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Outdoor 
Learning 
 

'Outdoor learning’ is an umbrella 
term for actively inclusive facilitated 
approaches that predominately use 
activities and experiences in the 
outdoors which lead to learning, 
increased health and wellbeing, 
and environmental awareness. 
Rather like defining sports or the arts, describing outdoor learning in 
a concise and inclusive way can be a challenge. Being too 
generalised does not highlight the unique qualities of outdoor 
learning as distinct from outdoor recreation, leisure, community or 
competitive sport, countryside or farming. Excessive detail can 
narrow the focus and exclude some of the wide variety of 
approaches, participants, activities, locations, and outcomes in the 
field.  

This current IOL description includes the work of volunteers, part-role, 
and full-time professionals and providers across the sector: 

Facilitated approaches 

Whereas outdoor recreation can be described as a self-led 
approach for leisure purposes, Outdoor Learning is seen as a 
planned and purposeful facilitated approach led by an instructor, 
teacher, leader, coach, guide, etc. The term actively inclusive is 
both a celebration of the longstanding attitude within the field to 
working with participants as well as a call to continue to reach out 
and bring even more members of our communities into direct 
connection with outdoor activities and experiences. 

Activities and experiences in the outdoors 

In many sports and pastimes, the outdoors provides the essential 
backdrop or surface that makes participation and play possible. 
Outdoor Learning goes further. Whilst Outdoor Learning happens 
predominately, but not exclusively, in the outdoors, learning about 
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the environment in which the activity and experience takes place is 
often a key part of the overall process of participation and learning. 

Learning and change 

The description adopts a broad view of learning that includes self-
direction, direct education and all points in between and beyond. 
Outdoor Learning covers the acquisition or refinement of specific 
knowledge and skills as well as the sometime more subtle changes 
in behaviours and attitudes that can lead to increased health and 
wellbeing, and environmental awareness. 

Informed by research 
The descriptions of Outdoor Learning used in the field have evolved, 
and will continue to evolve, over time. The aim of the current IOL 
description is not to limit scope and redefine established and 
valued terms within the field but to include them and celebrate the 
rich breadth of outdoor learning as it is provided in the UK. Outdoor 
Education, Adventure Tourism, Outdoor Therapy, Environmental 
Connection, Forest Schools, and other similar terms are all seen as 
part of Outdoor Learning, each with their own distinct history, 
approach, and purpose. 

The current thinking and description have been informed by 
research and UK wide consultation. Read the 2021 Horizons article 
by Neal Anderson, Dave Harvey and John Crosbie for: 

• History of the Term Outdoor Learning 
• Insights from two doctoral research projects 
• Scale of 2020-21 consultations informing the IOL description 

Life-long progression 
If people are to form a healthy, developmental, and sustainable 
self-led relationship with the natural environment they need a mix of 
outdoor learning experiences. This is true for any age.  

• Experiences made possible by others are the first step in inspiring self-
led or independent adventures and connections with the outdoors.  

• Instructed, taught or guided experiences can provide frontier 
adventures and memorable moments when benefitting from the skills, 
knowledge, and experience of outdoor learning professionals.  

Describing a childhood progression in outdoor learning 

The Institute has completed an initial map of the range of outdoor 
learning interventions across the UK that are designed to enable 
children and young people to form sustainable self-led relationships 
with the natural environment, and engage more effectively with 
education to benefit from better health and well-being (2015). 

HORIZONS 94             SUMMER 202119

PROFESSIONAL MATTERS 
Describing Outdoor Learning

As many representative and membership organisations in 
the sector explore even closer working relationships and 
FROODERUDWLYH�SURMHFWV��KDYLQJ�D�VKDUHG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DERXW�

WHUPV�XVHG�DFURVV�WKH�ÀHOG�KDV�EHFRPH�HYHU�PRUH�FULWLFDO���5HFHQW�
times have seen greater public awareness and use of a wide 
number of descriptive terms from across the sector, with Outdoor 
Learning, Outdoor Education, Adventure Tourism, Outdoor Therapy, 
Environmental Connection and Forest Schools being some of 
the more prominent.  New audiences are looking for clarity and 
understanding of terms used in the sector, including for example, the 
recently formed All-Party Parliamentary Group for Outdoor Learning 
or new Apprenticeship training providers.  Questions are being 
DVNHG�DERXW�ZKHWKHU�2XWGRRU�/HDUQLQJ�FDQ�EH�GHÀQHG�DQG�ZKHUH�
the overlaps and connections are beyond the sector to outdoor 
recreation, leisure, community and competitive sport, countryside or 
farming.

