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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the present study was to understand why secondary teachers
are not using outdoor learning (OL) in their pedagogical practice. Through the
lens of social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1986; Trowler, 2008) the research aims
were to 1) examine the current benefits and drawbacks of OL, 2) distinguish
factors that influence teachers’ perceptions of OL, and 3) determine, using
teachers’ perceptions, if OL has a greater impact on child development than
indoor learning (OL). Seven teachers were selected using purposeful sampling
from a UK secondary school. An adapted version of Fagerstam’s (2014)
teachers’ perceptions questionnaire was administered to gather responses
across social aspects, supporting environment, teacher-student relations, and
teacher collaboration. Results from thematic analysis generated risk
assessment, weather, time, flexibility, behaviour, relationships, and definition
as key themes. Furthermore, results showed that there is educational potential
for OL, however this does not have to be in the form of a Forest School
Experience. Some teachers were in disagreement on whether the change in
pupils” behaviour is perceived as positive or negative, although there were
differences in year groups. The author proposes that there are educational,
personal development and fluidity factors that need to be addressed by policy
makers and school leaders to encourage teachers to use the outdoor facilities
more. Additionally, school leaders could use Kennedy’s (2005) award bearing
model as professional development to standardise the quality of OL taking
place in schools. Future research must examine the links between OL and
cognitive development as much of the research in the area is through the lens
of social constructivism.
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INTRODUCTION

With growing pressure on educationalists across all phases of schooling, teachers are now
looking at more creative ways to provide opportunities for young people to reflect, think
and support the learning process. Outdoor learning (OL) has a long history of providing
special places for individuals to teach (Beard & Wilson, 2006). For the purpose of this
research, OL can be defined as structured learning activities that occur in the outdoor
environment within the school grounds (Rickinson et al., 2004; Fagerstam, 2014). The
benefits of OL have been aptly discussed in the literature and include: linking abstract
thinking; physical activity; taking risks; and enjoyment (Fiskum & Jacobsen, 2012; Mygind,
2007, Maynard, Waters, & Clement, 2013). When pupils enjoy their rich sensory
environment, motivation towards learning can be enhanced (Waite, 2011).

OL has recently undergone a transformation from a classroom that is outdoors, into a vast
recreational playground of unpredictable elements (Turner, 2005). Contrastingly, Indoor
Learning (IL) has remained a four walled building whereby children have the opportunity
to enhance their knowledge and skills through conventional ways of teaching and learning
(Dhanapal & Lim, 2013). Some of the benefits of IL include, behaviour management,
structure and routine. Legett and Newman (2017) argued that there is an absence of these
benefits in OL environments, with the role of a teacher switching to a more ‘supervisory’
responsibility when working outdoors. However, it is important to recognise that previous
applications of OL, especially in the United Kingdom (U.K.), merely put focus on it as a
utility location, rather than an integral part of the learning process. Successful outdoor
provision requires as much thought, preparation and planning as provision indoors
(White, 2007).

Visions of learning outside the secondary classroom has been a part of the mainstream UK
educational context since 1950 (Hunt, 1989, cited in Rubens, 1997, p.1). It wasn’t until the
obesity epidemic in 2006, that the U.K and the Labour administration introduced the
Learning outside the Classroom Manifesto (Labour Party Manifesto 2005), aimed at
facilitating a young person’s experience beyond the classroom in addition to promoting an
active lifestyle. More recently, the education secretary, Damian Hinds shared his desire to
move the curriculum away from a regime of exams and rigid curricula, into a skills based
curriculum where children learn through experience (Vaughan, 2018).

