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• The programme will support parƟ cipants in 
their understanding of how a natural schooling 
approach can make a meaningful diff erence 
to learners through the fi ndings of current 
research, Natural Schooling project case 
studies and refl ecƟ ve pracƟ ce. 

• It will equip teachers, leaders and other staff  
engaged in natural schooling innovaƟ on with 
the knowledge and skills to lead change in 
learning and wellbeing. 

• This course is supported by the Natural 
Schooling Project Handbook (Intellectual 
Output 1), the Natural Schooling Resource 
Bank (Intellectual Output 5) and the EvaluaƟ on 
Report (Intellectual Output 6). All are freely 
available through CreaƟ ve Commons, which 
ensures that material can be accessed and 
not used for any individual profi t online at: 
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu• Teachers, school leaders, curriculum planners

• EducaƟ on offi  cers in environment, heritage 
and countryside organisaƟ ons which 
work with schools or run public educaƟ on 
programmes

• Other interested parƟ es

• The training consists of fi ve Key Element 
training modules

• The methodology is based on the Natural 
Schooling core principles – learning in, about 
and through nature - and on agreed standards 
for training teachers and leaders, an example 
of which is included in appendix one.

• The course draws on the experiences of the 
Erasmus + Natural Schooling project partners 
in the form of case studies, and is supported 
by current research.

• The course provides opportuniƟ es for 
pracƟ Ɵ oners to refl ect on their own 
professional pracƟ ces and to consider the 
applicaƟ on, potenƟ al impact and implicaƟ ons 
of adopƟ ng a Natural Schooling approach in 
their own seƫ  ng. 

Purpose

Supporting intellectual outputs (IOs)

Target groups

Course structure

Methodology

The Purpose of 
this programme
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Key Element 1: 
Values and principles 
behind Natural Schooling
• A short introducƟ on to the concept of natural 

schooling and its link to global ciƟ zenship;
• Self and organisaƟ onal review acƟ viƟ es to 

explore values-led leadership/pracƟ ce; 
• Well-being for children and staff  as a core aim 

for natural schooling.

Key Element 2:
Understanding environmental
issues and sustainability
• Core subject knowledge to enhance 

understanding of environmental issues to 
support natural schooling;

• Current aspects of environment and 
sustainability in the school curriculum of each 
partner country (UK, Italy, Spain and Sweden).

Key Element 3: 
Developing critical 
thinking in learners
• Understanding how to plan and teach in a way 

that develops learners’ capacity for criƟ cal 
thinking;

• Focus on metacogniƟ on and the impact of 
peer-to-peer learning; 

• Review of natural schooling project teaching 
methods.

Conclusion
The Natural Schooling Key
Elements training programme

References

Key Element 4: 
Guidance in curriculum design 
including problem solving to 
overcome barriers to change
• InnovaƟ ng curriculum planning; 
• PotenƟ al barriers to the successful 

implementaƟ on of a natural schooling project;
• Problem-solving skills development through 

personal and organisaƟ onal acƟ on planning.

Key Element 5:  
Developing skills in planning 
and managing outdoor learning 
including health and safety and risk 
management
• Refl ecƟ on on how to plan outdoor acƟ viƟ es; 
• Risk assessment and health and safety 

guidance;
• CommunicaƟ on with colleagues, parents and 

outside organisaƟ ons; 
• Developing leadership and

responsibility in young people.

Key Elements 
of the course 
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p26

p42

p33

p49
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Key Element 1

1. A short introducƟ on to the concept of 
natural schooling and its link to global 
ciƟ zenship;

2. Self and organisaƟ onal review acƟ viƟ es to 
explore values-led leadership/pracƟ ce; 

3. Well-being for children and staff  as a core 
aim for natural schooling.

Values and principles 
behind Natural Schooling

The Key Element 1 training module

This module aims to develop an understanding 
of the term ‘Natural Schooling’, an experienƟ al 
learning pedagogy underpinned by research. 
It links with ways to promote environmental 
awareness and pro-nature behaviours through a 
deeper understanding of - and connecƟ on with - 
nature.  It off ers examples of pracƟ ce developed 
by partners in the ‘Erasmus+ Natural Schooling 
Project; using curriculum innovaƟ on to improve 
student outcomes’ (hereaŌ er referred to as the 
Natural Schooling project) and fi ndings from 
the project evaluaƟ on, to illustrate how these 
concepts can be put in to pracƟ ce in schools.

The module refl ects on values-led pracƟ ce, 
describing how a shared understanding of 
common, compaƟ ble and complementary values, 
facilitated through a Natural Schooling approach, 
not only promotes environmental values in 

children and young people but also impacts on 
pracƟ Ɵ oner eff ecƟ veness and self-confi dence. 

Finally, the module explores the potenƟ al impact 
of Natural Schooling approaches on mental health 
and wellbeing, reinforcing the links made in the 
Framework for 21st Century Learner Outcomes 
(Malone & Waite, 2016). These formed the 
aspiraƟ onal outcomes for all parƟ cipants in the 
Erasmus+ ‘Natural Schooling Project.

The module can be read in conjuncƟ on with the 
Erasmus Natural Schooling project handbook 
and evaluaƟ on report, which provide addiƟ onal 
informaƟ on and evidence, which may be of 
interest.

These are available from:
www.naturalschooling.eu

Think piece: an acƟ vity before you start

Close your eyes
• Think back to an early childhood memory. Was it indoors or outdoors? 
• What made it memorable and why do you think this is? 

So …. how can we ensure today’s children will share such memories and does
it really maƩ er?
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What is Natural Schooling? 
As you may have experienced in the acƟ vity 
above, learning through playful engagement 
with nature oŌ en underpins successful and 
memorable learning (Bilton, 2002; Tyng et al, 
2017).  By making links between feelings and 
learning, the outdoors frequently provides the 
most memorable of learning experiences (DfES, 
2006; Waite, 2007). Using the outdoors to engage 
learners with the world (Moyles, 2005) and using 
experienƟ al pedagogies are oŌ en considered 
fundamental to learning (Waite & PraƩ , 2017; 
Wall, Litjens & Taguma, 2015). 

LocaƟ ng learning in natural environments, 
with teachers and pupils regularly using an 
outdoor seƫ  ng for pracƟ cal and applied learning 
experiences, has been termed ‘Natural Schooling’. 
Natural Schooling is a research-based experienƟ al 
pedagogy where teachers and students learn in 
nature on a regular basis (Beauchamp, Lacoste, et 
al. 2022). It uses nature as a context, source and 
mediator, learning in, about and through nature. 

The term itself originates from the ‘Student 
Outcomes and Natural Schooling’ report (Malone 
& Waite, 2016). The report provides evidence 
that Natural Schooling approaches promote 
understanding and development within and about 
the environment, creaƟ ng a connecƟ on with 
nature alongside other vital desirable outcomes 
for young people in the 21st century.  Regularly 
taking the curriculum outdoors can make learning 
relevant and purposeful, with contextualised 
experienƟ al learning opportuniƟ es adding depth 
to enrich what has been previously introduced 
in the classroom. Using school seƫ  ngs or nearby 
green spaces can also provide a creaƟ ve sƟ mulus 
off ering a natural learning arena, providing new 
and exciƟ ng learning opportuniƟ es! 

Providing the opportunity and Ɵ me for children 
and young people to experience ‘hands-on’ 
learning in rich contextual learning environments, 
oŌ en in collaboraƟ on with others, together with 

Ɵ me to refl ect on and learn from such experiences, 
off ers the opportunity for immersive learning; 
to use and apply understanding, transforming 
knowledge and skills (Kolb, 2015; Dewey cited in 
Morris, 2020, p1064; Coker et al, 2017). 

Natural Schooling ranges beyond taking 
‘curriculum objecƟ ves’ outdoors. By providing the 
Ɵ me and opportunity for experimentaƟ on and 
‘learning through doing,’ Natural Schooling off ers 
the opportunity to learn more about nature, from 
nature, in nature promoƟ ng a stronger ‘nature 
connecƟ on’. It off ers the chance to discover, learn 
about and experience the natural world, helping 
to develop a sense of belonging and responsibility, 
which promote pro-nature and environmental 
global ciƟ zenship behaviours (DfE, 2022, Natural 
England, 2020; Dasgupta, 2021; Chawla, 2020).  

The role of the pracƟ Ɵ oners is key. The teacher’s 
role might be seen more as a facilitator, off ering 
learning opportuniƟ es that extend beyond the 
‘what’ of curricular facts, and sƟ mulaƟ ng a thirst 
for understanding ‘how’ and ‘why’. An exploratory 
approach also promotes resilience, confi dence 
and ‘have a go’ aƫ  tudes. In turn, student 
engagement develops communicaƟ on skills 
and teamwork, as well as encouraging personal 
refl ecƟ on and ‘meaning-making’ moments. By 
using well-considered provocaƟ ve open-ended 
quesƟ ons, the teacher or outdoor learning 
pracƟ Ɵ oner can promote higher order criƟ cal 
thinking skills. 

