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Recognition and reporting of outdoor learning in primary schools in England

Abstract

The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) inspects and
reports on the quality and effectiveness of educational provision in England. This research
explores the extent to which non-mandatory curricular outdoor learning was recognised and
reported by Ofsted in their inspections of state-maintained English primary schools (3-11
years) between September 2019 and February 2020. The data obtained from published
reports (n=629) using key word searches indicate mainly positive outcomes for pupils who
have opportunities for outdoor learning (42% of reports). Seventy two percent of comments
related to the Early Years Foundation Stage (3-5 years) where access to an outdoor
environment or planned daily outdoor activities is a statutory requirement. Inspectors
reported on learning and enjoyment outcomes although some identified the need to develop
quality outdoor space and learning. The data provide a proxy measure for the extent, nature
and status of outdoor learning at a national level.
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School-based outdoor learning involves ‘play, teaching, and learning that take place in
natural environments for children in formal education and care settings’ (Waite, 2020, p. 1).
It provides memorable, authentic and contextualised experiences to extend classroom-based
learning usually in local areas, school grounds and playgrounds (Chancellor, 2013; James &
Williams, 2017; Karpinnen, 2012), supports a range of curriculum objectives across many
subjects and topic areas (Macquarrie, 2018) and often involves physical activity. Regular and
long-term opportunities for outdoor learning such as those in school can achieve a range of
outcomes in cognitive learning, health and wellbeing, relationships with nature, self-
constructs and meta-skills (Fiennes et al., 2015; Institute for Outdoor Learning (IOL), 2022).
Outdoor learning essentially is an experiential approach that includes learning about and
connecting with nature (including in school grounds) through outdoor play, adventure and
environmental education activities ideally with additional opportunities for educational visits

and residential (overnight) experiences.



The importance of children and young people learning outdoors is widely
acknowledged nationally and internationally, although the entitlement within formal
education varies globally. In several countries, outdoor learning is supported by government
policy as an integrated and regular part of the curriculum. For example, Udeskole in
Denmark (Mygind et al., 2019) and experiential education in outdoor environments in the
national curriculum of Finland (Sjéblom & Svens, 2019). However, in many nations it is
adjunct to the formal curriculum and/or integrated into the Physical and/or Health Education
(see Chancellor, 2013, Gray & Martin, 2012 (Australia); Leather, 2018 (UK); Prince & Cory-
Wright, 2022 (New Zealand)), relying on levels of teachers’ ability and motivation to
overcome individual challenges and systemic barriers to support students’ learning outdoors
(Oberle et al., 2021; Waite, 2020), The exception to this is in the Early Years, where outdoor
play is acknowledged as an important part of children’s learning and development (Prince &
MacGregor, 2022). In the UK, in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (birth - five
years) it is a statutory requirement for schools to have access to an outdoor environment or to
have planned outdoor activities every day (DfE, 2021). Similarly, in Australia, schools in
Victoria must address play-based learning in their curriculum design through the Victorian

Early Years Learning and Development Framework (VEYDF) (Chancellor, 2013).

However, outdoor learning can be incorporated beyond the taught curriculum in the
school day. Outdoor play and time outdoors are encouraged in school playgrounds and
outdoor areas during break times (recesses), particularly in primary schools and this activity
accounts for one fifth of time in school for many pupils (Clevenger et al., 2020; Ridgers et
al., 2011). Thus, the design of playgrounds to include natural as well as moveable features in
that space contributes to this important non-curricular outdoor learning (Aminpour et al.,
2020; Bates, 2020). Children value choice and variety in school playgrounds but have rarely

been consulted in their design (Chancellor, 2013; Chancellor & Hyndman, 2017). However,



when a participatory model is in place, changing an educational landscape can also
precipitate a change in school culture and ‘give children greater freedom outdoors to live,
learn and grow together’ (Bates, 2020, p. 364). However, the reduction in school break times
together with a lower level of prioritisation of funding for outdoor areas compared with
indoor provision and different weather thresholds across the globe, has resulted in
inconsistencies in pupil engagement with outdoor play and learning (Cevher-Kalburan, 2022;

Montiel et al., 2021).