Modern day classrooms allow for multiple pedagogical approaches to be applied
(Greenaway, 1999 as cited in Beard & Wilson, 2006), yet there seems to be an invisibility of
good pedagogy in centralised education (see Lusted, 1986; Ladwig et al., 2007; Giroux &
Shannon, 2013). This is illuminated in OL, and previous studies have referenced that
teachers feel they lack an understanding of OL as a teaching strategy to apply it
effectively. In a social context, the National Education Charity (NEC), Learning Through
Landscapes (LTL) have mentioned that only 8% of school age children in England get out
of their classrooms into green spaces (Project Dirt 2018). Thus, it is active practitioners, i.e.
teachers who can provide a sound understanding of the phenomenon, over policy makers.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Defining Outdoor Learning

OL presents opportunities for increased participation by both, the learner and educator
(Joyce, 2012; Learning through Landscapes, 2006; Project Dirt, 2018). The last few decades

has seen OL become hi&hlz visible in the Bublic domain, such as, aEEearin§ in ma&azines,
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on television, on the internet, and now being firmly embedded in the early year’s
curriculum (DfES, 2007 as cited in Joyce, 2012). This emphasis on a child’s relationship
with the natural environment in the context of formal education, takes focus of the
development of self-constructs and team work (Waite et al., 2016; Norodahl & Johanesson,
2013; Dyment et al., 2017). An increase in participation means the definition of OL is
forever evolving, for example in the 1980s OL was simply defined as ‘exploring in a safe
environment outdoors’ (Ellsworth, 1989). Modern day researchers and educators now
view OL as a rich and varied environment that supports children’s learning and
development (EYFS framework, 2008; DfCSF, 2008). Teachers are now moving away from
going outdoors and children playing with loose materials into more established outdoor
provision that offers quality learning (Rickinson et al., 2004). The importance of OL cannot
be underestimated, it is not as simple as going outdoors for tasks that can be completed in
a classroom, but about providing authentic and contextualise opportunities that extend
classroom based learning (James & Williams, 2017). Additionally, there are significant
differences between OL and child play as highlighted by Grow to School (2019, p.1):

‘Forest Schools sessions are child led and do not link to the curriculum. Grow
sessions are shown to increase pupil motivation and inspiration and connect
learning to real life examples.’

Despite a contrast in definitions, a reoccurring theme throughout the last few decades is
that there is an invisibility in good pedagogical practice in the outdoor teaching and
learning environment. There is evidence that when outdoor experiences are regarded as
having inherent educational value and equivalence as classroom learning, OL can support
curriculum delivery effectively (Macquarrie, 2018; Prince, 2018).

History of Outdoor Learning

Compulsory education came into statute in 1870, but it wasn’t until 1911 when educator,
Margaret McMillan introduced nursery school gardens for children under 5, was a link
made between a healthy body and a healthy mind. McMillan also came to the conclusion
that the school environment had to be conducive to learning. After World War 1 (WW1),
buildings were being purposefully erected for nursery learning (under 5s) and for the first
time, included, paths, logs, barrels, seats, tables, ropes, swings and playhouses, as well as a
plethora of natural materials such as trees, ponds, bark and twigs (Bilton, 2010). The new
learning environments, often referred to as an ‘oasis’ by McMillan and ‘divorced from
reality’ by theorist Owen (1928) were intended for children to “play, construct, and follow
their interests without interruption from adults” (Bilton, 2010). McMillan (1930, p.120)
writes:

‘The nursery garden is the essential matter. Not the lessons, or the pictures or the
talk. The lessons and talk are about things seen and done in the garden, just as the
best of all the paintings in picture galleries are shadows of the originals now
available to children of the open air.