A short introduction to the 
concept of natural schooling 

1

"What really drives educaƟ on is 
curiosity, trying to fi ll gaps in our 
understanding, and the world 
around us is a tremendous resource 
to sƟ mulate that curiosity."
(TES: Robinson, 2016) 
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Engaging in experienƟ al ‘real-world’ learning 
off ers elements of risk, unpredictability and 
uncertainty, where each learner’s experience 
will be unique (Isaak et al, 2018, cited in Morris, 
2020 p.1068). Thus, a Natural Schooling approach 
creates opportuniƟ es for novel, challenging, 
engaging, collaboraƟ ve and creaƟ ve experiences. 
Learning outdoors through direct and pracƟ cal 
experiences allows pracƟ Ɵ oners and children 
to work in new ways, with more space and 
with natural resources and materials. This open 
space can help reinforce otherwise abstract or 
theoreƟ cal learning by encouraging the posing 
of speculaƟ ve quesƟ ons, exploring and tesƟ ng 
new ideas and broadening knowledge and 
understanding through tangible experiences. 
Furthermore, a pracƟ cal teaching approach is 
preferred by most children of all ages (Araneda 
et al, 2019, cited in Lambert, Roberts and Waite, 
2020 p. 5). 

An example of this process in pracƟ ce can be seen 
in one of the Natural Schooling project lessons, 
where children’s curiosity was piqued by observed 
diff erences in fallen leaves on a Parma riverside 
walk. 

Example: a Parma riverside walk 
AŌ er looking at maps of the nearby area, 
and learning that leaves can be idenƟ fi ed 
by observable characterisƟ cs during a 
knowledge-based classroom lesson, the 
class went on a leaf hunt, specifi cally 
looking for diff erences in appearance 
curious to see which leaves they might fi nd 
and be able to name. Using idenƟ fi caƟ on 
worksheets, dichotomous keys and phone 
app plant ID technology, the children 
were able to idenƟ fy and classify plants 
by their leaves and discuss their fi ndings 
with others. They then applied new skills, 
idenƟ fying plants is specifi c locaƟ ons and 
taking photographs. The photographs 
were used to create post cards of each 
locaƟ on, with a QR code on the reverse 
linked to an audio recording of the children 
explaining their scienƟ fi c discovery at 
this point. Back in the classroom and 
working in groups, the children prepared 
a wriƩ en informaƟ on plan to explain 
their discoveries along the river, including 
posters, maps and drawings. The groups 
presented their informaƟ on in a fi eld trip, 
during which they explained their scienƟ fi c 
observaƟ ons to family and visitors to the 
school. 

The full lesson plan can be viewed here: 
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu/a-walk-along-
the-river-passeggiando-lungo-il-fi ume/



Think piece: Kolb’s Learning Cycle 

Kolb’s learning cycle is based on 
Dewey’s (1963) claim that learning 
must be grounded in experience as 

part of an acƟ ve learning process. Kolb (1984, 
revised in 2015) proposed that learning from 
experience is a cycle of four stages. 

Kolb proposes a four-stage cycle with some 
learners spending more Ɵ me on one or more 
aspects of the cycle than others: 
• Contextually rich ‘concrete’ (actual hands-

on) experiences – this might be a new 
experience or situaƟ on 

• Refl ecƟ ve observaƟ on of the new 
experience - refl ecƟ ng on the new 
experience drawing on exisƟ ng knowledge 
about the situaƟ on or experience 

• Abstract conceptualisaƟ on - learning from 
the experience and making meaning from 
it 

• AcƟ ve experimentaƟ on - trying out ideas, 
theories and techniques to test out new 
concepts to see if they work and seeing 
what happens. 

• Using these concrete experiences to begin 
the cycle again…

Applying theory in pracƟ ce: Recall the learning 
experience you thought of in the ‘Thinking back 
to an early childhood memory’ acƟ vity on page 
5, and apply Kolb’s model to it: 

• Describe the specifi c situaƟ on. What were 
you feeling, thinking or seeing? 

• Now refl ect on what was happening, or 
what happened. 

• What else might have happened? What 
could you have done diff erently?

• Thinking about your experience, what did 
you learn from it and did you apply your 
new learning in the future, in what ways? 

Figure one: Kolb’s learning cycle (Structural 
Learning, 2022)
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In the context of Natural Schooling, and as 
illustrated in the Parma River example above, 
the learning cycle started by observing diff erent 
leaves. The children observed the diff erent leaves 
and become curious quesƟ oning, and trying 
to process new informaƟ on and experience 
by fi ƫ  ng it into what they already knew, and 
recognising gaps in knowledge. Raising and 
answering quesƟ ons off ers opportuniƟ es for 
criƟ cal refl ecƟ on, processing new experiences 
in the light of knowledge created by earlier 
learning, To complete the cycle, new learning is 
used and applied and put into pracƟ ce, serving 
to strengthening and deepen knowledge and 
understanding. This process also refl ects the 
Theory of ConstrucƟ vism, which proposes that 
human learning is constructed, with learners 
building new knowledge upon the foundaƟ on of 
previous learning (Phillips,1995).

Research shows that by becoming more aware of 
‘how’ you learn, you can become a more eff ecƟ ve 
and effi  cient learner. This is oŌ en referred to as 
metacogniƟ on or ‘thinking about the learning 
process’. A Natural Schooling approach can 
provide many opportuniƟ es to refl ect on learning, 
nurturing an awareness of exisƟ ng understanding 
and skills, fostering self-effi  cacy and metacogniƟ ve 
awareness, because it is founded on children’s 
curiosity about the world. This awareness of 
processes of thinking moves the learner from 
simply knowing the ‘what’ about their learning, 
to understand ‘how’ that skill or knowledge has 
been learned (EducaƟ on Endowment FoundaƟ on, 
2021). 

MetacogniƟ on is explored in more depth in Key 
Element 3. 

Useful further reading about the raƟ onale 
behind teaching outdoors and the 
importance of adult roles can be:

Chapter 1 of Bloomsbury’s NaƟ onal 
Curriculum Outdoors (2020) Year 3 book can 
be viewed here hƩ ps://bit.ly/2BVSHG5 as a 
free e-book

or by visiƟ ng hƩ ps://
naƟ onalcurriculumoutdoors.com/naƟ onal-
curriculum-books and clicking on the link for 
the Year 3 book. 

Other useful free resources are included in 
the fi nal appendices for this training course 
and from the Natural Schooling website 
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu.  
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Links to Global CiƟ zenship 
A global ciƟ zen understands the wider world 
and their place in it. They understand that social, 
environmental and economic decisions and 
acƟ ons taken in one part of the part of the world 
can aff ect other parts of the world. DirecƟ ng 
aƩ enƟ on to a global ciƟ zenship ‘world-view’ raises 
awareness of the wider world’s requirements 
and  encouraging children and young people to 
raise quesƟ ons about the world around them, 
empowering them to recognise that, as part of a 
broader internaƟ onal community, they can make 
posiƟ ve contribuƟ ons as Global CiƟ zens (Biesta 
2013; Dasgupta, 2021). 

By adopƟ ng a global or ‘world-view pedagogy 
drawing aƩ enƟ on to the world’s requirements, 
for example with an informed, knowledge-based 
approach to sustainability and climate change 
educaƟ on, children and young people can be 
inspired to pro-environmental behaviours and 
a closer connecƟ on to nature, increasing the 
percepƟ on of control by off ering opportuniƟ es 
to judge their ability to ‘make a diff erence’, 
empowering children, young people and adults 
alike (Biesta, 2013; Dasgupta, 2021). Such 
empowerment requires that children and young 
people do not simply acquire knowledge or skills 
but acƟ vely engage with issues to understand 
their importance, purposes and work towards 
soluƟ ons and deploy their learning.

Global ciƟ zenship educaƟ on is now part of many 
internaƟ onal educaƟ onal policies, discussed 
further in Key Element 2, and appears explicitly 
in UNESCO’s global or sustainable development 
goals for quality educaƟ on (hƩ ps://en.unesco.
org/themes/gced). 

A central aim of the Erasmus+ Natural Schooling 
project was for the parƟ cipants to understand 
that they are acƟ ve global ciƟ zens and part of 
a broader internaƟ onal community. During the 
Natural Schooling project, partners developed 
meaningful learning that equipped learners with 
the knowledge and cogniƟ ve processes required 
for the successful problem solving needed to 
engage with the uneven impact of globalisaƟ on 
and climate change, embedding within their 
students a wider understanding of global 
environmental issues. 

Example: assessing water quality (using 
invertebrates) fi eld trip 
AŌ er posing the quesƟ on, ‘How do we 
know how clean our river is?’ pupils visited 
their nearby river to test for the presence 
of invertebrates. Their fi ndings were used 
as indicators of water quality, as certain 
invertebrates live in specifi c condiƟ ons and 
not others. Their fi ndings were verifi ed 
using PH and other water quality tests. 
This acƟ vity off ered the opportunity for 
a ‘real life’ invesƟ gaƟ on, introducing 
new learning, adding depth to exisƟ ng 
knowledge, and saƟ sfying wider curiosiƟ es 
and hypotheses

This lesson can be viewed here: hƩ ps://
naturalschooling.eu/invesƟ gaƟ ng-and-
monitoring-water-quality-in-a-local-river/  

Further examples of partner planning and 
acƟ viƟ es relaƟ ng to this, as well as the 
evaluaƟ on report, can be found on the 
website hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu.
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The impact of a Natural Schooling approach 
in promoƟ ng environmental awareness and 
pro-nature behaviours through a deeper 
understanding of - and connecƟ on with – nature is 
clear from the project evaluaƟ on. 
Amongst many posiƟ ve fi ndings, the evaluaƟ on 
report (Cuff e et al., 2023) evidenced that: 

• Children and young people involved in the 
project saw nature with new and diff erent 
perspecƟ ves, and as a result were more 
respecƞ ul and more involved with the wider 
environment. 