Regular and long-term opportunities for outdoor learning such as those in school can
support improvements to students’ physical, mental, social and emotional health and
wellbeing (Burdette & Whittaker, 2005; Marchant et al., 2019; Schneller et al., 2017).
Outdoor learning increases levels of physical activity and has been shown to reduce sedentary
behaviour, obesity and myopia (Aronsson et al., 2015). In the UK as in other countries, levels
of physical activity amongst students show a decline after primary school (Hyndman et al.,
2012; Verloigne et al., 2012) concomitant with more limited opportunities for, and a lower
prioritisation of outdoor learning in secondary schools, which sometimes results in health
problems in adolescents. However, school leaders may need to be persuaded to adopt outdoor
learning practices even if they have positive health and wellbeing outcomes if these are not

evidenced alongside cognitive benefits (Waite & Aronsson, 2022).

Outdoor learning is non-mandatory in the curricula of English schools. There is
provision within the physical education (PE) programmes of study of the English National
Curriculum for ‘outdoor adventurous activities’ focusing on teamwork and problem solving
at Key Stages 2-4 (7-16 years) (DfE, 2013) but most educators would see outdoor learning in

a much broader context and with considerably wider scope (IOL, 2022).



Beyond the statutory curriculum the UK government recognises the importance of
children and young people spending time in nature and are auditing this through the
Children’s People and Nature Survey for England (Natural England, 2021). Furthermore,
there are more national government initiatives supporting children’s engagement and
relationships with nature such as the Nature Friendly Schools project (NFS, 2022) that is
encouraging schools particularly in areas of disadvantage, to engage with the outdoors for
care and concern for the environment as well as resilience and wellbeing. The Department of
the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) recognises that time spent learning
outdoors can benefit children’s mental and physical health through their 25-year environment
plan (2018). The recent National Education Nature Park and Climate Leader’s Award
(Natural History Museum, 2022) a post COP-26 initiative, will include supporting schools to
map the biodiversity of their school grounds and local green spaces, providing new skills in

digitisation in the process.

At times, governments look to national scale datasets to ascertain the nature and
extent of provision to support their departments in directing resource where it is most needed
and providing baseline data to determine change (for example. in the UK, an all-party
parliamentary group (APPG) examining the demise of outdoor centres and provision for
residential experiences due to the Covid- 19 pandemic (APPG, 2020); National Education
Nature Park (DfE 2022)). Data have been obtained in England on a limited scale (for
example through teacher surveys, Prince, 2020a; 2019) but provision has not been audited on

a national scale.

This research addresses this gap in data of the nature and extent of outdoor learning in
primary schools in England using the proxy measure of information contained within reports
published on school inspections that took place in a six-month period, 2019-2020. It also

gives an indication of the status of outdoor learning in primary schools at that time.



Background context/research

Education policy, governance and curricula are different in the four nations of the
UK. In England, the reporting agency is The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s
Services and Skills (Ofsted). Ofsted is a non-ministerial department of the UK Government
that reports to parliament regarding matters of children and students’ care, training and
education in England (Ofsted, 2022a). It regulates and inspects English primary schools by
visiting their premises and completing a report that is published online. Inspectors include
evidence from the pupils though discussion and surveys as well as from parents/carers and

governors (Ofsted, 2018; 2021a).

The latest inspection framework (Ofsted, 2021b) requires every school to receive a
judgement in four areas: the quality of education; the standard of pupils’ behaviour and
attitudes; the personal development of the learners; and, the leadership and management of
the school. If a school has an early years setting (birth to five years) or a sixth form (16 — 18
years) attached then these areas will also receive a grading. Each of the areas is given a
grading: ‘outstanding’, ‘good’, ‘requires improvement’ or ‘inadequate’. The school is also

graded on its overall effectiveness.

Ofsted is recognised as the gatekeeper for interpreting quality and measuring
effectiveness in education in England because of its ‘external and omnipotent forces of
inspection’ in which inspectors ‘hold the sacred truth about effective schools’ (Perryman,
2009, p. 614). It is ‘a force for improvement through intelligent, responsible and focused
inspection and regulation’ (Ofsted, 2017, p.5) setting accountability as a driver for
improvement (Jones & Tymms, 2014), rather than development as identified, for example, in

the German inspectorate (Bitan, Haep & Steins, 2015). School performance data are also



examined and schools are ranked leading to a culture of educational performativity (Grigg,

2020).

