
The outdoor environment:

How can our children learn to 

care about their futures?



Introduction

 

 

 

Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods.

 

, starts. 

2012 was the year that we were no longer 

able to avoid the subject of 

that changing lifestyles have had on our 

on their health, wellbeing and learning ability.

, 

the environment of learning within natural, 

 

It seeks to discuss the following and make 

1. The current situation

mean for our children, society and the 

2. So, what’s stopping us – Common 

barriers to change.

3. What do schools think 
about outdoor learning and 
environmental citizenship? Results 

of a survey conducted by 

4. What can we do to ensure the 
World looks different in 30 years’ 
time – Promoting Environmental 
Citizenship.  The role direct nature 

and using the outdoor environment 

to learn about sustainability and 

environmental issues

released in the 

 

learning resources, available for download 

from 
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1. The current situation

 The 

together a number of studies that 

illustrated the alarming state that our 

o 

watch more than 17 hours of 

every single day of the year. 

since 20071.

o

a week online, mostly on social 

networking sites2.

o As children grow older, their 

about half their waking lives 

decade3.

o
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even allowed down the street by 

themselves, the chances of them 

has shown:

o Fewer than a quarter of 

children regularly use their 

all adults when they were 

children7.

o Fewer than one in ten children 

8. 

o

unfamiliar with one of our 

commonest wild creatures. 

Trust survey, one in three could 

nine out of ten could recognise 

a Dalek9. 
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 Around three in ten children in 

either overweight or obese10. 

11. 

more than half of all adults and a 

quarter of all children will be obese12. 

leading to a major rise in the childhood 

disease rickets13 14

and asthma . 

16

in just one decade17. 

 

 One in ten children aged between 

mental health disorder18.

harming19. 

20.

understanding:

 

 

 

 

 

 

.

However, this 

is interested to take the theme further by 

will have on our 

environmental understanding and sustainable 

behaviour.
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In short, increased contact with nature 

formally and informally. Outdoor learning 

their understanding23.
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, is considerable. He found that 

behaviour overall24.

and understanding)

teamwork)

.

In his 2008 study with the University of 

Michigan, R. H. Matsuoka examined the 

school students’ academic achievement and 

and assessed student access to these features 

eat lunch outdoors). Matsuoka also gathered 

academic achievement and conduct (e.g., 

found that schools with larger windows and 

more views of natural elements had students 

also found that schools that allowed students 

26. 

 
27.

28.

Childhood29, commented: 

 

assess risk, understand the environmental 

London and UK riots in the summer of 2011 

We can observe strong evidence that even 

the lightest contact with nature makes for 

that even in cases where the only variable 

incidences of crime are reduced by as much as 
31.
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32, we are 

between sustaining an environmentally sound 

world and future economic and commercial 

success.

For all the logical economic arguments for our 
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No other country in the world has such a 

hugely to our knowledge and understanding 

of our natural heritage, and enabling us to 

safeguard it for the future34.

60

according to ecologist Roger Key, few have 

36.  Indeed, a study by Anne 

37.

Key demonstrated that the decline in young 

As Richard Louv concludes: 
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have seen, overwhelming.  The consensus 

The Natural Choice40, which makes several 

natural world, including: 

mental health.

to nature, both locally and in the wider 

countryside, in order to allow children 

2.  So what is  
stopping us?
The many barriers to success may be very 

hard to break down, not least because they 

have become ingrained in our daily lives, as 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The main challenge to success is that we need 

and legislators, that the way we treat our 

children is – at least in this regard – at best 

wrong.

would have us believe that the story of 

of children killed on our roads has fallen 

to just 81 in 200942.

children are rarely allowed to venture 

outdoors. 

this43

in the 1920s, had almost unlimited freedom as 

freedom: he was taken to and from school by 

car, and was only allowed to roam within a 

radius of 300 yards from his home. 

44.

Hillman et al concluded that road accidents 

involving children have declined not because 

the roads have become safer, but because 

7



environments inevitably incurs an element of 

from falling out of trees .

 Every year, one million children aged 

scalds. 

 Half a million babies and toddlers are 

from falling down stairs. 

 On average, ten children die each year 

half of all fatal accidents to children46.

A 2008 Channel Four documentary, 
47, highlighted the growing tendency 

a teenage boy was not even allowed to walk 

mother used a webcam constantly to monitor 

her child at nursery.

Yet ironically, the greatest dangers facing 

regard as a safe haven: their bedrooms.  