Learning through play in an interesting environment was seen as a way to help young
people develop (McMillan, 1930; Isaacs, 1954). The pioneers of this period also saw the
need for trained outdoor specialists (de Lissa, 1939). Another World War (WWII) saw
women free up to do more work and moving into education, either as a nursery teacher or
secondary teacher was a popular choice. The four to six day training course which was
required at the time, covered numeracy, literacy, behaviour management and outdoor
learning (Blackstone, 1971). A statutory element of OL was widened by the 1944 Education
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Act, ensuring that the provision for primary, secondary and further education included
‘adequate facilities for recreation and social and physical training’ (Education Act 1944,
cited in Cook 1999). Local Education Authorities (LEAs) took responsibility of offering a
similar public school experience for working class pupils by maintaining playing fields,
outdoor play centres amongst other facilities (Cook, 1999; Freeman, 2011). A further
Education Reform Act in 1988 introduced the National Curriculum (NC) and Key Stages
(KS), making Physical Education (P.E) a compulsory element for learners 5-16. During this
period, outdoor education was growing at a rapid pace, and charities such as the Duke of
Edinburgh Award (DofE) was formed. By 1975, over 1 million children had taken part in a
DofE scheme to transform their lives through physical activities and life skills (DofE,
2019). With loose safety acts in place, outdoor education in schools flourished, with
teachers’ high in confidence taking children outdoors to explore near rivers, ponds and
marshes (Simmons, 2010). However, The Lyme Bay Canoeing Tragedy (1993), where four
children died whilst on a school trip, prompted tighter regulation around risk assessments
and child safety. Despite assurances from LOtC, teachers still view risk assessments as a
restrictive barrier to going outdoors (Waite, 2010), with many claiming the risk averse
culture of today impinges upon their freedom to offer experiential learning.

In 2006, the U.K was facing an obesity epidemic, as activity levels were dropping in young
people due to parents’ concerns around safety, and a development in digital technologies.
The Labour administration (1997-2010) recognised outdoor education would benefit a
child’s wellbeing and implemented new initiatives to ‘providing young people with a
wide range of experiences outside the classroom” (DfES, 2006, p.1). Since then, the Council
for Learning Outside the Classroom (CLOC) whose remit covers ‘ten areas that include
arts and creativity, sacred space, school grounds, natural environment and adventure
education” had its funding cut (Passey et al., 2010). With no policy measures and a
variation in financial and structural support between schools for outdoor learning, some
are now exploring digital technologies as a priority (LOtC, 2010). Interestingly, examples
of Forest Schools still firmly believe that outdoor learning should remain a priority in
terms of funding (HoC, 2010). In 2012, in an attempt to push outdoor provision, there was
deregulation in health and safety around adventurous activities but the impact of this is
still unclear.

Right now, outdoor learning is underpinned by character building of the ‘disadvantaged
child’, largely because it is a low cost method to inspire children. As current policy makers
search for new creative solutions to economic problems, they may recognise the potential
of outdoor learning to foster creative thinking, practical hands-on active learning and the
co-construction of successful learning experiences outside of school (Passey et al., 2012).

Outdoor Learning or Learning Outdoor?

The benefits of outdoor learning is widely publicised, and educational policy has been set out
in previous manifestos to encourage learning outside the classroom (Learning Outside the
Classroom Manifesto, Department for Education Skills (DfES) 2006). Although, Rickinson et al.
(2004) argues that there is a lack of consensus about what ‘outdoor education” comprises. Rea
(2008) debates that learning outdoors is or should be the same as what is encountered inside,
providing a continuous and seamless learning experience for the child (DfES, 2007). However,
other scholars have suggested the sheer scale of being outdoors completely changes the sort of
learning experiences children have, and part of the motivation from children to work outdoors
is the departure of familiar classroom context (see Edgington, 2002; Broderick & Pearce;
Rea, 2008). Additionally, Forest schools have reported how free play and child initiated
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exploration of the natural environment engages children far greater than adult led activities
(Waite & Davis, 2007). Therefore, there are indications that learning is affected by the outdoor
context and this means a change to the pedagogy employed by practitioners (Pascal & Bertram,
1997; Williams, 2018; Rickinson et al., 2011). Waite (2011) found the successful OL pedagogy
embraced freedom, fun, authenticity, autonomy and physicality and involved child-led
activities. For example, a foundation stage teacher describes a successful lesson plan, despite a
lack of resources at the school:

‘Sustainability and spirituality are both part of the school curriculum. We can begin
to develop the children’s understanding at an early age by teaching them
to love their planet, experience things deeply, relate to the outside world and
have real experiences. We can create a sense of awe and wonder by developing their
understanding of the outside world, through interest and excitement in their
environment.” (Waite, 2011, p.67)

Therefore, pedagogy should embrace values listed above and contexts which afford
personal engagement and enjoyment for both child and practitioner (Waite, 2011). In terms
of future development, Moore and Wong (1997) found evidence for lasting academic and
behavior effects on those children involved in the development of diverse school grounds.

