaviour (Caslin, 2021). Research suggests that engaging in outdoor learning for this at-risk group of learners can aid; improved attendance, self-esteem, health and well-being, relationships and academic outcomes (Price, 2019; Fox and Avramidis, 2006). Furthermore, relations between learners and teaching staff were not as fractious and both viewed their overall experience as efficacious (Fox and Avramidis, 2006). However;
Outdoor education may not form a solution to dealing with ‘problematic’ behaviour, it represents a powerful, albeit underused, tool for reducing disaffection, promoting inclusive practice and decreasing the risk of permanent exclusion for this vulnerable group of pupils (Fox and Avramidis, 2006, p. 267).
Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 1989) states; “parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child” (UNICEF, 1989, p. 10). Nethertheless, a further factor that hampers children and young people getting up close with nature is the weather. It has been voiced in many classrooms that going outside is not an option, due to it being; too hot, too cold, too wet or too windy (Learning through Landscapes, 2023). It is not necessarily about the weather itself, but more to do with teachers and learners being under-prepared and under-resourced (Gwen, 2022). In some respects, it is us, the adults that have the problem with being outside in these conditions not our learners (Hogan, 2021). We should be embracing these times as special moments, not something to shy away from. Sadly, research by Save the Children (2022) reported that less than thirty percent of children and young people get to play outside compared to that of their grandparent’s generation. Previous generations had spent around eighty percent of their time playing outdoors. This “represents a huge change to the nature of childhood experiences. It's logical to expect this to have consequences for young people’s development” (Save the Children, 2022, p. 2). Similarly, Dodd et al (2021) found that children moving towards key stage three were spending less and less time outdoors. This could have an adverse effect on their ability to take risks and be detrimental to their mental health and well-being (Dodd et al, 2021).
 
The final perceived barrier to be discussed is that of safety and unaccompanied play. In the United Kingdom educators are governed by legislation and policy that sets out standards, objectives and the safe delivery of outdoor education for all those involved (OEAP, 2022; Welsh Government, 2021; Welsh Council for Outdoor Learning, 2018). Nearly all outdoor experiences in the United Kingdom are teacher-led, with clear lesson objectives that involve a small amount to no amount of risk taking at all (Woodland trust, 2023). There are concerns relating to cars, strangers, accidents and liability (Moxon, 2019). This has somewhat taken the ‘fun’ and ‘adventure’ out of these learning opportunities, reducing learners' ability to take on new challenges (Tovey, 2010). Stephenson (2003) claims that the feelings children have when they master a new skill propels them to seek risky play. Teaching staff believe that by removing risk, children and young people are sheltered from harm (Tovey, 2011).  Sandseter (2010) writes; 

These constraints on children’s freedom to play have now been criticised by several researchers as a sad result of the safety-obsession in today’s western societies that in the end results in less physically fit children with low motor control and low risk mastery (Sandseter, 2010, p.8). 

When looking at whole class activities, we as educators are not taking into account that children and young people are individuals in their own right. Although interests and activities may overlap, children's voices should be observed giving them the time and space to play. It is during this ‘free time’ that children and young people learn most. Learners that are taken away from activities which practitioners deem unimportant, signifies to them that teacher-led lessons are supreme to theirs. This can breed scepticism, distrust and disempowerment (Woods, 2013). Saying that teaching staff should be on hand to assist if needed (Ewert et al, 2022).

This literature review has explored the role of outdoor learning within early years, primary and secondary educational settings. It has also observed the wealth of benefits it bestows on children and young people, from improved health and well-being, greater attainment and increased environmental awareness. The influence that policy, document reform and interventions has had on the delivery of outdoor learning has been noted. Although there are many barriers to accessing outdoor education on some level, getting children and young people out in the great outdoors in any form is what is paramount. Being equipped for inclement weather and being organised, results in successful outcomes. Risky play within reason enables learners to push boundaries, make mistakes but learn from them, building resilience and empowering our further generations to be ready for their onward journey. Wales has led the way in curriculum change by making outdoor learning central to their curriculum. How theory links to practice has been explored, acknowledging the links between ‘hands-on’ learning and ‘play’ in child development. 
Research into the advantages of outdoor learning for children in early years and foundation phase is plentiful, however, the same cannot be said for secondary provision. This is an area in need of further investigation. An additional theme in need of expansion is the function of risky play for all children and young people. 

Time in nature is not a luxury. It is a necessity. And we must give our children time to explore, discover, and get to know the world, which brings endless delights and lessons that never cease (Arment, 2022, p. 5). 
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