In Scotland, outdoor learning has been mandatory in state schools through the
Curriculum for Excellence since 2010 (Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2010). A measure of
outdoor learning provision has been achieved through the monitoring of ‘events’ in a small
sample of schools (Christie et al., 2014; Manion, Mattu & Wilson, 2015;). Beames and
Polack (2019) examined the status of outdoor learning, residential experiences and
adventurous activities using school inspection reports to inform stakeholders about the

changes taking place in outdoor learning.

Inspection reports give a proxy measure of the nature and extent of outdoor learning
in state schools. They are useful to reflect the degree to which outdoor learning is recognised
and reported by the government agency responsible for inspecting the quality and
effectiveness of educational provision in that nation, state or region. Publicly available
reports may also capture shifts in provision and paradoxically the reporting mechanisms may
not record all activity. For example, the absence of ‘outdoor learning’ within a particular
report may not equate to ‘outdoor learning not taking place’ as cross-referencing with other
data sets show that the number of residential experiences is greater than reported (Beames &
Polack, 2019). Furthermore, in the Scottish study, a large number of reports were not

available on the Education Scotland website.

There is evidence that inspections drive provision. In the Early Years Inspection
Handbook (Ofsted, 2022b) there is the specification that for a setting to receive a ‘good’
grading, children should have the opportunity to go outside to take part in physically active
play and they should experience risk and challenge outdoors. However, in this neo-liberal

climate, there are concerns about the abilities and motivation of primary schools to



implement outdoor learning as a non-mandatory curricular area, out with the EYFS.
Headteachers and Senior Leaders need to be assured and ensure that provision of outdoor
learning will contribute positively to their Ofsted grading, which means that they need to
recognise and believe in its value. This has often supported the development of high-quality
outdoor learning as ‘actively inclusive facilitated approaches that predominantly use activities
and experiences in the outdoors, which lead to learning, increased health and wellbeing, and
environmental awareness’ (0L, 2022) far beyond simply taking learning outdoors. There is
evidence that teachers who place value on outdoor learning, often as part of their professional

identity, enable sustained and successful provision in schools (Prince, 2020a).

School leaders in England will inevitably look to Ofsted’s priorities in evaluating their
own provision and policy direction. Outdoor learning is not included in documentation on
educational quality (Ofsted, 2021b; 2021c) although there is stated recognition for individual
school autonomy as a key characteristic of a high-quality education system (Gove, 2014) and

many schools justify it in this way.

Thus, the ways and extent to which schools engage in outdoor learning is likely to be
variable. This research is cognisant of the limitations of the school inspection system in
England but utilised the rich data in reports available in the public domain to ascertain the
nature and extent of outdoor learning in primary schools and its recognition and reporting by

Ofsted.

Method

This research used secondary data as published by Ofsted and publicly available on
their website (Ofsted, 2022a). The data were filtered to ‘Education and Training’ and

‘Primary’ (3 — 11 years) schools in England, giving access to over 19000 English Primary



school inspection reports. The sample was refined to those published after September 2019
as this was the date at which the revised inspection framework was implemented (Ofsted,
2021b) until the beginning of March 2020, prior to the disruption caused by the Covid-19

pandemic when routine inspections were suspended.

The resulting sample of 2120 primary schools was subsequently reduced to omit those
schools that were inspected before 1 September 2019 or were classified as ‘independent’
schools as these were outside the focus of ‘state-funded’ primary schools. The sample
included the most common types of state funded primary schools but omitted special schools,
residential special schools, pupil referral units or other schools (often primary and secondary
aged students in a single institution). Furthermore, ‘short’ inspection ‘Section 8’ reports were
omitted from the sample as these only occur in schools that are previously deemed to be
‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ and confirm that the school has remained at their grading and that
they have effective safeguarding in place (Ofsted, 2021a). Thus, this research considers 629
‘Section 5’ (long) inspection reports resulting in gradings on state-funded mainstream
primary schools in England published in a six-month period 1 September 2019 — 29 February
2020. The sample included community, foundation, voluntary, academies and free schools

(UK government, 2022).