METHODOLOGY
Data Collection

In total, seven participants were recruited to complete an adapted version of Fagerstam’s
(2014) questionnaire (n = 7) (2 male and 5 female). Participants had teaching experience
ranging from 2-12 years and all held QTS. The teachers ranged from classes EYFS-Y6 (4-11
years). Prior to the project, teachers were familiar with the outdoor facilities in the school
from teaching and learning outdoors. In Fagerstam’s (2014) study a total of 12 participants
were used across the different departments in school. The rationale for subject selection was
governed by logistical and practical issues, such as covering classes to complete the
questionnaire. Although, NQT’s and SLT’s were omitted from the selection process.
Purposeful sampling was used to collect data and teachers had to meet the following criteria:
hold QTS, teaching for over two years, used the outdoor learning facilities at the school. One
rationale for purposeful sampling is its effectiveness in studying a certain cultural domain
with knowledgeable experts (Tongsco, 2007). In addition to knowledge and experience,
Bernard (2002) argues that it is important for participants to be willing to communicate
experiences, options, and to articulate in an expressive manner. Contrastingly, random
sampling is used to ensure the generalizability of findings and minimizing any potential bias
(Spradley, 1979). Participants were chosen after initial conversation with the head teacher
and there was consideration to those who had other responsibilities and therefore could not
take part. Additionally, face to face contact was made with the selected participants and the
study was fully explained to all those taking part and informed consent obtained.

Materials

Fagerstam (2014) teachers’ experience questionnaire was developed to explore how
teachers have explored the educational potential of OL in a high school settings. The
structure of the questionnaire split into various themes supported thematic analysis. An
adapted version of Fagerstam’s (2014) teachers’ experience questionnaire was
administered to measure responses across social aspects, supporting environment,
teacher-student relations, and teacher collaboration, allowing a detailed look into teachers’
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perceptions of OL. In total, 8 questions were used across these sections. Fagerstam (2014)
recommended 30-60 minutes to complete the questionnaire. Each participant had up to 60
minutes to complete the questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed using Survey-
Maker, and participants completed this online.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was conducted to analyze the dataset (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke,
2006; 2013). In thematic analysis, the researcher seeks to identify, analyze and report
patterns within the empirical material (Fagerstam, 2014). Szklarski (2009) argues that this
could be seen as from ‘within interpretation’, where the researcher interprets direct
expressions, rather than creating categories. Data was analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) six phases.

FINDINGS
The Themes

Table 1: Summary of themes

Theme Sub- themes

Risk assessment  Risk averse culture
Time

Weather Behaviour
Enjoyment

Workload/time  Extra planning
Timetable demands
Flexibility
Flexibility Assessment
Resources
Curriculum
Behaviour Confidence
Weather
Anxiety
Distractions
Relationships Student-teacher
Behaviour
Definition Evidence
Assessment

Social Aspects

Table 2: Summary of perceptions concerning social aspects of outdoor learning

Social aspects
Question Theme Sub-themes
What are the top three challenges of teaching lessons Time Flexibility
outdoors? Timetabling
Planning
Evidence Confidence
Books
Assessment
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Management  Resources
TA
Weather
How does the teacher-student relationship change when Behaviour Confidence
working outdoors and how does this impact the structure of Improves
your lesson? Resilience
Engagement
Structure Enjoyment
Routine
Exploring
Risk More time
Risk averse

Supporting Environment

Table 3: Summary of perceptions concerning supporting environment of outdoor learning