• Students wanted to go out into nature more 
oŌ en and reported spending more of their 
personal Ɵ me outdoors following the project.

• Curious about their environment, they devised 
experiments to fi nd out more, with students 
cooperaƟ ng towards a common goal, engaging 
in acƟ viƟ es and interacƟ ng with each other 
more than when indoors.  

Partners also found that self-directed learning 
and creaƟ vity increased in nature. Students who 
planned their own experiments using scienƟ fi c 
methods discovered that they could be self-
confi dent’ scienƟ sts, analysing data, enjoying 
working cooperaƟ vely in nature, improving 
communicaƟ on and using teamwork, keeping 
themselves and others safe while outdoors and 
encouraging others to observe and noƟ ce the 
world and details around them, contribuƟ ng to 
global ciƟ zen science by reporƟ ng their fi ndings.

Teachers reported that the students became 
pro-acƟ ve problem-solvers, decision-makers and 
criƟ cal thinkers, with the skills of communicaƟ on 
and collaboraƟ on (central to personal 
development) also evidenced. In summary, 
mulƟ ple desirable student outcomes were 
addressed through the innovaƟ ons developed in 
the Natural schooling project 

The full evaluaƟ on report can be downloaded 
here: hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu

Think piece:
21st Century learner aƩ ributes  

The Framework for 21st Century 
Learner Outcomes (Malone & Waite 

2016) refl ect the aspiraƟ onal outcomes for 
all parƟ cipants in the Erasmus+ ‘Natural 
Schooling; using curriculum innovaƟ on to 
improve student outcomes’ project. These 
include: 

• To have a healthy and happy body and 
mind,

• To become a socially confi dent person, 
• To become a self-directed and creaƟ ve 

learner, 
• To become an eff ecƟ ve contributor,  
• To become an acƟ ve global ciƟ zen.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Consider how these aƩ ributes could 
contribute to improving pupil outcomes 
in your seƫ  ng and what forms of Natural 
Schooling might help address these 
prioriƟ es. What opportuniƟ es are there in 
your school? The following secƟ on may help 
with this review.



13Key Element 1 Training Module

Values are ways of being or believing that you 
hold to be important. In any seƫ  ng, values guide 
and infl uence pracƟ ces. They are principles that 
guide our beliefs and infl uence and underpin our 
work, thinking and behaviour. 

Professional values might include, fairness, 
politeness and respect for others, discreƟ on and 
confi denƟ ality or taking responsibility for one’s own 
learning, seeking out opportuniƟ es to learn new 
skills. They might also include reliability, consistency 
and honesty, delivering work outcomes to an 
agreed standard and within an agreed Ɵ mescale or 
being accountable for one’s acƟ ons. 

Refl ecƟ ng on the quesƟ on, ‘What is important to 
us?’ can infl uence and impact on future values, 
behaviour, beliefs, lifestyle and work pracƟ ces by 
linking learning and acƟ ons with feelings (DfES, 
2006; Dasgupta, 2021). Thus, a school might 
demonstrate its values by providing a safe and 
supporƟ ve learning environment or by fostering a 
relaƟ onship with nature.

Shaping pracƟ ces, through an awareness of 
the ways in which human acƟ ons aff ect their 
environments, also promotes a worldview 
perspecƟ ve (Artelle et al, 2018). Through engaging 
in shared goals and regular discussions reporƟ ng 
on fi rst-hand experiences, the partners in the 
Natural Schooling project discovered common 
debates, issues and soluƟ ons, discovering 
shared values as well as developing a deeper 
understanding of social, poliƟ cal, environmental 
and economic issues as part of a wider global 
awareness.  With partners discovering and 
sharing such similar beliefs and common values, 
the Natural Schooling project provided the 

moƟ vaƟ on to implement and develop the project 
outcomes through a ‘values-led’ approach. The 
Natural Schooling project evaluaƟ on provides 
key evidence about the eff ecƟ veness of such an 
approach. But how was this facilitated? 

Self and organizational 
review activities to explore 
values-led leadership/
practice 

2

Consider: What values do you bring to 
your role as family member, teacher, 
leader, ciƟ zen? Do they coincide?
What is core to all?

Example: values led pracƟ ce 

The Natural Schooling project’s monthly 
online meeƟ ngs and the transnaƟ onal 
face-to-face events in parƟ cular, provided 
the opportunity to refl ect on the values of 
the project, as part of the decision-making 
process. This values-led pracƟ ce promoted 
personal and professional development, 
through shared wider knowledge and 
understanding, leading to greater 
confi dence, empowering the partners 
to move in the same direcƟ on but at the 
same Ɵ me developing very diff erent and 
exciƟ ng curriculum innovaƟ ons, improving 
pracƟ Ɵ oner eff ecƟ veness through self-
refl ecƟ on, self-confi dence, improved 
communicaƟ on and stronger partner and 
child / young people relaƟ onships. 

The leadership of the project inspired 
collaboraƟ on and innovaƟ on through 
a shared understanding of common, 
compaƟ ble and complimentary values 
within the partnership, allowing the 
partners to pracƟ se these values and 
evidence them through the curriculum 
innovaƟ ons and the project outputs. 
This values-based leadership developed 
and strengthened over the course of the 
project, seƫ  ng its direcƟ on, increasing the 
producƟ vity of the outputs and helping 
partners achieve the project goals, all 
underpinned by a shared understanding of 
a Natural Schooling approach. 
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Think piece:
refl ecƟ on on values

Values are ways of being or beliefs 
that you hold to be important. 

Shared understanding and values reduce 
the potenƟ al for confl ict, whilst allowing 
all parƟ cipants to remain true to core, 
complementary and compaƟ ble beliefs.
The partners in the Natural Schooling 
project found that the values-led pracƟ ce 
promoted understanding and relatedness; 
key elements of a successful partnership. 

Applying theory in pracƟ ce
• List 10 of your values.
• Now ‘group’ your values to see how they 

link or are connected - a few overarching 
core values may appear by doing this. 

• Narrow your overarching values down to 
two core values that you idenƟ fy with. 

• Use these two core values in a sentence 
that clearly communicates these values 
to another person.

How could you promote value-led pracƟ ce 
in your own organizaƟ on?
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In line with the 21st century student outcomes 
idenƟ fi ed by Malone and Waite (2016) (appendix 
two), the Natural Schooling project evaluaƟ on 
reported on the mental, emoƟ onal and 
physiological wellbeing of students and staff . 

There is strong evidence that Ɵ me spent outdoors 
leads to improved health and wellbeing in 
adults and children (White et al., 2019). These 
researchers found that just 120 minutes a week 
posiƟ vely impacted wellbeing, and that access to 
green and blue spaces could even compensate 
to some extent for other stressors such as 
socioeconomic inequaliƟ es. The posiƟ ve impact 
of being in the natural environment on physical, 
social and mental health is widely recognized 
not just for the children but for teachers too, 
with pracƟ Ɵ oners frequently reporƟ ng enhanced 
saƟ sfacƟ on and posiƟ ve impacts on skills 
development, teaching pracƟ ces and relaƟ onships 
(Marchant et al, 2018; Waite et al, 2016).

The Natural Schooling project curriculum 
innovaƟ ons provided the opportunity to 
understand the impact of Natural Schooling on 
pracƟ Ɵ oners and groups of learners with diverse 
needs, in a variety of contexts. 

The project evaluaƟ on report (Cuff e et al, 2023) 
found that generally, when taken outside: 

• Students iniƟ ally were excited but over 
Ɵ me and through engaging with acƟ viƟ es 
they became more posiƟ ve and producƟ ve, 
regulaƟ ng their emoƟ ons to engage with their 
learning. 

• The students felt more involved with the 
acƟ viƟ es and were willing to repeat them, 
implying that an environment where students 
want to learn and want to return to, engages 
them in a posiƟ ve way. 

• The teachers reported that the children and 
young people had improved communicaƟ on 
skills and had built deeper relaƟ onships with 
their peers as well as strengthening students 
/ teachers relaƟ onships and a connecƟ on to 
nature and their environments.  

There was a clear message from the evaluaƟ on 
report that learning outdoors has a valuable 
and crucial place within the curriculum and the 
impact it has had on the students’ environmental 
awareness, academic achievements, social 
interacƟ on and wellbeing, highlights the need to 
adopt a broader view on the importance of outdoor 
learning to every aspect of students’ life, especially 
their wellbeing and mental health. The teachers’ 
experience was that the students who parƟ cipated 
in the project benefi ted from it, both socially and 
emoƟ onally, compared to other student groups 
that did not take part in the project. 

The project evaluaƟ on report also found that the 
project implementaƟ on and delivery as part of 
the school curriculum also had a posiƟ ve eff ect 
on staff  wellbeing. One reason given for this 
was having a common goal to work towards, 
especially outside the usual learning seƫ  ngs, with 
one partner reporƟ ng that teachers who were 
involved in the project evidenced a higher impact 
on posiƟ ve wellbeing, due to the collaboraƟ on 
with other partners.

Partners in the Natural Schooling project reported 
that teachers felt more confi dent in themselves as 
pracƟ Ɵ oners. Teachers were all willing to repeat 
the experience(s) and to involve more colleagues 
for future projects, indicaƟ ng that the project was 
a posiƟ ve experience. 