Outdoor sector workforce development in the UK has taken massive 
leaps forward over the past few years.  Employer-led, work-ready 
RFFXSDWLRQDO�VWDQGDUGV�DUH�LQIRUPLQJ�TXDOLÀFDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�VHFWRU��DQG�
professional recognition and new Trailblazer apprenticeships in 
England have all contributed to a greater number of school leavers, 
students and volunteers wondering what career opportunities 
Outdoor Learning might have for them.  In parallel, providers and 
members of the workforce are being asked by policy makers and 
funders to talk even more about Outdoor Learning and the outcomes, 
EHQHÀWV�DQG�LPSDFW�LW�FDQ�EULQJ���$�FOHDU�IUDPH�RI�UHIHUHQFH�IRU�WKH�
WHUP�¶2XWGRRU�/HDUQLQJ·�FDQ�DOVR�SURYH�KHOSIXO�IRU�DOO�SURYLGHUV��
SUDFWLWLRQHUV��HGXFDWRUV�DQG�UHVHDUFKHUV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�ZKR�DUH�VHWWLQJ

out a context for their work and interests.  For organisations like IOL, 
the frame chosen can shape the boundaries for its work, and 
representation. 

This article describes an approach to describing Outdoor Learning 
WKDW�KRQRXUV�WKH�WHUP·V�KLVWRULFDO�URRWV��LV�LQIRUPHG�E\�UHVHDUFKHUV�LQ�
WKH�ÀHOG��RIIHUV�FODULW\��DQG�UHVSRQGV�WR�LQGLYLGXDOV��RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DQG�
stakeholders asking:

• What opportunities are there in Outdoor Learning? 
• Is what I/ we do Outdoor Learning? 
• Why should we bother about Outdoor Learning? 

,MWXSV]�SJ�XLI�XIVQ�³3YXHSSV�0IEVRMRK´

$OWKRXJK�WKH�WHUP�¶2XWGRRU�/HDUQLQJ·�ZDV�LQ�OLPLWHG�XVH�LQ�WKH�
1990s, it was the setting up of the Institute for Outdoor Learning in 
2001 that established its place in the language of the outdoors.  The 
emphasis on Outdoor Learning was a conscious attempt to broaden
the more traditional view of Outdoor Education, with its focus on 
KLJK�FRVW��KLJK�DGYHQWXUH�DFWLYLWLHV��DQG�WR�UHÁHFW�WKH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�
presented by non-school providers as well as schools using a wider 
range of activities and approaches, such as Forest Schools (1, 2).  
6KLIWLQJ�WKH�HPSKDVLV�IURP�¶HGXFDWLRQ·�WR�¶OHDUQLQJ·�DOVR�UHÁHFWHG�D�
cultural shift that saw a rise in formal and non-formal adult learning, 
WHDFKLQJ�EHFRPLQJ�UHGHÀQHG�DV�IDFLOLWDWLQJ�OHDUQLQJ��DQG�OHDUQHUV�
positioned as the consumers of education (3).

Since the introduction of the term, understanding and interpretation of 
2XWGRRU�/HDUQLQJ�KDV�IROORZHG�WZR�EURDG�SDWKZD\V��ODUJHO\�UHÁHFWLQJ�
formal, school-based settings and the more diverse non-formal 
VHWWLQJV���,Q�WKHLU�LQÁXHQWLDO�UHYLHZ�RI�2XWGRRU�/HDUQLQJ�UHVHDUFK�
related to formal educational settings, Rickinson et al. drew on 
GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�2XWGRRU�(GXFDWLRQ�WR�VXJJHVW�WKDW�2XWGRRU�OHDUQLQJ�

“...can be seen as a concept and practice with a range of 
different foci, outcomes and locations” (4, p.15). 

)XUWKHU�FODULÀFDWLRQ�E\�'LOORQ�HW�DO��UHFRJQLVHG�

“...the outdoor classroom as a setting, Outdoor Education as a 
process in which educators, students and others take part, and 
Outdoor Learning as that learning which accrues as a result,’”

highlighting both the process and outcome aspects of learning (5, 
S������0RUH�UHFHQW�GHÀQLWLRQV�KDYH�HPSKDVLVHG�DQ�DFWLYLW\�IRFXV��
Passy et al. summarising Outdoor Learning as,

“...practical and experiential learning activities conducted 
outside in school grounds and other locations such as parks, 
forests, residential camps/centres or on expeditions; activities 

can be curricular or noncurricular, focus on different areas of 
cognitive, social, emotional and moral development, and be related 
to indoor learning.” (6, p.73).

In Scotland, the breadth of coverage is more simply stated in current 
Scottish guidance (7) where Outdoor Learning is understood now to 
encompass,
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A Personalised Description  
Whilst the generic definition can be useful for many, the ability for 
individuals and organisations to customise the description to fit their 
audience and purpose is when it can be most beneficial.  
The starting point is answering five questions: 

How does the 
learning 
happen? 

What methods, approaches, pedagogy or 
andragogy describe the way you are providing 
outdoor learning and underpin the theory of 
change for programmes? 

What activities 
and 
experiences? 

Which specific challenges, adventures, 
woodland skills, environmental education, field 
studies, camps, expeditions, outdoor sports and 
activities, etc. do you use? 