Restricting the publication dates to between September 2019 and February 2020
means that this research does not present any understanding of outdoor learning’s place in
inspection reports since the Covid-19 pandemic. Gupta and Jawanda (2020) found that the
pandemic was having negative effects on children including a lack of physical and outdoor
activity. Research such as this has the potential to promote outdoor learning in schools and

encourage Ofsted to recognise it to a greater extent than before.



Numerical identifiers 1- 629 were used to collate research data. School names and
Unique Reference Numbers (URNSs) were cross-referenced by the researcher but are not
disclosed in the analysis. A search was conducted on each report for the words ‘outdoor’,
‘outside’ and ‘residential’ and the number of occurrences of each word was recorded with
contextual qualitative report quotations to illustrate the ways in which words had been used
by the inspection team. The analysis of qualitative and quantitative data followed the
‘convergent’ design for mixed methods (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A basic descriptive
analysis of the quantitative data was undertaken from the data collated on Microsoft Excel to
report measures of proportion and variation and is presented in percentages and as absolute
numbers for within percentage differentiation. The qualitative data were coded whereby the
quotations were categorised manually and collapsed into broad themes within the same
datasets (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Themes can reflect similarities in meanings, frequency of
appearance within the data, correspondence and causation (Saldana, 2009). A further
categorisation took place to classify comments as positive, negative or neutral. Neutral
comments usually referred to the presence of an aspect of outdoor learning (e.g. an outdoor
play area) without providing an opinion about its benefits or any issues with the provision.
The availability of negative comments within the reports provides much more of a balanced
picture than perhaps would be available in other datasets generated by proponents of outdoor

learning, or respondents using other sampling strategies.

Search words

A pilot study was conducted to identify search words that would reflect the reporting

of most in-school and out-of-school outdoor learning activities by the inspectorate both in



respect of their presence and representation within the reports. These words and associated

phrases are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Search words and corresponding phrases within Ofsted reports for English Primary
schools

Search word Phrases identified from search word

Outdoor Outdoor(s), outdoor learning, learning outdoors, outdoor provision,
outdoor space

Outside Outside, learning outside, outside space, learning outside the classroom

Residential Residential(s), residential experience(s), adventure residential(s),
residential programme(s)

Recognising the limitations of using the three specific search words (‘outdoor’,
‘outside’ and ‘residential’) is important. The focus of this research was on the generic level of
curricular outdoor learning that occurs in schools and thus, more specific words associated
with the outdoors such as ‘wood’, ‘forest’, ‘beach’, ‘field” and ‘adventure’, for example, were
not used. However, defining the scope in this way limited the research because comparisons
could have been drawn between the recognition given to Forest/Beach School activities by
Ofsted with the recognition given to other outdoor learning activities. Furthermore, Forest
School in particular can be seen as an integral part of the outdoor learning movement in the
UK (Knight, 2011) and therefore it is arguable that Forest School would have been an
important aspect to this research (for example, reports that were found to make no mention of
outdoor learning may have discussed Forest School). Moreover, the exclusion of the search
word ‘forest’ means commentS made about learning in forests that were not Forest School

activities were not identified.

Detailed reading of the context of the selected search words was important at the next

stage of the research to remove occurrences out of context or not relevant to outdoor learning.




For example, a number of references to ‘outside’ were removed as they referred to, for
example, outside agencies or experts, safeguarding information outside school or behaviour
outside lesson time. One quote was removed from residential as it referred to a visit to a

residential care home.

Results

Forty two percent (265) of the inspection reports mentioned at least one of the search
words with relevance to outdoor learning. 409 quotes were identified in the 265 reports. Of
the comments using the words outdoor and outside, 69% and 76% respectively related to the
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). In the EYFS, the themes identified from comments
made by inspectors in the reports are that: outdoor learning supports learning and enjoyment
in the EYFS (52%); Development is needed (37%); Recent development has taken place
(10%); Other (1%). The recognition of learning and enjoyment as outcomes was reported as
good practice, for example, ‘they [the children] particularly enjoy learning in the recently
extended outdoor area. During the inspection they built dens and went on a number hunt’
(School 565) and ‘Staff make skilled use of highly stimulating indoor and outdoor learning
areas, exciting resources and a purposeful early years curriculum to develop children’s

knowledge in subjects including early mathematics and reading’ (School 451).