Online monthly meeƟ ngs, transnaƟ onal events 
and regular email correspondence, provided 
the opportunity to monitor pressures of the 
project within an already busy context, as 
partners ‘juggled’ a mulƟ tude of diff erent tasks 
and demands as part of their full-Ɵ me work in 
schools. The explicit acknowledgement that 
these pressures aff ected all partners provided 
some reassurance, with leadership promoƟ ng 
a culture of trust where partners could be open 
about discussing such pressures as part of a 
wider understanding. This shared knowledge 
and understanding promoted mental wellbeing, 
with partners demonstraƟ ng greater confi dence, 
engagement and producƟ vity in the project.

Wellbeing for children 
and staff  as a core aim for 
natural schooling

3
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Think piece:
“removing walls removes barriers”

One of the project partners reported 
‘removing walls removes barriers’. 

What is your interpretaƟ on of this and what 
are the implicaƟ ons for mental health and 
wellbeing pracƟ ce?

Applying theory to pracƟ ce:  
Highlight the indicators of posiƟ ve wellbeing 
menƟ oned in secƟ on 3. 

Also highlight what factors might have led to 
these posiƟ ve outcomes?
What indicators for wellbeing are evident in 
your own seƫ  ng?

How might adopƟ ng a Natural Schooling 
approach promote the mental health and 
wellbeing of teachers and students in your 
own seƫ  ng?  

Can you list factors that would support 
improved wellbeing?

Think piece: refl ecƟ on on learning

Note down your responses to the 
following quesƟ ons:

• What knowledge did I already have that 
has been refreshed by this CPD? 

• How has this CPD developed my 
knowledge and understanding? 

• How can I apply what I now know to my 
pracƟ ce?

Conclusion for Key Element 1
This module introduced the concept of Natural 
Schooling, an experienƟ al learning pedagogy 
underpinned by research that advocates regular 
learning in, about and through nature. Such 
pracƟ ce was explored as a means of promoƟ ng 
environmental awareness and pro-nature 
behaviours through a deeper connecƟ on with 
nature, empowering children and adults alike 
to become part of a broader internaƟ onal 
community with the power to make wider, 
posiƟ ve contribuƟ ons as Global CiƟ zens. 

The module also refl ected on values-led pracƟ ce 
describing how a shared understanding of 
common, compaƟ ble and complimentary values, 
in a case study, facilitated through a Natural 
Schooling approach, promotes environmental 
values and pracƟ Ɵ oner eff ecƟ veness and self-
confi dence. 
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Key Element 2

1. Core subject knowledge to enhance 
understanding of environmental issues to 
support natural schooling;

2. Current aspects of environment and 
sustainability in the school curriculum of 
each partner country (UK, Italy, Spain and 
Sweden)

Understanding 
environmental issues and 
sustainability

IntroducƟ on to Key Element 2

This module explores what impact a Natural 
Schooling approach can have on developing 
environmental awareness and nature connecƟ on. 
It explores criƟ cal current environmental issues 
and how these can be approached within school 
seƫ  ngs. 

The module goes on to examine where links 
can be made in the school curriculum, through 
a Natural Schooling approach, to raising 
environmental awareness and refl ects on and 
uƟ lises pracƟ ce developed by partners in the 
Erasmus+ Natural Schooling project and the 
fi ndings from the Natural Schooling project 
evaluaƟ on report (Cuff e et al., 2023).

The module can be read in conjuncƟ on with Key 
Element 1 and with the Erasmus Natural Schooling 
project handbook

Evidence shows that giving children the 
opportunity to discover, learn about and 
experience the natural world helps them to 
develop a sense of connecƟ on, inclusion, and 
responsibility (Natural England, 2022; Dasgupta, 
2021). Nature connecƟ on leads to pro-nature and 
environmental ciƟ zenship behaviours (Chawla, 
2022) and a sense of belonging and stewardship 
that also builds community (Lynch, Moore, 
Edwards & Horgan, 2018).  

Learning about nature and the wider environment 
is essenƟ ally a world-centred process and policy 
leaders and educators are increasingly recognising 
the wider benefi ts of such an approach (e.g. 
DfE, 2022). The rapid changes in our world 
require educators to adopt a fl exible approach 
to teaching and learning to meet future needs.  
Therefore, a curriculum for raising environmental 
awareness should not simply provide knowledge 

Core subject knowledge 
to enhance understanding 
of environmental issues to 
support Natural Schooling

1

Think piece: a sense of belonging

According to research by David Sobel 
(2002), children aged between 5 and 
12 oŌ en seek out or build secret 

places in their local outdoor surroundings. 
These are special places to them and foster 
senses of ownership, responsibility and 
care. The dens become their own liƩ le 
corner of the world that they can control, 
away from the demands of the wider world. 
This sense of autonomy is vitally important 
for children’s emoƟ onal development.  

Applying theory in pracƟ ce: 
Think back to your own childhood. Did you 
have any special natural spaces that you felt 
that ‘belonged’ to you? 
Do your children and young people have 
areas that they consider ‘theirs’? 
How can this ‘sense of belonging and 
ownership’ and responsibility be enhanced 
in your own seƫ  ng? 
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and facts, but also develop children and young 
people as criƟ cal thinkers, equipping them 
with key skills of communicaƟ on, creaƟ ve 
thinking and collaboraƟ on to solve problems 
as yet unknown. Engaging in pracƟ cal acƟ viƟ es 
outdoors, children and young people can develop 
a greater appreciaƟ on of nature and humanity’s 
posiƟ on within it, by parƟ cipaƟ ng in experienƟ ally 
informed discussions about environmental 
problems and soluƟ ons. 

InformaƟ on about sustainability and climate 
change is a rapidly changing fi eld and can become 
swiŌ ly out-dated. Therefore in order to keep up 
to date, it is recommended that you undertake 
self-directed learning, using recent publicaƟ ons, 
reports and journal arƟ cles. These will be 
highlighted on the Natural Schooling website 
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu and associated social 
media feeds. There are also naƟ onal organisaƟ ons 
that are helping educaƟ onal insƟ tuƟ ons keep 
abreast of the facts, such as the Natural History 
Museum in England.

Example: creaƟ ng a vegetable plot 
In this example from the Natural Schooling 
project, a school growing area was created 
in a collaboraƟ ve project across both 
primary and secondary school phases. 
A poly tunnel was fi rst constructed then 
tomatoes, beans, leƩ uces and pumpkins 
were grown and harvested. 
As part of this, opƟ mum growing 
condiƟ ons were explored, with 
experiments to fi nd out the impact of 
insuffi  cient water or too much water 
and the eff ects of extremes of heat, sun 
exposure and cold, refl ecƟ ng current 
environmental climate change issues.

You can read about it and watch a video of 
the acƟ viƟ es here:
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu/greenhouse-
construcƟ on-in-spain/ 

Bloomsbury’s ‘Sustainability and Climate 
Change at Key Stage 2’, (Morgan et al, 
2024), a publicaƟ on specifi cally for teachers 
in response to the UK government iniƟ aƟ ve 
Sustainability and Climate Change strategy, 
provides guidance on how a curriculum of 
hope can be delivered in a school seƫ  ng.
 
Other publicaƟ ons to support a knowledge-
rich approach will be available, and will be 
reviewed on the natural schooling website 
and social media once published. 
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As children and young people are bombarded 
with social narratives of environmental crises 
and threats, such as extreme weather and 
species extinction, it is vital to empower them 
to take action to avoid children and young 
people becoming fearful or anxious.
As illustrated in the example in section 1 of 
this key element, undertaking studies at a local 
level, within a wider world-view perspective, 
can develop a greater understanding of 
possible impacts both positive and negative 
and knowledge of action that can be taken. It 
helps introduce them to climate change and 
sustainability concepts in practical terms and 
also enables them to consider ways that some 
effects can be mitigated, through connecting 
and caring about nature. 

Existing statutory curriculum objectives can 
be re-focussed on sustainability and climate 
change, not only to raise awareness of the 
issues, but also to take action for change. 

So how is environmental and sustainable 
education addressed internationally? The 
following sections give a brief snapshot from 
the Natural Schooling partner countries.

The UK 
In the UK the statutory national curriculum sets 
out the subjects and standards to be taught 
in schools at each key stage, in a series of 
programmes of study. The national curriculum is 
divided into four key stages: key stage one (ages 
5 -7), key stage two (ages 7-11), key stage three 
(ages 11-14) and key stage four (ages 14-16).

Recently in the UK, the Department for 
Education’s Sustainability and Climate Change 
strategy for England (DfE, 2022) includes 
a requirement for all schools to increase 
opportunities to spend time in nature, learning 
more about it, to become actively involved in 

the improvement of their natural environment 
and foster a deeper understanding of nature. 
Throughout the National Curriculum for England 
(DfE, 2013), there is much content that can be 
viewed through the lens of ‘environmental and 
sustainability learning’. 

As described in chapter 2 of Bloomsbury’s  
‘Sustainability and Climate Change at Key Stage 
2’ (Morgan et al, 2024), by studying the natural 
world, local environments and micro-habitats 
of plants, animals and living things, a baseline 
of nature experiences is offered for children 
from the ages of 5 – 7, providing a foundation 
of learning about nature, recommended to be 
delivered within nature itself.  

