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Outdoor learning 
environments relevance to 
today’s challenges

Nature has been a source 
of huge comfort during 
the pandemic with more 

people choosing to spend time 
outdoors, but sadly, some children 
have hardly left their homes 
during lockdowns(i). The effects 
of COVID-19 measures in the UK 
have impacted negatively on many 
children’s wellbeing and widened 
inequalities. The increased use 
of outdoor learning environments 
could not only help remediate 
damaged health and wellbeing, but 
also create a space for children’s 
voices to be heard and their 
agency to be realised now and in 
the future.

The top three contemporary difficulties 
according to children in EU countries 
are schoolwork and exams, worry 
about Covid 19 and not feeling 
confident(ii). Children reported the worst 
aspect of the pandemic was ‘missing 
their friends’. Around half the children 
from EU countries would like to 
change their schools so they have less 
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homework, more interesting lessons 
and teachers listen to them more.

The report concluded that

Children should be consulted on 
the lessons provided in schools 
and their views should shape the 
education curriculum. School 
settings should also provide 
children with a safe environment 
to learn and should promote an 
inclusive culture. (p.85)

Consultation alone is insufficient; 
children need to enact agency.  
In the ASPE Bulletin September 2020, 
Dominic Wyse argued that the current 
curriculum in England affords little 
space for this, focusing instead on 
‘powerful knowledge’, in the belief this 
will enable disadvantaged children 
to make up deficits. However, when 
power and control is vested in the 
institution of school with governmental 
apparatus of inspection dictating the 
requisite body of knowledge, this may, 
on the contrary, widen gaps between 



children’s experiences in the home 
and school and thereby replicate 
and reinforce social injustices and 
inequalities(iii). ‘[A] knowledge-based 
curriculum takes almost no account 
of students’ experiences – past, 
present, or future’(iv). Mick Waters in 
the February 2021 ASPE Bulletin, 
however, argues such knowledge can 
be made authentic and challenging, 
if the teacher becomes a ‘director 
of the drama of learning’, but the 
‘drama’ requires that children are 
active in steering their learning.

Bridging school and life 
outside it
Children in the early years often 
experience more agency and choice 
in their learning through play-based 
pedagogies and enabling learning 
environments but these freedoms 
reduce as they move through 
schooling. It may not be coincidental 
that this mirrors a similar decline in 
opportunities to learn outdoors over 
the primary years(vi).

Project-based learning, dialogic 
learning, learning by inquiry and 

Everybody is free more, being explorative and 
creating balance using the curriculum.  
Outdoor learning allows the curriculum to be 
seen through a different view.
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exploratory learning support 
children’s agency, but these 
pedagogies can be fragile in the 
sociocultural milieu of many primary 
schools. Institutional culture is strong, 
has operated over many years and 
may limit possibilities(vii).  
How might schools break free 
from top-down performativity and 
standardization and clear space for 
children’s interests and experience to 
inform their learning?  
What if place were also 
acknowledged and made more 
visible as agentic in shaping the co-
creation of learning opportunities?

The rise of outdoor learning 
Over recent years, outdoor learning 
has been growing fast with schools 
investing in school grounds as 
outdoor learning environments, staff 
training in outdoor pedagogy and 
linking topics to places to enliven and 
enrich the curriculum(viii).

In the following sections, I offer some 
examples of how place impacts on 
teaching and learning to illustrate how 
increasing time spent outdoors within 

schooling could open opportunities 
for children’s agency to be enacted.

Pedagogies that link to 
values 
Children’s agency starts with teacher 
autonomy to interpret educational 
goals more broadly. Moving learning 
outside the building of the school 
appears to help teachers connect 
with personal values that go beyond 
covering the curriculum(ix). When 
teachers’ values associated with 
the outdoors were elicited by asking 
about childhood memories and 
their attributed significance, the 
emergent values were freedom 
and fun; ownership and autonomy; 
authenticity; love of rich sensory 
environment and physicality. 

One pre-school teacher commented,
... everybody is free more, being 
explorative and creating balance 
using the curriculum. Outdoor 
learning allows the curriculum to be 
seen through a different view.

While a headteacher said, 
... [being outdoors] makes [learning] 
really real for many of the children... 
there’s lots of links with what they do 
inside that then become real for them 
outdoors. 

Children reported classroom lessons 
as sometimes ‘boring’ and were 
less inclined to ‘believe’ them. They 
appreciated chances to experience 
what they were told. Agency, 
authenticity and autonomy were clearly 
important qualities of outdoor learning 
for both teachers and children. 

Similar effects on pedagogies 
were noted by staff in the Natural 



Connections project(viii), in which 125 
schools were supported to embed 
curricular outdoor learning.
The larger scale of outdoor learning 
environments appeared to shift usual 
classroom practices.

It is a bigger task, a bigger sort of 
environment there to do something in, 
kids just like that space, that freedom.

...staffing is ‘freer’. Some children 
are far more motivated, they move 
around more, they are freer in their 
body movements. ...The outdoor 
environment seems to remove 
restrictions on children that a 
classroom imposes.