‘Development needed’ comments were usually in respect of improving the learning
environments of outdoor spaces or replacing used worn or inappropriate equipment to further
support learning, often in comparison to more suitable learning spaces indoors. ‘Leaders and
staff should ensure that the curriculum provision in the outdoor area reflects the high standard
of the learning environment indoors’ (School 508). Inspectors could be quite direct in their

comments:



The outdoor early years area is not stimulating for young children. A lot of the
equipment is old and weathered. Some areas are not well planned or set up to aid learning.
For example, the utensils for the ‘mud kitchen’ were too high for children to reach and the

kitchen itself lacked mud, sand and water (School 388).

Forty four percent (36 out of the 81 comments) suggested development that would
require obvious expenditure by a school. However, other comments related to the planning
and integration of learning, ‘Planning the outside activities needs to be an integral part of the
learning environment’ (School 564), ensuring suitable levels of challenge, ‘The activities on
offer to children to choose indoors and outside are not demanding enough’ (School 260) or
encouraging leaders to ensure that outdoor areas are used to their potential, ‘Leaders should
build on [the enhanced opportunities for children to learn] indoors to create more stimulating

experiences in the outdoor area’ (School 612).

‘Recent development’ drew attention in reports to newly refurbished or enhanced
outdoor spaces and recently purchased resources for the outdoor learning environment, ‘The
outdoor area has been completely revamped since the last inspection. It is now full of
exciting and meaningful activities’ (School 416). ‘Other’ comments refer to the weather,

moving in and out of doors and that the inspectors had visited an outdoor area.

Of the 309 occurrences of the words outside and outdoor in relation to outdoor
learning (OL), 89 of the uses (29%) were general comments pertaining to the whole primary
age range rather than specifically about the EYFS. There were three themes identified in
these general comments: OL supports pupils’ learning and enjoyment (46%); OL occurs at
the school (39%); Residential visits to an outdoor centre (15%). The prevalent theme of
learning and enjoyment included how outdoor learning (with physical education and/or sport)

teaches about health and wellbeing, ‘Personal, social and health education, including PE,



sport and outdoor learning, helps pupils to learn about their health and well-being” (School
58) and how it promotes a healthy lifestyle, ‘Pupils develop their understanding of healthy

lifestyles through sport and outdoor learning’ (School 597).

Of the 629 English primary school inspection reports considered in this research, 93
(15%) of the reports used the word ‘residential’ to refer to an outdoor learning overnight
experience. Residentials were reported as positive experiences in the reports as evidenced by

the themes identified in table 2.

Table 2: Residentials: positive comments in Ofsted reports for English Primary schools
(n=93, some reports contained more than one theme)

Number of Themes

reports stating

theme
39 Residentials are enjoyable experiences for pupils
33 Pupils learn skills and develop personal qualities on residentials.
11 Residentials benefitted pupils with memorable, broad experiences
3 Residentials supported learning

A further 15 neutral comments were made stating that residential opportunities had
been available at the school. “Visits’ (not linked to ‘residential’) were also mentioned in 11 of
the quotations from the reports, although this was not in itself a search word. All the
references to ‘residentials’ and ‘visits’ were in general primary. All the comments about
EYFS seemed to imply that they used the school grounds, playground or local spaces for

outdoor learning,

Further to the above considerations about how residentials as part of outdoor learning
are represented in Ofsted reports, it is of note that 19% of the uses of the word ‘residential’

represented the pupil voice. They are comments paraphrased by inspectors or are direct




quotes. For example, one comment stated that pupils ‘told us [the inspectors] that they like to
participate in residential learning and adventure activities’ (School 451) and another
comment included a quote from a child: ‘These [regular residential trips] help you push your

limits, so you’re not scared’ (School 135).

Thirty-three of the reports stated that pupils learn skills and develop personal qualities
on residentials. Nine of the reports specifically mention that residentials boost character or
personal development: ‘Trips and visits, including the Year 6 residential to the Brecon
Beacons, help to develop pupils’ character’ (School 147); ‘Pupils’ personal development is
also supported well by a range of extra-curricular opportunities, including clubs, educational
visits, and residential trips’ (School 530). A further fourteen reports mention how pupils’
confidence, happiness, resilience, independence, self-esteem, determination, ability to
overcome fears and ability to push limits and try new things are developed. For example,
‘Residential trips develop pupils’ confidence, resilience and independence’ (School 60) and
‘They [pupils] speak enthusiastically about school trips, such as the residentials which ‘build

our self-esteem’” (School 252).