Supporting environment
Question Theme Sub-themes
How does student participation change when working Mood Engagement
outdoors? Enthusiastic
Less pressure
Fun
Effective
Distraction Focus
Concentration
Lack of structure
Relationship Team-work
Group-work
Structure
How does the organisation of groups change when Mixed ability — Assessment
working outdoors, and how does this impact on Challenge
collaborative learning experiences? New friendships
Behaviour Structure
Anxiety
If you had a magic wand, what would you want to help Resources Purposeful
you teach lessons outdoors more often? Productive
Seats
TA
Kit
Inside & outside
Toilets
Time Flexibility
Set up
Collaboration  Share ideas
Evidence Assessment
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Teacher-Student Relations

Table 4: Summary of perceptions concerning teacher-student relations and outdoor

learning

Teacher-student relations

Question

Theme

Sub-themes

How does the behaviour of pupils change
when learning outdoors, and how does
this impact your behaviour management?

Vulnerable Groups

Struggle
Routine

Boundaries

Relationships
Expectations
BFL

Maintaining

Better

Confidence
Enjoyment
Engaged

Self-esteem

Distractions

Weather
Playtime
Struggle with change

How do you perceive the mood of the
lesson when working outdoors by a) the
student and b) the teacher?

Enjoyment

Change of scenery
Good feedback
Weather

Fun

Students

Stressful

No challenge
Trying to evidence
Time

Relaxed

BFL
Challenge

Teacher Collaboration

Table 5: Summary of perceptions concerning teacher collaboration and outdoor learning

Teacher collaboration

Question

Theme

Sub-themes

Compared to indoor learning, how often do you Confidence
collaborate (e.g. sharing resources/planning) with

other teachers when working outdoors, and is this

perceived as positive or negative?

Impacts collaboration
Links to curriculum

Creative Useful
Sharing
Rarely happens
Strategies for BFL
Regular As much as indoor

Year collaboration
Outdoor specialist
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Figure 1: Thematic analysis map

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to understand why teachers are not using OL in
their pedagogical practice. Much of the literature in this area adopts a social culturalist
view to teachers working outdoors (Trowler, 2008; Culatta, 2019; Dayang, 2013), with
research showing that few teachers are taking part in structured lessons outside the
traditional indoor classroom. More specifically, when teachers are taking students
outdoors the drivers are field trips, camping trips, excursions and environmental
education.

Firstly, the results from this study suggest that there is educational potential for outdoor
provision in the primary context by simply going outdoors, and this supports previous
researchers’ claims across early years and secondary phases (Fagerstam, 2014). These
results demonstrate that it is not essential for students to travel to a forest or outdoor
centre to facilitate participatory learning (see Tovey, 2007; Forest School, 2009). Previous
research has suggested that there is a need to follow Nordic countries in the Forest School
experience (FSE). In the present study, teachers report similar ‘exploratory” and ‘child-led’
experiences when going outside in the playground. Thematic analysis yielded key themes
from eight questions that relate to the author’s research aims and objectives (Figure 1). The
author proposes that there are educational, personal development, and fluidity factors that
impact teachers’ use of the outdoor facilities in OL. It is these factors that ought to be
addressed by policy makers and school leaders.

Teachers feel that there is an agenda to teach more outdoor lessons, and the literature
shows that in recent years, there has been a push in the media, alongside political
manifestos using OL in dialogue around child obesity. This would suggest that OL must
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be active and take curricula practices from physical education. Yet, in the school used for
this study, there has been investment in a tepee and training on taking subjects such as
mathematics from the classroom into the tent. Teachers are receiving inconsistent
messages about OL, and this tension has left teachers unsure over the definition of OL,
and more specifically how this can determine the structure of a lesson.

This confusion is illuminated in the literature, for example, there are scholars that have
argued learning outdoors should be the same as what is encountered inside (as in Rea,
2008) and this is similar to the approach the school has taken. Contrastingly, there are
scholars that argue the vast difference of being outdoors compared to the indoor context
suggests different pedagogical strategies should be deployed. This is exemplified in the
Labour Party Manifesto (2005). However, there is consensus that working outdoors should
be fun, exploratory and child-led (Pascal & Bertram, 1997; Rickinson et al., 2011).
Therefore, once policy makers and leaders in school agree (through consistent messages)
that OL is fun, should embrace freedom, is authentic and consists of child-led activities,
then it is the expert practitioners, i.e. teachers who can be left to their own devices to create
a plethora of lessons and resources. In other words, the fundamentals of OL (fun,
exploratory, child-led) hint that there is not a ‘one shoe fits all’ approach to panning.
Interestingly, defining OL was not a theme that came in Fagerstam’s (2014) study that
used a sample of 12 secondary teachers, compared with 7 secondary teachers in the
present study.