Where does it 
takes place? 

What are the locations and habitats where you 
offer outdoor learning on the land, sea and in 
the air? 

Who is 
participating? 

Are you working with participants from a specific 
school, organisation, age range, community, 
location, need, etc.? 

Why is it of 
value? 

What are the intended and actual outputs, 
outcomes and impact of the outdoor learning 
you provide?  
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By completing the how, who, what, where, and why, professionals 
and providers can create a description that can convey their 
unique approach and work in the outdoors.  

Some examples: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

“We help young people develop a 
“can-do” attitude and positive 

relationships by providing sail training 
experiences across the North Sea.” 

 

“I lead environmental 
discovery walks along the 
local canal to reduce the 

social isolation felt by older 
adults in the community.” 

We provide multi-activity residential experiences 
based at our centre for children and young people 

using outdoor education to boost social development 
and academic achievement.” 

 

“I guide climbing 
and canoeing 
activities with 

individuals and 
families on holiday 

giving them a 
memorable 

adventure and 
appreciation of the 
local environment.” 
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Benefits of Outdoor Learning 
Whether an outdoor learning activity or experience is for a few 
hours, over a weekend or lasting many years, the chosen location, 
equipment and people involved can make each event unique. 

Research shows that people benefit from outdoor learning in all 
areas of life. Outdoor Learning provides a highly effective way of 
addressing some of society’s key challenges: 

Lifelong activity and learning 

At the intrapersonal level: strengthening self-confidence through 
engagement with activities and the environment leading to lifelong 
participation and outdoor competence. Learning through 
experiences and developing skills, knowledge, character, resilience, 
and a positive approach to risk-taking. 

Appreciating and valuing differences 

At the interpersonal level: providing a safe and supportive setting to 
enhance social skills, appreciate and value difference. Making time 
to meet and interact with peers and role models from outside the 
home, school or work environment. Encouraging meaningful 
relationships across generations that foster tolerance, respect and 
kindness. 

Sense of place and community 

At the societal level: providing space for spontaneous, in the 
moment events that are driven by the needs and interests of self 
and others. Developing a sense of place leading to greater 
engagement with the community and an appreciation of the 
opportunities available to live, learn and work in the local area.  

Care for the worldwide environment 

At a global level: giving people a chance to ‘unplug’ and foster a 
connection that leads to respect and care for the natural world, an 
appreciation of biodiversity and sustainability, and pro-
environmental behaviours. 
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Making The Case for Outdoor Learning 
Research, reports, policy documents and news items in support of 
Outdoor Learning impacts can be found on the Outdoor Learning 
Research website. There is strong evidence1 that Outdoor Learning 
activities and experiences can have positive impacts on: 

 

In addition, the 2015 Blagrave report on The Existing Evidence-Base 
about the Effectiveness of Outdoor Learning found:  

• Almost all outdoor learning interventions have a positive 
effect.  

• The effect attenuates over time: the effect as measured 
immediately after the intervention is stronger than in follow-
up measures after a few months.  

• Evidence for the value of longer interventions. The 
systematic reviews found that overnight and multi-day 
activities had a stronger effect than shorter ones.  

Theory of change 

 

The Institute recommends providers use their own theory of change 
model to describe the thinking (theory) behind how a designed 
programme or service will lead to beneficial outcomes and impacts 
for participants.   

The theory of change can be described and presented in many 
ways – the best way is that which is most appropriate to your 
audience. 

Positive impacts of 
Outdoor Learning 
activities and 
experiences

Academic 
achievement

Personal and social 
development

Increased wellbeing 
& mental health

Care for the 
environment
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Resources 
Horizons articles 

• H94 – Describing Outdoor Learning, Neal Anderson, Dave Harvey, John 
Crosbie 

Outdoor Learning Research website 

• https://www.outdoor-learning-research.org  

1Evidence for positive impacts of Outdoor Learning 

• Fiennes, C., Oliver, E., Dickson, K., Escobar D., Romans, A., Oliver, S., (2015), 
The Existing Evidence-Base about the Effectiveness of Outdoor Learning. 
Institute of Outdoor Learning, Blagrave Trust, UCL & Giving Evidence Report. 

• Gill, T. (2011). Children and Nature 2008. Children and Nature: A Quasi-
Systematic Review of the Empirical Evidence, (November), 1–34. 

• Richardson, M, Sheffield, D. Harvey, C. Dominic, P. (2015). The Impact of 
Children’s Connection to Nature: A Report for the Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds (RSPB) 

• Rickinson, M., Dillon, J., Teamey, K., Morris, M., Young Choi, M., Sanders, D., 
Benefield, P. (2004) A review of Research on Outdoor Learning National 
Foundation for Educational Research and King’s College London 

• Waite, S., Passy, R., Gilchrist, M., Hunt, A. & Blackwell, I. (2016). Natural 
connections demonstration project, 2012- 2016: Final report. 
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