For children aged 7 – 11 years, knowledge of 
natural processes is developed by working 
scientifically to ‘talk about, test and develop 
ideas about everyday phenomena and the 
relationships between living things and familiar 
environments’ (DfE 2013, p148). Children are 
learning about function, relationships and 
interactions as well as observing changes over 
time and noticing patterns. Non-statutory 
guidance recommends that experiential 
scientific enquiry opportunities in nature are 
offered. This provides the opportunity to raise 
and answer questions in relation to changes in 
nature’s patterns that might be observed as a 
result of climate change. 

Children are taught to ‘recognise that 
environments can change and that this may 
sometimes pose dangers to living things’ 
(DfE 2013, p155), This requirement can be 
fulfilled through the exploration of examples of 
human impact, both negative and positive, by 
studying the impact of deforestation, pollution, 
nature reserves and eco parks. The ‘working 
scientifically’ programme of study strongly 
supports a natural schooling approach, as the 
natural world provides many opportunities to 
plan scientific enquiries, specifically including 
identifying environmental patterns, such as 

Current aspects of environ-
ment and sustainability in 
the school curriculum of 
each partner country

2
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observing life cycles, hypothesising about 
similarities and differences and possible 
reasons for changes, including studying 
adaptation and evolution.  By offering the 
opportunity for outdoor, place-based learning, 
geography fieldwork can be used to ‘deepen 
understanding of the interaction between 
physical and human processes’ (DfE 2013, 
p198) and environments. 

The National Curriculum in England (DfE, 
2013) first makes a direct reference to climate 
change in Science and Geography at Key Stage 
3, but with no statute to consider the broader 
impacts of climate change on the environment, 
economy and society, or to address issues of 
social justice. 

The Curriculum for Wales (2022) recognises 
both science and technology as drivers for 
change in society, encouraging an enquiry led 
approach where children are encouraged to 
be curious and to search for answers, with 
schools having the freedom to design their own 
curriculum. 

The Scotland Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) 
(2010, 2019 includes the study of climatic 
conditions and its impact on living things. In 
‘Planet Earth’ science, children explore and 
measure the weather, explore climate zones 
around the world and compare and describe 
how climate affects living things and contrast 
weather and climate conditions across 
Britain. It specifies that, ‘the journey through 
education for any child in Scotland must include 
opportunities for a series of planned, quality 
outdoor learning experiences’ (CfE, p. 5). 

By raising the key question, ‘How do living 
things interact with each other in the 
environment?’ (CCEA, p.90), the Northern 
Ireland primary curriculum approaches 
environmental and sustainability issues with an 
enquiry-led cross-curricular focus, studying the 
interdependence of people, plants and animals 
and environment, investigating ways in which 
people affect/ conserve the environment both 
locally and globally. It also considers actions 
that might be taken on a local or global issue, 
such as local litter issues, or improving or 
preserving local habitats within the Geography 
curriculum.  Local and global impact of the use 
of natural resources through time is included 
in the programme for History. The Northern 
Ireland primary curriculum also specifies 
taking a ‘personal development and mutual 
understanding’ approach to environmental 
issues by ‘playing an active and meaningful 
part in the life of a community and being 
concerned about the wider environment’ 
(CCEA, 2007, p99).  

Example: recycling plasƟ c to raise 
environmental awareness
Pupils collected and recycled plasƟ c drinks 
boƩ les, cuƫ  ng them in half to use as 
fl owerpots. These recycled plasƟ c pots 
were decorated, planted with herbs and 
fastened onto the school fence creaƟ ng 
a verƟ cal herb garden, as there was no 
outside area. The herbs were nurtured to 
full growth and used in cookery lessons.

The lesson plan for this acƟ vity can be 
found here: hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu/
recycled-plasƟ c-boƩ le-fl owerpots/
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Italy 
Since September 2020, Italian students aged 6 – 
19 learn about climate change and sustainability, 
with a requirement for teachers to include 
educaƟ on about climate change and related 
topics, including ocean polluƟ on, sustainable 
living, renewable resources and global warming 
for a minimum of one hour a week (or 33 hours 
per year). Civic classes and variety of tradiƟ onal 
curriculum subjects such as geography and physics 
are taught from the perspecƟ ve of sustainable 
development, incorporaƟ ng the UN’s 2030 
agenda for sustainability development, placing 
sustainability at the heart of educaƟ on in Italy 
(UNESCO, 2020). 

Example: the School of Ants – a ciƟ zen 
science project
Primary aged children from an inner city 
school partnered with their local university 
to invesƟ gate and understand the eff ects 
of urbanisaƟ on on climate, invasive species 
growth and animal biodiversity. The focus 
was the study of city-environment ants, 
undertaken in the school grounds and a local 
park. The children raised quesƟ ons about 
how many ants might be found and where, 
how they might be aƩ racted by ‘ant food’, 
then devised experiments to test and fi nd 
out the answers. The acƟ viƟ es (guided and 
resourced by the local university) included 
planning experiments, data collecƟ on over 
a series of days and in diff erent locaƟ ons, 
analysis of fi ndings, evaluaƟ on and reporƟ ng 
the results to the university. A few days later, 
aŌ er recieving feedback from the university, 
the children  compared their results with 
those from the university. 

The lesson plan and photographs of this 
acƟ vity can be found here:
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu/school-of-
ants/ and here: hƩ ps://naturalschooling.
eu/a-walk-along-the-river-passeggiando-
lungo-il-fi ume/
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Spain
In Spain, the naƟ onal curriculum is known as 
the Ley Orgánica de Educación. It was modifi ed 
in 2020 to include educaƟ on for sustainability 
principles (LOMLOE, 2020). 
The new school curriculum includes, among other 
aspects, educaƟ on for sustainable development 
and global ciƟ zenship. This is in line with the 
United NaƟ ons Agenda 2030, addressing the 
challenges of the climate emergency in the 
classroom. 

Environmental educaƟ on and sustainability 
is widely encouraged and promoted through 
‘educaƟ on in civic and ethical values’, including 
respect for the environment, sustainability 
educaƟ on and world ciƟ zenship, and educaƟ on 
for sustainable development.

The LOMLOE aims for schools to become centres 
of environmental care, developing programmes 
for sustainable lifestyles and encouraging recycling 
and contact with and connecƟ on to green spaces. 
They off er mulƟ ple cross-curricular links to 
learning for sustainability.

Example: comparing meadow and river 
forest vegetaƟ on, by sampling
Secondary-aged children idenƟ fi ed  and 
compared plant species on a local meadow 
and in a nearby woodland area near a river, 
using the PlantNet app and taking digital 
photographs, to contribute towards wider 
ciƟ zen science data. Using this informaƟ on, 
they analysed the biodiversity and species 
coverage, using the fi ndings to formulate 
‘contrast hypotheses’. 

Lesson plans and videos of this sampling 
acƟ vity can be found here:
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu/comparing-
vegetaƟ on-sampling-in-a-meadow-and-
river-forest/ 
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Sweden
In Sweden environmental topics, incorporaƟ ng 
sustainability, are the foundaƟ on of the 
educaƟ onal curriculum, with the EducaƟ on 
Act (2010) explicitly menƟ oning nature and 
the environment.  Sweden’s curriculum (2018) 
includes content about climate for children aged 
6 – 8 years old, with climate change specifi cally 
menƟ oned for chemistry for children aged 10-
12 years old (grades 4-6). Climate change is also 
studied in physics and geography for children aged 
13-15 (grades 7-9) (Unesco, 2021). 
Using pracƟ cal, experienƟ al and hands-on 
approaches, children from pre-school age 
upwards experience environmental science 
focussing on sustainability, with outdoor learning 
approaches used to develop problem solving and 
criƟ cal thinking. 

Example: a survival training session to 
raise environmental awareness and 
promote teambuilding
In a series of 5 sessions, young people 
were introduced to factors that could 
aid survival in the woods to increase 
situaƟ on-based self-confi dence. They built 
a windbreak, a spear, lit a fi re without 
using matches or lighters, collected water 
and made it drinkable and foraged for 
food in the forest. There were mulƟ ple 
opportuniƟ es to undertake the acƟ viƟ es, 
to build confi dence and experƟ se, noƟ ng 
their improvements. The series of 5 
sessions was underpinned with data, using 
a quesƟ onnaire at the start and end of the 
project to evaluate self-confi dence and 
moƟ vaƟ on. 

As one of the most sustainable countries in 
the world, Sweden’s sustainability-infused 
educaƟ on has delivered one of climate 
change’s most well-known acƟ vist; Greta 
Thunberg. 

Further details of these sessions can be 
found here: hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu/
survival-training/ 
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Examples of how all curriculum subjects 
can be used as a medium to promote 
environmental awareness can be found 
in Bloomsbury’s NaƟ onal Curriculum 
Outdoors (Lambert et al., 2020) series of 
books, extracts from the book, and free 
resources can be found at hƩ ps://naƟ onal-
curriculumoutdoors.com

Further examples of how environmental 
educaƟ on can be approached can be found 
on the Natural Schooling website hƩ ps://
naturalschooling.eu with many video 
examples and lesson plan ideas, free to 
download. 

Conclusion for Key Element 2
Natural schooling is an ideal platform for 
delivering environmental and sustainable 
education. By providing opportunities to 
raise awareness of, monitor and to improve 
biodiversity in the school grounds and local 
green spaces, it can enrich the curriculum by 
making learning meaningful and relevant for 
children and young people. 