[T]he outside environment gives 
you a chance to look at a problem 
differently... that often helps them 
understand something more. 

In addition, changed teaching 
practices altered established 
relationships between teacher and 
pupils and afforded new ways of 
interacting.

...the children actually look at 
teachers differently after they have 
been on these [outdoor] sessions, 
because they are no longer just the 
person at the front just pointing and 
telling them, they are actually doing 
things with them and…so it becomes 
a different relationship.

A place that allows space 
to be 
These pedagogical shifts beg the 
question about what it is about being 
‘outdoors’ that enables them to 
happen and whether children are also 
aware of and welcome the changes. 
Bringing children’s voices to the 
fore, research about the transition 
between Foundation Stage and Year 
1 showed that children experienced 
a sense of freedom, flow and fairness 
outside the classroom(x). In this 
project, children’s conversations 
were captured on the move through 
audio-recording. These revealed how 
outdoors, children relished greater 
interaction with each other, became 
utterly absorbed in their play and 

learning and negotiated unfairness 
in social situations without adult 
intervention. The open environment 
supported their autonomy in acting 
out scenarios that were meaningful 
to them, while indoors they tended 
to conform to teacher-led agenda. 
Interestingly, spaces immediately 
outside the classroom were more like 
extensions of indoors and retained 
more standard classroom practices. 

Natural Connections(viii) pupils 
commented that lessons outside were 
usually more enjoyable. Teachers 
were the directors but there was less 
predictability.

Normally [the teachers] make it  
more fun.

I enjoyed doing the orienteering ... 
because…it was a fun way of doing 
maths which I think a lot of people 
enjoyed.

They also appreciated the fresh 
air that it afforded, both literal and 
metaphorical.

... the classroom is mostly ... stuffy ... 
everybody is in there every day, it gets 
a bit boring. When you go outside, 
there is lots to see, like … birds… 
and…bumblebees and butterflies…
when you are doing a piece of work 
and use an inspiration for… story 
writing…you can look up in the sky or 
in the trees… but in the classroom, 
you just look at the walls and that is 
not really very helpful.

One child reported that he found it 
easier to explain his day to parents 
when he has been outside... when 
he had been indoors, he didn’t have 
anything to tell them.

Outdoors, children relished greater interaction 
with each other, became utterly absorbed in their 
play and learning and negotiated unfairness in 
social situations without adult intervention.
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The style of pedagogy was perceived 
as allowing them more agency.

My favourite thing outside at school is 
exploring.

I feel like we have more freedom 
because we get to discuss more 
about what we are learning about 
with each other.

Enjoyment was linked to the more 
spacious environment. 

I like more space…than the classroom.

One pupil recalled the autonomy 
afforded in early years through play-
based pedagogies but considered 
their courtyard as essentially part of 
that classroom, whereas ‘outside’ 
represented something more unusual 
for older pupils.

Well, we did go out quite a lot in 
reception because you normally just get 
to play…but that is like the courtyard…
it’s not really going outside…it’s just like 
a little playing area.

One theory why the outdoors can 
change children’s sense of agency 
links to how ‘really going outside’ 
offers spaces that are not occupied 
by established ways of interacting as 
teachers and pupils(vii). It’s the place 
to be because, with fewer cultural 
expectations, it does not corral 
behaviour into set patterns. Teachers 
and children experience greater 
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What does ASPE do for those in Primary Education? 
We...
• promote informed and reflective study on practice that affects children’s 

learning; 
• encourage collaboration between colleagues in schools and 

universities;
• hold events which promote the best in researched practice; 
• provide informed commentary on education policy issues;
• commission publications, including the international journal Education 

3-13, written by leading researchers and practitioners.

The next Bulletin will be 
published in February 2022

liberty to bring other knowledge and 
understandings to bear in making 
sense of the world outside the 
classroom, stimulated by mutual 
curiosity, enjoyment and engagement.

Final thoughts 
Teaching outside the classroom 
with its diverse affordances enables 
new ways of being and relating so 
that children can experience agency 
in shaping their learning, but it is 
worth noting that opposing views 
may be represented in children’s 
voices. When one child feels “cold 
and damp” outside, another may 
regard indoors as “hot and stuffy”. It 
is salutary to remember that a unified 
‘children’s voice’ is a misnomer.
Reggio Emilia refers to a hundred 
languages of the child(xi). Each child 
experiences changing wishes and 
needs over time and has ideas that 
don’t fit neatly within a rigid curriculum 
or a standardised pedagogical 
approach. 

I’m not really sure because they both 
have their downfalls, because inside…it 
helps you in a way more because all the 
work you need is in there… and I do 
like chatting to my friends... but when 
you are outside if you want a peaceful 
lesson, it is peaceful…so it depends 
on the mood I am in... and the sort of 
lesson I really want.
 
Fostering children’s agency is about 
listening out for and being sensitive to 
these variations.