Discussion

EYFS (3-5 years)

The data in this research give evidence about how attention to outdoor learning is
reported to a greater extent on the EYFS during Ofsted inspections than in other phases of
primary education. This is unsurprising as the Early Years Framework (DfE, 2021) not only
actively promote the use of the outdoors during this phase of a child’s development, but it
also makes it a statutory requirement. Early years settings attached to schools, like the ones

considered as part of the primary school inspection reports in this study, are also obligated to



adhere to the Early Years Framework. Interestingly, although 72% of schools identify
outdoor learning in their EYFS provision, this means that 28% do not, or that this

employment of this research methodology has not identified such practice.

In the Framework, three characteristics that promote teaching and learning are
identified: opportunities to play and explore; Learning actively with concentration; and,
learning to think and create critically. If outdoor learning provides children with freedom and
opportunities to learn and problem solve (Joyce, 2012), it becomes apparent that outdoor
learning has the potential to promote the teaching and learning characteristics listed in the
Framework. The Ofsted reports sampled in this research show recognition that outdoor
learning contributes to enjoyment and learning development for EYFS children supporting
the notion that the outdoors is an effective learning environment for children in this phase of
development (Bilton, 2010; Knight, 2011; Knight, 2013; Ouvry & Furtado, 2020; Watts,
2013). Due to their focus on the quality of education, inspectors also identify areas for
development such as the need for learning activities outside to be integral to the whole
learning experience for children and that the activities and opportunities inside and outside

should be equally demanding and stimulating.

Thirty seven percent of comments relating to the EYFS were about the need for
improvement of outdoor spaces for children’s learning although a further 10% drew attention
in reports to recent and effective developments of these areas. These encouragements by
Ofsted for schools to invest in new equipment and resources for the purpose of outdoor
learning may be as a result of safety concerns or damage-beyond-repair situations. However,
they may lead to less than sustainable use of existing resources or the over-development of
school’s outdoor spaces where they become built-up and standardised. This commodification

of outdoor learning can be seen when companies encourage schools to purchase expensive



outdoor equipment and even declare that installing their equipment can help the school to

achieve a ‘good’ Ofsted grading (Soft Surfaces, 2022).

A further issue of encouraging primary schools to purchase new equipment is that
expense is already a barrier to outdoor learning provision (Waite, 2011). If the inspectorate
sets the expectation that outdoor learning requires schools to have new equipment or risk
having older (or cheaper) equipment criticised in their inspection report, then schools may
feel that outdoor learning is not a viable investment, although for English EYFS educational

settings, the statutory requirement means that it is probably not an option.

Primary Schools (5- 11 years)

As only 28% of the uses of ‘outside’ and ‘outdoor’ related to year groups outside of
the EYFS, it is important to consider why outdoor learning in Key Stages 1 and 2 (5 - 11
years, Years 1-6) do not seem to attract the same level of attention from the inspectors as the
EYFS. The reason for this may be simple: access to the outdoors for specific learning
activities in Years 1-6 is not a statutory requirement. The statutory requirement is for time
outdoors to be provided for the purposes of play and for the necessary elements of the PE
curriculum. The Primary National Curriculum (DfE, 2013) does not recognise outdoor
learning as a subject. This statutory requirement of the PE curriculum can be fulfilled by
schools taking pupils on residential visits to outdoor education centres. Therefore, it is
possible to expect a higher percentage of the use of the word ‘residential’ in relation to older

children (in KS1 and KS2).