But environmental and sustainability education 
is not only about delivering curriculum content. 
As shown by the European partners, it is about 
providing an education that provides clarity and 
understanding for future generations and, in 
the words of our Spanish partner, ‘adapting the 
education system to the times we face’. 

Think piece: your seƫ  ng as a 
resource for environmental learning 
opportuniƟ es

School grounds represent a huge 
area of public space in most countries of 
the world and yet are oŌ en relaƟ ve deserts 
in terms of biodiversity, but there are some 
helpful internaƟ onal movements to develop 
greener schoolyards. For example, hƩ ps://
www.internaƟ onalschoolgrounds.org/.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
• Consider the outdoor spaces and areas 

in your own seƫ  ng. 
• What opportuniƟ es do the spaces 

off er for learning in, about and 
through nature in relaƟ on to raising 
environmental awareness? 

• Create a mind map to explore how 
curriculum subject based environmental 
and sustainability educaƟ on can be 
enhanced by using your outside spaces 
in a Natural Schooling approach (see 
appendix three). 

Think piece: refl ecƟ on on learning 

Note down your responses to the 
following quesƟ ons:

• What knowledge did I already have that 
has been refreshed by this CPD? 

• How has this CPD developed my 
knowledge and understanding? 

• How can I apply what I now know to my 
pracƟ ce? 
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Key Element 3

1. Understand how to plan and teach in a 
way that develops learners’ capacity for 
criƟ cal thinking;

2. Focus on metacogniƟ on and the impact of 
peer-to-peer learning; 

3. Review of natural schooling project 
teaching methods.

Developing critical 
thinking in learners

IntroducƟ on to Key Element 3

This Key Element refl ects on pracƟ ce developed 
by partners in the Erasmus+ Natural Schooling 
Project, specifi cally focussing on the development 
of creaƟ ve and criƟ cal thinking in children and 
young people. It draws on the fi ndings of the 
Natural Schooling evaluaƟ on report (Cuff e et al., 
2023) and current literature to support the points 
being made. 

The term ‘metacogniƟ on’ is discussed and 
teaching methods and strategies that promote 
engaging and eff ecƟ ve learning are explored. 

Learning outdoors can empower children to be 
criƟ cal thinkers (Ampuero et al., 2013), providing 
opportuniƟ es to quesƟ on, to use ‘background’ 
knowledge and to make connecƟ ons in real life 
situaƟ ons with hands on experiences, which can 
help make learning memorable (Waite, 2015). 

It is widely recognised that learning in the 
outdoors provides opportuniƟ es for spontaneous 
curiosity, with children and young people asking 
quesƟ ons, connecƟ ng diff erent ideas, making 
decisions, working in groups or independently, 
appreciaƟ ng and incorporaƟ ng diff erent ideas 
and learning creaƟ vity (Mann et al., 2022). 
Outdoor learning builds self-awareness in children 
and young people, providing opportuniƟ es to 
demonstrate resilience and build confi dence 
as well as improving communicaƟ on, problem 
solving and criƟ cal thinking skills. The possibility of 
achieving such important qualiƟ es for learners in 
the 21st Century through outdoor learning were 
idenƟ fi ed in the Student Outcomes and Natural 
Schooling report (Malone & Waite, 2016). In their 
report, Malone and Waite idenƟ fi ed that the 
following desirable outcomes for young people 
could all be met through outdoor learning:  a 
happy and healthy body and mind, a sociable 
and confi dent person, a self-directed learner, an 
eff ecƟ ve contributor and an acƟ ve global ciƟ zen. 

These outcomes were used as key indicators 
of success for the Erasmus+ Natural Schooling 
project. The project provided the Ɵ me and 
opportunity opportunity for the partners to refl ect 
on their teaching and learning approaches, not 
only considering the requirements of the relevant 
educaƟ on systems but also the needs of pupils 
as 21st Century global ciƟ zens, enabling them 
to be ‘future ready’. It was found that during 
the course of the project, “self-directed learning 

Understand how to plan 
and teach in a way that 
develops learners’ capacity 
for critical thinking

1
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and creaƟ vity increased in nature, with teachers 
addiƟ onally being moƟ vated to undertake and 
share independent research into learning in 
nature” (Cuff e et al, 2023 p. 25).

By designing curriculum innovaƟ ons to regularly 
take the learning outdoors, partners in the 
Natural Schooling project provided children and 
young people with meaningful communicaƟ on 
opportuniƟ es. The Natural Schooling acƟ viƟ es 
used and applied informaƟ on and knowledge 
and allowed children to apply thinking and 
problem-solving skills, employing, developing and 
celebraƟ ng interpersonal skills, collaboraƟ on and 
team work. 

To make this an eff ecƟ ve process, the teachers:
• Set clear learning objecƟ ves, whilst 

acknowledging the incidental learning that 
would also take place 

• They modelled the tasks
• They monitored pupils as the children 

planned, acted upon, evaluated and made 
changes to their own learning 

• Provided clarifi caƟ on and encouragement for 
their pupils

Each Natural Schooling project provided an 
emoƟ onally rich experience, with opportuniƟ es 
and Ɵ me to refl ect on exisƟ ng and new learning, 
not just for children and young people but for 
the teachers too. Nurturing an awareness of 
exisƟ ng understanding and skills, which form the 
foundaƟ on of future learning, promotes self-
effi  cacy and metacogniƟ ve awareness, extending 
beyond knowing the ‘what’ of what has been 
learned, to understand ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘how 
well’ it has been learned. Being involved in 
deciding the steps to be taken along the way 
helped make this learning eff ecƟ ve for students. 
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Effective metacognitive skills are considered 
key for supporting learning (Whitebread et al., 
2007). By becoming more aware of how they 
learn, children and young people can become 
more effective and efficient learners (EEF, 
2021). 

MetacogniƟ on is someƟ mes referred to 
as ‘thinking about thinking’, but it can be 
considered much more complex than this. 
MetacogniƟ on is the ability to show awareness 
of, to refl ect on and eff ecƟ vely process one’s 
own learning and typically focuses on allowing 
the learner to take control of their own learning. 
MetacogniƟ on is recognised as a key tenet of 
successful learning, with a consistently high 
level of impact when used well, (EEF, 2021). It 
enables children and young people to become 
self-regulated and independent learners, acƟ vely 
engaged in their own learning experiences and 
making connecƟ ons to and building on previous 
learning, as considered on page 9.

Focus on metacognition 
and the impact of peer-to-
peer learning

2

Think piece: refl ecƟ ng on your own 
learning methods

Research has implicated peer-to-
peer and collaboraƟ ve working with 
the development of metacogniƟ on, 

as these methods encourage children to 
explain their thinking to others (Whitebread 
et al., 2007).

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Think back to a recent task that you had to 
do, perhaps a new task, or a task that had 
new elements to it, such as a craŌ  acƟ vity, 
or technical task. What thought processes 
did you go through to ensure the task as 
successfully achieved? 

Note these down. 

Did your thought processes look a
bit like this? 

• IntroducƟ on to the task. Have I done 
anything like this before? What exisƟ ng 
knowledge can I bring to this task? 

• What do I need to do to be successful 
in the task? What is my goal? What do I 
need to achieve? What am I being asked 
to do?

• Do I need help, or can anyone show me 
what to do, or tell me what to do? 

• StarƟ ng the task. Do I need more help 
or further instrucƟ on? How is it all 
going? Is the way I’m doing this the 
most eff ecƟ ve way? Do I need to do 
something diff erent? 

• CompleƟ ng the task. Refl ecƟ ng on how 
the task went and whether anything 
could have been done diff erently? How 
will did I do? What went well? 

This process refl ects the metacogniƟ ve skills 
that promote a posiƟ ve learning experience 
idenƟ fi ed by EEF (2021): 

1. AcƟ vaƟ ng prior knowledge, 
2. OrganisaƟ on, planning ahead and goal 

seƫ  ng, 
3. Guided pracƟ ce 
4. Independent pracƟ ce 
5. Refl ecƟ on and analysis.

Now think of a task where you worked 
with others. How did you approach it? Did 
you explain your thinking and discuss the 
best strategies? Consider the implicaƟ ons 
for collaboraƟ on in Natural Schooling for 
developing metacogniƟ ve skills in children 
and young people.
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Eff ecƟ ve teachers and pracƟ Ɵ oners regularly 
introduce and model metacogniƟ ve skills within 
the structure of a lesson. They may introduce 
the lesson with a reminder of or a connecƟ on 
to a piece of prior learning that encourages the 
children to bring to mind their exisƟ ng knowledge. 
This is followed by modelling, or demonstraƟ ng, 
the task oŌ en narraƟ ng the steps that are needed, 
so that their thought processes are clear to the 
students. Clear instrucƟ on of what is to be done 
next may follow with sequenƟ al manageable 
steps facilitaƟ ng the successful outcome of the 
acƟ vity for some students. AlternaƟ vely, students 
may tackle the task in groups, supporƟ ng each 
other in remembering necessary skills and 
knowledge and the steps in the modelling that 
they have seen. This again surfaces the thinking 
that underpins the task but also enables them to 
discuss possible alternaƟ ve strategies to achieve 

the same end. The compleƟ on of the acƟ vity is 
then frequently followed by a plenary session 
which off ers a further opportunity to refl ect on 
the processes, consolidate and celebrate new 
learning, reinforcing the links made and students’ 
achievements. 