Internet, more – and younger – children may 
48.

bedrooms than if they were out and about 

all dangers lie outside the home, and that by 

to the imaginary ones outside, will be very 

hard to do.

Of course no natural environment is 

gradually learning what is safe and what is 

49.
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lesson about their own limits, and the risks 

freedom .

balanced view, it only takes a small minority 

to discourage children from engaging with the 

natural world. 

, 

.

allowed to venture outdoors, any who do 

it is increasingly regarded as abnormal and 

delinquent, leading to what Richard Louv has 

called .

woods.  

.

 

 

 

 

 

  For environmentalists and 

has become the equivalent of one of the Ten 

Commandments. 
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learning to teach children about the world 

in which they live, and their role within it.  

understand risk and their own limits.  Most 

children with the chance to learn about the 

environment, the natural world and embed a 

 

 

Managers were emailed a survey for 

results are set out below.



using the outdoor learning, was a key area of 

When asked about the outdoor environment 

form of shelter outside for teaching. Of those 

as the research thus far, has shown, for 

It would seem that understanding of outdoor 

know how much of it they were allowed to 

The survey then moved on to discuss 

an Environmental Review was. Over half had 

this was.

Turning to learning techniques, we asked 

those surveyed the age at which they 

to include references within relevant lesson 

throughout the site, as well as dedicated 

11



beasts, the weather and water awareness. 

One school listed their schools farm, as 

announcing that they had reduced their 

learning, it was when the survey focused 

those surveyed listed the following elements: 

When asked about the biggest barriers to 

 

1. First, we need to work with schools 

they can work with what they have to 

the survey seems to suggest that it is a lack 

of understanding as to how to integrate 

the greatest barrier to change. 
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will lead them to make more informed 

in which they should be encouraging their 

3.  What is 
Environmental 
Citizenship and how 
can we teach about it?

It takes the view that: 
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is fundamental if students are to become 

makers. 

This 

outdoor learning, the skills learnt as a result 

states that: 

  

 

 

 

 



to:

recognise their worth as individuals, 

knowing that they are unique

many ways

view

recognise right from wrong and to 

understand that they have rights and 

contains advice on how to 

between the social, economic and 

 

of quality of life

understanding that exclusion 

and inequality hinder sustainable 

sustainable resource use – rethink, 

obtaining materials from sustainably 

managed sources

 

that:

 

 

 

the community and environment

behaviour in and out of school

choose not to bully or discriminate

changes and challenges
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to start where the children are already, 

we will ensure the future for our world.

60 into 

within the context of science teaching but 

suggested the greatest barrier to success is 

the fact that: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In summary, it is clear that successful 

The good news is that children want to learn 

61, launched 

in 2011, released data that demonstrated that 

there was a willingness to learn – something 

The survey of 1,027 youngsters aged seven 

and only slightly behind English and maths.

learn about green issues, and almost half 

comes from.

science, the survey found.

aged seven to 14 suggests the children are 

right.

62

4.  So, what now?  
Suggestions for 
making a difference?

understanding and that demonstrates a 

willingness to learn about environmental 

issues and nature, it seems logical to look for 

within learning.



curriculum requirements (and Government 

learning standards) the reality is that there 

is always going to be a need for a mixture of 

interact with other areas of the natural world 

use of environmentally sustainable resources 

hammering home the environmental message 

Our suggestions for making a difference 
in this area are as follows:

encouraging healthy, sustainable 

been established, children learn by 

engender a sense of environmental 

2. Take the curriculum outdoors: 

than instead of) curriculum learning. 

Consider ways to use the natural 

environment to teach curriculum 

get the best of both worlds (natural 

and get children involved in making 

classroom, get the children involved in 

learn on the subject too.  Consider 

16



learning at home.  

There is a framework to work through, 

teaching and learning resources to 

6. Reward good environmental 

day learning.  Make environmental 

children with nature outdoors, there 

is also much they can think about 

between the indoor classroom and 

you teach – does it need to be indoors 

Can you structure lessons to involve 

8. Consider your classrooms and 

buildings: When considering a building 

library, why not build it from wood 

science building that enables children 

outside.
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The Learning Escape has drawn together 
resources, lesson plans, activities and helpful 
links on 

.  

clicking here. 
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The Learning Escape 

Unit A, Dutton Road 

Aldermans Green Industrial Estate 

Coventry  CV2 2LE

Tel: 0800 917 7726 

www.thelearningescape.co.uk


