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Key Finding 1 
There is governmental support for the role of outdoor education in the 
delivery of curricular and non-curricular educational themes such as 
personal, social, environmental and health education. 
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Key Finding 2 
There are significant opportunities within curricular development (for 
example, Curriculum for Excellence) as well as a range of national and 
international initiatives to promote the potential of outdoor learning.  
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Sector Context%

 
Key Finding 3 
‘A mixed economy’ best describes the pattern of provision of outdoor 
learning involving the public, private, and charitable sectors.  
Understanding the nature of this patchwork of provision is important for 
any future funding or other developments. 

 
Key Finding 4 
Despite widespread provision there is no national framework, nor 
statutory requirements, regulatory mechanisms, formal teaching 
qualifications, quality assurance or educational policy to encourage the 
delivery of, or to establish and maintain the standards of outdoor 
learning experiences. 
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Key Finding 5 
The curriculum does not prescribe the context (e.g. outdoors) for 
learning even for specific subject areas, and the evidence suggests that 
the presumption and consequence is that teaching will take place 
indoors. 
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Key Finding 6 
For both primary and secondary schools the Environmental Studies 
section of the current 5-14 Guidelines provide the greatest curricular 
opportunity for outdoor education to study the natural heritage, both in 
terms of content and thematic and project based opportunities.  
Geography and biology continue to provide opportunity into middle and 
upper secondary.  Health related initiatives are also sources of 
opportunity for outdoor education in general. 
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Key Finding 7  
Across all school sectors, there is great variation in the duration of 
provision and use of location types for different purposes. Primary 
children get a lot more outdoor learning than secondary age pupils. 
Critically, there are substantial numbers of young people in secondary 
schools who are not getting any outdoor learning (at least during the 
eight weeks of the summer term surveyed).  

 
Key Finding 8  
Nursery age children do not venture far from their pre-school centres 
and focus mostly on learning through play. Primary age children spend 



most of their outdoor time doing fieldwork in naturalised settings 
whereas secondary pupils spend a greater proportion of outdoor time 
doing ‘adventure type’ activities also in wild areas but the focus is on 
personal and social development.  
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Key Finding 9 
School grounds are significant locations for schools’ provision of 
outdoor learning, yet many schools report significant reduction in area 
and suitable surfaces for outdoor learning. 
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Key Finding 10 
Young People value experiences that: 

!" are fun or enjoyable, often involving doing something new and 
doing activities that engaged the senses; 

!" leave them feeling uninhibited: being ‘free’, outdoors, setting 
their own agenda, not being rushed, being close to nature; 

!" feel authentic and contingent, i.e. relating to the hands-on nature 
of practical activity, encounters with animals, being exposed to 
the effects of the weather and not always knowing what will 
happen next. 
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Key Finding 11 
What young people value in outdoor experiences depends on the way 
three dimensions interact: the context/place, the activity itself and 
social aspect. 
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Key Finding 12 
Young people value being outdoors but find it difficult to express their 
emotions around their relationship with nature and the environment. 
 
Key Finding 13 
Young people think that mainstream youth culture does not consider all 
outdoor activity to be ‘cool’.  They feel that popularising outdoor activity 
through the media is a way of addressing this. 
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Key Finding 14 
Many different learning outcomes are associated with experience in 
natural areas.  How outdoor learning is mediated (via family, peers, 
schools, centres), and what the aims and focus of the experience are, 
make a big difference to what is learned.  Simply ‘being outdoors’ is not 
sufficient for young people to express an ethic of care for nature or 
develop an understanding of natural processes. These things seem to 
be learned when they are an explicit aim of experiential activities and 
when they are mediated in appropriate ways.  
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School teachers’ perspectives! $ 
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Key Finding 15 
Patterns of the quantity and type of provision offered through schooling 
are complex.  Pre-school centres emphasise play, primary schools 
emphasise fieldwork and nature, while secondary schools emphasise 



adventure activities (see also Key Finding 9).  But there are also 
significant differences within sectors caused by a range of factors. 
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Key Finding 16 
Teachers in primary, secondary, specialist and nursery schools report 
common and specific barriers to delivering outdoor experiences 
(although to different degrees).  These include (1 being the most 
frequently mentioned): 

1. The financial cost to pupils and schools. 
2. The time involved in organising events. 
3. The adult/pupil ratios required.  
4. Issues to do with safety, risk and liability. 
5. The weather. 
6. The dependence on transport to access sites (as well as issues 

linked to cost and ratios). 
7. The disruption to classes. 
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Key Finding 17 
Teachers differ in how they see the benefits of outdoor study.  This is 
important because a needs analysis for those already committed to 
going outdoors will be different from those who are not.  This key 
motivational characteristic is important if any future targeted 
development of the schools’ sector is envisaged. 
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Outdoor education from Local Authorities’ perspectives! % 
 

Key Finding 18 
The provision of outdoor learning is highly devolved between Local 
Authorities, within and between Departments in each Authority, and 
between individuals of varying degrees of seniority employed by 
Authorities.  Many are unable to provide Authority-wide information on 
the extent of provision they are responsible for.  This patchwork of 
provision is not clearly understood when the Local Authority sector is 
considered as a whole, nor is it managed in any systematic way. 
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Key Finding 19 
Local Authorities report a decline of financial support for outdoor 
learning in the last 20 years. 
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Key Finding 20 
Within Local Authorities there is overwhelming agreement that 
Curriculum for Excellence is an excellent opportunity for developing 
outdoor learning. 
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Key finding 21 
There is a policy void within local authorities with regard to the rationale 
for and role of outdoor learning, and many are unable to provide 
authority-wide information on the extent of their provision.  
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Outdoor education from outdoor providers’ perspectives! & 
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Key Finding 22 
Providers recognise that outdoor learning contributes to and enhances 
the 3-18 curriculum in Scotland, although there is a difference between 
those who feel compelled to provide ‘curricular’ opportunities and those 
who will do so if asked by a client. Specialist providers of outdoor 
learning do not view the curriculum as the main rationale for their work 
but instead see it as a form of curricular enhancement. 
 
Key Finding 23 
Some curricular subjects appear to have more relevance to the 
outdoors than others.  The extent of this is not empirically clear, and 
further research on a subject-by-subject basis would help to clarify the 
situation. 
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Key Finding 24 
Fear of exposing young people to risk is not such a barrier for specialist 
providers of outdoor learning as it is for schools and Local Authorities.  
This suggests that the issue is not just with whether or not there are 
significant risks, but that perception of risk matters too, and this does 
not rest solely with, for example, the way the media reports on outdoor 
incidents. 
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Key finding 25 
For specialist providers, evaluation of learning is not conducted 
systematically, not triangulated with other evidence and not evaluated 
or assessed externally.%
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Key Finding 26 
Like Local Authorities, specialist providers lack written policy to 
communicate the outdoor learning they provide.   
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CONCLUSIONS 
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General issues 
 
The research programme illustrates strong and positive support for taking 
learning outdoors from across the spectrum of those who participated in the 
studies. The findings reinforce the importance of commitment and action at all 
levels in addressing the opportunities offered by the current educational policy 
context, and building on the achievements of Outdoors Connections.  
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Young people 
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Specialist outdoor providers 
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Quality assurance of outdoor learning  
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