Although being outdoors appears to increase 
the amount of discussion between peers and 
with adults (Richardson et al., 2023), this focus 
may not simply happen by ‘being outdoors’. 
Pedagogical approaches also play a part. In the 
next section, we consider the methods used 
in the Natural Schooling project to support 
metacognitive skills. How did the practitioners 
develop a metacognitive approach with their 
children, what did this practice look like and 
does it really differ from effective ‘indoor’ 
classroom teaching practice? 
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Although each partner developed different 
Natural Schooling curriculum innovations, 
the agreed common goal was to improve 
the engagement of young people with their 
education and nature by changing the social 
and physical context in which they learn. 

In all cases, a metacognitive approach to 
learning was taken in the Natural Schooling 
partnership. 
During the planning stage, teachers collaborated 
to design real life tasks and acƟ viƟ es. They 
oŌ en focused on solving real problems to allow 
opportuniƟ es for students’ criƟ cal thinking 
pracƟ ce. Suffi  cient Ɵ me was included to allow 
for refl ecƟ on on their learning and to engage 
in open-ended quesƟ oning. InteracƟ on was 
promoted amongst the children and young 
people to encourage collaboraƟ on and 
communicaƟ on. Tasks and acƟ viƟ es were 
planned that encouraged students to think for 
themselves about how their tasks could be 
achieved. 

Clear learning objectives were set. The teachers 
and practitioners helped the children and young 
people understand ‘where they were’ in their 
learning, and what they already knew that they 
could draw on to help them to achieve the 
tasks and activities.  The children and young 
people employed existing strategies with the 
teachers supporting them in developing other 
new strategies and skills as needed. There was 
the flexibility for children to adapt their own 
learning, by testing out different strategies, for 
example if things were not going to plan. 

As advocated in section two of this module (Key 
Element 3), the learning processes and methods 
included activating prior learning, receiving 
explicit instructions with modelling of the task 
or activity and guided practice. Scaffolding was 
provided where needed to support individual 
needs, but students had the opportunity for 
independent practice and evaluation.  

To engage the children and young people, 
suffi  cient appropriate levels of challenge were 
provided in the tasks and acƟ vity, and there 
were opportuniƟ es for sharing, collaboraƟ on, 
connecƟ on and building relaƟ onships in the 
tasks and acƟ viƟ es. The whole Natural Schooling 
innovaƟ on process was supporƟ ve, with children 
as well as teachers providing encouragement and 
praise, celebraƟ ng the outcomes of each session 
during Ɵ me for refl ecƟ on on their learning. 

Specifi c strategies used by teachers included: 
• Goal seƫ  ng, based on current abiliƟ es and 

aspiraƟ onal challenges.
• Think, pair, share. This is providing Ɵ me for 

individual thought to solve a problem or 
come up with an answer, and then partnering 
up to discuss possible soluƟ ons and their 
raƟ onale behind these, providing validaƟ on 
and reassurance, before sharing their agreed 
soluƟ on with the whole group or class. 

• Walk and talk. This was about creaƟ ng a 
posiƟ ve communicaƟ on environment by 
walking in nature, or in an outside space, 
reducing the pressure of providing the ‘right’ 
answer and encouraging longer dialogues. 

This last strategy, walking alongside a partner, 
shoulder-to-shoulder rather than face-to-
face promotes expressive language. It is a 
technique modelled during project training, 
and introduced by the project lead as a neutral, 
non-confrontaƟ onal posiƟ on that facilitates 
communicaƟ on. 

As part of training at the UK transnaƟ onal event 
delivered by UK partner Ellie Baker, a creaƟ ve and 
trauma-informed educaƟ onal psychotherapist, 
partners were introduced to the impact of 
sympatheƟ c nervous system (the ‘fi ght or fl ight’ 
response) and parasympatheƟ c (the ‘rest and 
digest’ response) and how being in nature can 
infl uence behaviours. It was explained how ‘walk 
and talk’ iniƟ ates the sympatheƟ c nervous system. 
As senses become more alert and heightened with 
exercise and with the brain in a more acƟ ve state 
due to increased blood fl ow to the brain, new 
ideas surface (Waxenbaum, 2022). 

Review of project 
teaching methods 

3
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‘Walk and talk’ may also be related to Kaplan’s 
AƩ enƟ on RestoraƟ on Theory (ART) (1989, revised 
in 1995) which was also introduced to the Natural 
Schooling project partners at the UK transnaƟ onal 
event training. 

According to ART theory, the process of 
restoraƟ on by being in nature, such as going for a 
walk in the woods, or even looking at nature out 
of window, provides a calming distracƟ on from 
concentraƟ on, with low-sƟ mulaƟ on, promoƟ ng an 
internal quietening, relaxaƟ on and restoraƟ on of 
the capacity for aƩ enƟ on (Ohly et al, 2016; Faber 
Taylor et al, 2009).

Researchers Rachel and Stephen Kaplan purport 
that Ɵ me in nature can help brains recover from 
stress and improves focus and aƩ enƟ on. Their 
theory suggests that the intense, focussed and 
‘directed’ aƩ enƟ on required by increasingly 
theoreƟ cal approaches to learning in schools, and 
the increase in ‘screen Ɵ me’, also needs some 
recovery Ɵ me, called a ‘process of restoraƟ on’, 
which can be used to prolong focus, or to recover 
from the intense process of learning in a classroom. 

Experimental research has also found that there 
is a strong link between exposure to natural 
environments and the reducƟ on of stress and 
mental faƟ gue implying that exposure to nature 
supports mental health and wellbeing (Berto, 2014). 

Example: walk and talk acƟ vity 
In this acƟ vity pupils walked with a partner 
around the school grounds and wider 
seƫ  ng, discussing provoking statements 
read from a card. These included ‘get to 
know you’ quesƟ ons, ethical dilemmas and 
discussing a fi lm or book. It was found that 
by walking and talking, longer and more 
‘meaningful’ conversaƟ ons and exchanges 
took place, compared to the same acƟ vity 
indoors  or in a classroom. 

Read about how this was done by the 
project partners from Sweden here: hƩ ps://
naturalschooling.eu/walk-and-talk/ 

AƩ enƟ on RestoraƟ on Theory

As we established in Key Element 1, 
being able to connect with nature 
has been shown to be important 
for physical and mental wellbeing 

and that spending Ɵ me outdoors in nature 
helps lower levels of anxiety, stress and 
depression in adults, children and young 
people.

Being immersed in the natural world 
engenders a sense of presence, mindfulness 
and peace, promoƟ ng calm and a regulaƟ on 
of emoƟ ons. 

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Perhaps you have a place that you go to 
clear your mind? 

Leave this module for a moment and fi nd a 
comfortable, safe place outside to sit, stand 
or lie down. Close your eyes take a few deep 
breaths, listen for your heart beat. 

Tune into the environment around you 
focusing on one sense at a Ɵ me…. feel the 
air in your hair and on your skin, the ground 
beneath you.. tune into the sounds around 
you … Breath deeply. Relax and let your 
mind soŌ en and become more aware of 
your senses… 

Open your eyes and look around you, taking 
a deep breath, allow your consciousness to 
resurface …… 

How do you feel? Why do you think this is? 
How does it relate to what you have read 
here? How might you use this in your own 
pracƟ ce? 

How does this acƟ vity extend your learning 
from Key Element 1? 
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Conclusion for Key Element 3
This Key Element refl ected on how metacogniƟ on 
underpinned much of the pracƟ ce developed 
by partners in the ‘Erasmus+ Natural Schooling 
Project; using curriculum innovaƟ on to improve 
student outcomes’, specifi cally focussing on the 
development of creaƟ ve and criƟ cal thinking in 
children and young people. 

The success of this project cannot be emphasised 
enough. The evaluaƟ on reports on the impact that 
adopƟ ng a Natural Schooling approach had, not 
just on the children and young people, but on the 
pracƟ Ɵ oners too, reporƟ ng “a considerable impact 
on teachers’ appreciaƟ on of the benefi ts and 
their students appeƟ te for more, with partners 
reporƟ ng increased enthusiasm for outdoor 
learning, an increase in the number of staff  willing 
to take their teaching outdoors and increased 
sharing of good pracƟ ce” (Cuff e et al., 2023 p. 16).   

A metacogniƟ ve approach, with structured 
teaching methods and engaging strategies that 
allow for self-directed learning in sƟ mulaƟ ng 
natural environments was associated with 
eff ecƟ ve learning.  MoƟ vaƟ onal engagement 
with nature underpins successful and memorable 
learning, and connecƟ ng learners with the world 
through the experienƟ al pedagogy of natural 
schooling was fundamental to the students’ 
learning. 

The project evaluaƟ on report can be found at
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu

Think piece: refl ecƟ on on learning 

Note down your responses to the 
following quesƟ ons:

• What knowledge did I already have that 
has been refreshed by this CPD? 

• How has this CPD developed my 
knowledge and understanding?  

• How can I apply what I now know to my 
pracƟ ce? 
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Key Element 4

1. InnovaƟ ng curriculum planning. 

2. PotenƟ al barriers to the successful 
implementaƟ on of a natural schooling 
project.

3. Problem-solving skills development 
through personal and organisaƟ onal 
acƟ on planning.

Guidance in curriculum 
design including problem 
solving to overcome 
barriers to change.