Residentials were reported entirely as positive or neutral (in that they took place)
experiences for primary-aged children. Residentials are one of the five core themes of high-
quality outdoor learning (OEAP, 2015) in which enjoyment, learning skills and developing

personal qualities, broadened horizons and an increased appetite and motivation for learning



are outcomes, in synergy with the themes that Ofsted reported as identified through this
research. Ofsted essentially report on cross-sectional evidence (one point in time) and gather
feedback from school stakeholders to inform their judgement and reporting. It could be that
‘enjoyment’ and ‘memorable, broad experiences’ are first level outcomes from evidence
elicited in this way. It is unsurprising that longer term impacts of residentials as identified in
theory of change models where complex interactions derived from research evidence work in
combination to determine outcomes and impacts (Prince, 2020b; Williams, 2013) are not so
strongly represented. CUREE (2010) in a systematic review of the impact of residential
experiences in schools showed that the most commonly reported forms of impact were non-
cognitive. Since then, more research has focused on the effect of residential experiences on
pupil progress and attainment providing evidence that these increase as a result non-cognitive
outcomes (including the development of personal qualities and the quality of learning and
social relationships within a class) that then enables an increase in engagement with learning

(Loynes, Dudman & Hedges, 2021; Kendall & Rodger, 2015).

Ofsted assesses pupils’ personal development as an area of inspection (Ofsted, 2021a)
so it is unsurprising that residentials are valued by inspectors for the personal development
they provide. The list of outcomes from this research fits within Ofsted’s description of
‘character’ because they are positive personal traits that encourage motivation, help learners
to succeed in society and guide pupils’ behaviour and attitude to learning (Ofsted, 2021a).
This evidence suggests that residential trips are credited with developing character by Ofsted,
even if the term is not specifically stated. Developing character in schools is a statutory
requirement (DfE, 2019), and outdoor learning’s association with character development in

Ofsted reports may be seen as one endorsement of it.

The Inspection Handbook (Ofsted, 2021a) specifies that schools should be giving

pupils opportunities to be active at school and to learn about keeping healthy. The emphasis



of the learning and enjoyment outcomes through a focus on health and wellbeing in these
data not only reflects the inspectorate’s requirement to report in this area but also
substantiates other government strategies. The Children’s Plan (Department for Children,
Schools and Families, 2007) indicates the importance of promoting an active lifestyle at
school by declaring outdoor activities as being important for children’s development and in
reducing obesity. Government strategy (UK Government, 2020) promotes the use of at least

thirty minutes of physical activity at primary school every day to tackle the obesity issue.

Outdoor learning promotes physical activity and mental wellbeing by building
confidence, self-esteem, and independence (Constable, 2017). Therefore, it would be easy for
schools to utilise outdoor learning to achieve the inspectorate’s requirements regarding
healthy lifestyles. The government has also previously stated that they are committed to
increasing the time children spend in PE and sport to two hours a week. As schools can find
timetable time to be pressured and state it as a barrier to teaching outdoors (Waite, 2020), the
government’s ambition to increase the time given to a single National Curriculum subject
(PE) to two hours may be unrealistic. A possible solution to this would be to encourage these
two hours to focus on learning outdoors using active tasks which cover curriculum objectives
from any of the National Curriculum subjects. If schools were utilising outdoor activities as
much as the government suggests, outdoor learning would become an established part of a
school’s routine and it would therefore be reasonable to assume that one would expect to see
outdoor learning mentioned in most Ofsted reports. There were only 89 general comments
(outside of the EYFS) from 71 of the 629 reports, and this suggests most schools are not
using outdoor learning regularly to achieve learning objectives as an established part of their
weekly timetable. However, it is possible that schools do have outdoor learning as a standard

feature of their curriculum, and it is not being mentioned by Ofsted when reporting.



Despite the School (general rather than Early Years focussed) Inspection Handbook
(Ofsted, 2021a) not specifically mentioning outdoor learning, there is clear potential for
inspectors to choose to provide space for outdoor learning in their report if they feel that it is
considered to contribute to Ofsted’s criteria of effective schooling. The handbook states that
inspectors will spend time observing and in conversation with pupils during activities outside
normal lessons to consider their personal development including enrichment activities. This

could include time spent in outdoor learning provision at the school.

The dataset in this research of 629 reports is of a similar magnitude to that in the
research in Scotland (644 reports, Beames & Polack, 2019). The research for Scotland
indicated that 72% of primary schools had some outdoor learning provision in comparison to
42% of English Primary schools, albeit that some Scottish reports were missing and that
study included a wider range of search words over a longer time period of audit. Given that
there is strong policy support for outdoor learning in Scotland, the proportion of schools in
which it is reported is the same as the EYFS statutory provision (72%). Twenty four percent
of primary schools undertook a residential experience compared to 15% in England. The
search word for these data was the same (‘residential(s)’) but it is likely that a longer auditing
period (7.4 years versus 0.5 years in the English study) captured more of these experiences.
Outcomes of residential experiences in Scotland were reported on as developing personal
skills and confidence, self-esteem, resilience and a ‘can do’ attitude., which were recognised

in this research and the literature.