Teachers acknowledge that there are teaching and learning differences between IL and OL.
For example, responses showed that there were behavioural, engagement and mood
variations. Interestingly, teachers had mixed perceptions whether these changes were
positive (‘more fun’, ‘less stressful’), or negative (‘more distractions’, ‘more stressful’).
These differences go beyond personal preferences and into a social cultural approach
(Trowler, 2008) to learning. As the culture differs in KS1 to KS2, teachers’ views and beliefs
also differ. More specifically, teachers in KS1 where OL was more prominent had the
necessary skills to adapt to the changes in child behaviour and engagement. Contrastingly,
teachers in KS2 where OL is more unknown did not have the skills to adapt to these
changes. Christie et al. (2012) predicted that the success of OL is dependent on teachers’
prior experience.

From an educator’s perspective, there is widespread agreement that effective CPD is an
important component of educational success (Atencio, Jess & Dewar, 2012; Darling-
Hammond et al., 2009). Thus, highlighting the importance of addressing CPD issues in
relation to OL. There is an active debate in the literature around whether it should be the
organisation (school), or individual (teacher) who takes responsibility of CPD (Weller,
2009). When thought is put into CPD, it can appear complex and this can result in
educators not partaking in CPD, meaning it is the school’s responsibility to take to provide
effective CPD. Kennedy’s (2005) award bearing model of CPD is viewed as a mark of
quality assurance and could be used to ensure standardization of experiences. More
specifically, researchers have argued that teachers must complete a number of necessary
hours of OL per year (Henderson, 2002; Kennedy, 2005). The experience gained from this
will change the views and beliefs of teachers, as well as the culture of the class.

Results showed that flexibility and time were two of the most used words by the
respondents. Teachers are in agreement that the curriculum is not flexible enough to allow
for more OL, especially when it comes to evidencing and/or producing assessments.
However, there are methods of assessment as indicated in Moncrieff (2012), such as
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photographs, although this method does have limitations. Teachers are also worried about
resources at school not being flexible enough for the outdoor environment. Furthermore,
teachers reported that a lack of time was a reason why they don’t go outdoors more often.
These fluidity issues are well publicized in the literature (Moncrieff, 2012; Waite, 2011) and
the digital agenda faces the same challenges. Similar to the digital agenda, these factors are
influenced by political and economic factor that can only be addresses by policy makers in
Westminster. The Conservative Party makes reference to an ‘active education” and a
‘skills” based curriculum in their latest manifesto (Conservative Party Manifesto, 2017).
The indication that OL is important now needs to be fraught with questions on the ‘how’.
When OL is made a priority, and when teachers have adequate time to plan for flexible
curricula, the outdoor environment will be used more frequently.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Previous studies have argued that student motivation may be an obstacle to OL (Bentsen
et al., 2010; Han & Foskett, 2007), however this is still contentious in the literature with
many arguing that OL increases motivation (Mygind, 2007). Additionally, there is no
research concerning secondary pupils’ attitudes and emotions towards school-based
outdoor learning and its educational potential (Jarvis, 2006), specifically in relation to
motivation and enjoyment. Therefore, future research should investigate motivation and
enjoyment levels from pupils’ perspectives.

Moreover, new research argues that there are links between emotions and cognition
(Immordino-Yang, 2011), and the idea that positive feelings could be associated with
problem solving and memory skills in OL is of interest and should be examined further.

Finally, this research presents three factors that need to be addressed by policy makers and
school leaders, educational, personal development, and fluidity. These factors may link
into the challenges that are faced in secondary settings, yet, there is no research that
discusses these in the wider education context.
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