The data from this research reflect a position where outdoor
learning/activities/experiences are usually reported in the same sentence as PE, physical
activity and/or sport, reflecting statutory provision. Outdoor learning was rarely reported
linked to other curricular subjects other than generically as ‘cross-curricular’ and there were

no reports linked to its place in supporting learners in knowledge, skills and understanding



about global and local environmental issues through the search terms used here. It is possible
that had the search terms included ‘geography’ or ‘science’, the emphasis would have shifted.
As more initiatives develop and implement a ‘nature-based curriculum’ (for example the
Morecambe Bay Curriculum linked to Eden Project North (Lancaster University, 2022) using
a place-based, outdoor learning approach, the reporting of outdoor learning by Ofsted should
become more widespread. Furthermore, as the Department for Education embeds the
Climate Leader’s Award and National Education Nature Park, schools are likely to

incorporate relevant activities, which will be reported on subsequently by Ofsted.

Conclusion

This research provides an indicative overview of the extent and the nature of outdoor
learning in English primary schools and the way in which it is reported. The data indicate that
statutory requirements drive provision. The extent of outdoor learning is highest in the EYFS
(birth — five years) where it is mandatory for children to have access to an outdoor
environment or to have planned outdoor activities every day. Much of the reporting of
outdoor learning provision in KS1 and KS2 in general Primary schools (five — 11 years) was
noted alongside physical education, physical activity and/or sport reflecting the place of
‘outdoor and adventurous activities’ as a statutory part of the PE curriculum. This recognition
in the context of a mandatory curriculum points to the need for a threshold entitlement to
outdoor learning, a call echoed globally, so that students of all ages can benefit from outdoor
opportunities and experiences. In a number of reports, the main theme of learning and
enjoyment was linked to being active in school and the importance of a healthy lifestyle,
which is also a specified reporting element. Whilst it is unsurprising that inspectors focus on

statutory provision, they are also able to comment on other aspects of school provision that



contribute to effective schooling. ‘Residentials’ were noted in 15% of primary schools at KS1
and KS2 with positive or neutral outcomes in all reports with the majority of comments

focusing on enjoyment or the contribution these experiences make to personal development.

The data obtained through the lens of school inspectors indicate positive outcomes for
the majority of pupils in primary schools through outdoor learning with comments focusing
on learning and enjoyment in all phases. However, the methodology in this research provides
a balanced summary of provision as the inspectorate can and do make judgements and
comments about provision that needs development to optimise effective learning. The data
show that indoor and outdoor provision in the EYFS in particular sometimes is not equitable,
perhaps reflecting limited teacher knowledge or confidence of learning opportunities in the

outdoors, or under-prioritisation of that environment as a learning space.

Outdoor learning was mentioned in 42% of school inspection reports and the
assumption must be that in the majority of schools it may take a different form, is not
reported or does not take place. As it seemed to be aligned with PE in the eyes of the
inspectorate, it could be that parts of the curricula that include knowledge, skills and
increased awareness about the environment, nature, climate change, biodiversity and
sustainability have not been picked up in this research due to the limited selection of key
words, or that these curriculum areas are not yet sufficiently embedded to be recognised or
learning in these areas does not take place. More recent initiatives that are driven by the
Department for Education (e.g. the Climate Leaders Award and National Education Nature
Park) may drive this change in future. A focus on ‘Forest School(s)’, ‘Visits/trips/activities’
and/or ‘adventure’ as key search words in primary school inspection reports would extend the
scope of this research to ascertain the extent to which outdoor learning is included in other

curricula provision.



Where outdoor learning is good or excellent, it is lauded by school inspectors who
recognise the range of outcomes that rich provision provides and its quality and effectiveness
in enhancing learning for children. Schools should ensure that they exhibit and evidence
good practice to inspectors focussing on the learning that may derive from enjoyment,
increased motivation and engagement through the provision of outdoor learning

opportunities.
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