IntroducƟ on to Key Element 4

This module explores the development of a 
whole school Natural Schooling approach to 
using school grounds and nearby outdoor 
settings to augment and even re-purpose 
otherwise abstract (indoor) curriculum learning. 
The module reflects on and utilises practice 
developed by partners in the Erasmus+ Natural 
Schooling project and the findings from the 
Natural Schooling project evaluation report 
(Cuffe et al., 2023)

Key Element 4 comprises a series of curriculum 
planning components based on the experiences 
of the Natural Schooling project partners. 
These offer a framework for you to reflect 
on your own setting and policies. Questions 
and provocations will provide opportunities 
for problem solving and personal and 
organizational action planning. Potential 
barriers to adopting a Natural Schooling 
approach and how these might be overcome 
will be considered, with the aim of supporting 
the development of a Natural Schooling 
approach in your own setting.  

InternaƟ onally, curricula specify that children 
should learn about aspects of nature. This 
learning can occur in many contexts but where 
beƩ er to explore natural phenomena, to 
experience the phenology of living things, to 
spark excitement and curiosity and fascinaƟ on 
about the natural world than in nature itself? 
The purpose of the Natural Schooling project was 
to innovate the curriculum by taking the learning 
regularly outdoors to learn in, with and through 
nature. 

Through the Natural Schooling project, 
internaƟ onal partners innovated their 
curriculum. They planned, developed and 
delivered learning outdoors over a series 
of lessons. The lessons, which were linked 
to curriculum objecƟ ves and content, were 
intended to develop the knowledge and skills 
of the students and included assessment to 
measure the eff ecƟ veness of the lessons. For 
each lesson in the series, the partners noted 
any lesson preparaƟ on that was needed, the 
resources that were readily available or needed 
to be sourced, examined how new learning 
would link to previous learning in order to 
ensure progression of knowledge and skills, and 
considered any health and safety implicaƟ ons for 
the lesson in line with their seƫ  ng and naƟ onal 
requirements. 

Innovating curriculum 
planning

1
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Example: indoors or outdoors? 
The science objecƟ ve is, ‘Children can 
idenƟ fy and name a variety of plants and 
animals in their habitats’ (DfE, 2013 p. 
151). 

Rather than approaching this as an indoor 
classroom acƟ vity, you could take this 
objecƟ ve to an outdoor seƫ  ng, using 
technology as well as paper-based ID 
sheets, ID cards and dichotomous keys to 
idenƟ fy plants and animals, using apps 
and by taking digital photographs, or even 
by using movement sensor cameras to 
invesƟ gate a specifi c locaƟ on over Ɵ me or 
at night – to observe wildlife. 

You can see how this was done here: 
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu/wildlife-
camera-trapping/

The iniƟ al stages of the Natural Schooling project 
innovaƟ ons started with small, manageable 
acƟ viƟ es, progressing to wider and more creaƟ ve 
pracƟ ce as pracƟ Ɵ oner / learner knowledge and 
confi dence increased and barriers were overcome 
to promote teacher posiƟ vity about learning 
and teaching in nature. This process was led and 
supported by regular informaƟ on sharing and 
support, both informal and formal, as well as 
monitoring and reviewing pracƟ ce, as part of the 
project evaluaƟ on process. 

In introducing and developing change, strong 
leadership and vision is key, together with posiƟ ve 
stakeholder engagement in the process. It was 

noted by all partners that new iniƟ aƟ ves take Ɵ me 
and energy to deliver and that it was important 
to support others, to share ideas, to celebrate 
successes and to learn from experiences. This was 
facilitated through regular school-seƫ  ng meeƟ ngs 
and monthly project partner management 
meeƟ ngs, and transnaƟ onal events, introducing 
new learning, shared knowledge, fi ndings and 
methodology.  

In each seƫ  ng, project leaders idenƟ fi ed and 
uƟ lised the knowledge and skills of pracƟ Ɵ oners, 
curriculum specialists and / or teachers of specifi c 
year groups, adapƟ ng strategies and systems 
that already worked well in their seƫ  ngs to a 
Natural Schooling approach, not only aligning 
procedures, codes of conduct, assessment and 
learning outcomes to exisƟ ng pracƟ ces but 
providing the opportunity to refl ect on, widen 
and modify meaning and understanding. Partners 
did not seek to transform their schools in their 
enƟ rety but developed pilot projects (Natural 
Schooling curriculum innovaƟ ons) to evaluate and 
demonstrate how a Natural Schooling approach 
makes a diff erence to learners in diff erent 
contexts. Through this, the aspiraƟ on was that 
these pracƟ ces would gradually become adopted 
more widely in their schools, as occurred in the 
Natural ConnecƟ on demonstraƟ on project (Waite 
et al., 2016).

ExisƟ ng outdoor areas in the school seƫ  ngs 
and nearby spaces in nature, such as local parks 
and nearby rivers were idenƟ fi ed as suitable 
teaching and learning areas for Natural Schooling 
curriculum innovaƟ ons. Partners planned, 
developed and established their innovaƟ ons for 
those contexts. 

In the Natural Schooling project evaluaƟ on, 
school leaders reported increased enthusiasm 
and commitment for taking learning outdoors 
by teachers as the posiƟ ve eff ects on both staff  
wellbeing and student outcomes were realised. 
In each case, the project provided the wider 
school community with the inspiraƟ on to further 
the Natural Schooling approach. The result of 
individual acƟ ons, modelling and demonstraƟ ng 
‘new’ approaches to learning to colleagues 
within a seƫ  ng, achieved sustainable teaching 
and learning innovaƟ on. This demonstraƟ on of 
success led towards an emerging whole school 
approach, where all parts of the school begin 
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to work together in partnership with shared 
understanding between senior leaders, teachers 
and other school staff , and with the involvement 
of parents, carers and the wider community. 
This graduated approach supports a school 
community in developing specifi c knowledge 
and skills to support eff ecƟ ve teaching outdoors, 
establishes resource provision, and builds 
staff  communicaƟ on and support strategies. 
Curriculum innovaƟ on pilots essenƟ ally provided 
a framework to support planning for consistency 
and progression across the seƫ  ng and age ranges. 

Think piece: developing a Natural 
Schooling curriculum innovaƟ on  

A staged approach, as demonstrated 
in the Natural Schooling project, 
encourages collaboraƟ on and 

support over Ɵ me to build teacher 
confi dence. It also helps to create a 
shared understanding of the approach 
and purpose. The Nature Friendly Schools 
project (UK) concluded that a similar ‘whole 
school’ approach with the support of senior 
leaders, works most eff ecƟ vely to embed 
the impact of nature on pupils’ mental 
health and their learning ability in schooling 
(Cuff e et al., 2023).

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
So how might you innovate curriculum planning 
to adopt a Natural Schooling approach? 

1. Review your medium term planning 
and talk to your colleagues about how 
elements of the learning can be made 
more meaningful by adopƟ ng a Natural 
Schooling approach. What opportuniƟ es 
are there for linking learning across the 
curriculum? 

2. Decide on the curriculum area that you 
want to enrich or enhance by taking 
the learning outdoors, considering the 
curriculum intent of the key objecƟ ve/s. 

3. Refl ect on how learning for this 
objecƟ ve can be enhanced, by using and 
applying learning knowledge and skills, 
in an outdoor seƫ  ng. 

4. Consider where, outdoors, would be 
best to achieve the learning objecƟ ve. 

Think piece: planning an acƟ vity  

In the Natural ConnecƟ ons 
demonstraƟ on project (Waite et 
al., 2016), teachers found it iniƟ ally 
challenging to link curriculum 

objecƟ ves with opportuniƟ es outside the 
classroom. Later in the project, teachers 
had become more confi dent but sƟ ll felt 
that they someƟ mes lacked the Ɵ me to do 
this. For this reason, Lambert, Roberts and 
Waite (2020) wrote a series of books, The 
NaƟ onal Curriculum Outdoors, to provide 
a springboard of fully planned sets of 
progressions for embedding outdoor learning 
in the primary curriculum. The lesson plans 
in those books can off er a useful template 
to prompt thinking about things to consider 
when taking learning outside.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce: 
• Having decided on the objecƟ ve that 

you want to take outdoors, list the 
resources you will need for the acƟ vity, 
given the size of your group of class. 

• How will you organise your acƟ vity to 
implement the learning, e.g. group sizes, 
individual needs and adult support? 

• Now consider how you will record the 
learning (e.g. using cameras) and how 
you will assess the impact that this 
lesson has had on the learning intent. 

• Will your objecƟ ve be covered as a 
‘one off ’ experience or can you create 
a series of lessons that build on exisƟ ng 
and new knowledge (and skills) that can 
be delivered outdoors? 

• Following the lesson, consider addiƟ onal 
resources, to facilitate an outdoor 
learning approach, including the 
development of your school grounds or 
seƫ  ng (see appendix four). 
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Think piece: reviewing other lesson 
plans as inspiraƟ on   

As menƟ oned previously, using 
exisƟ ng outdoor learning lesson 
plans can provide a wonderful 

springboard for your own creaƟ vity and 
ensure that key aspects are not overlooked. 
You know your own seƫ  ng beƩ er than 
anyone and can adapt more generic ideas to 
your parƟ cular context.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Visit the Natural Schooling website hƩ ps://
naturalschooling.eu/lesson-plans/ and 
review the lesson plans that are available. 

Further lesson plan examples for English, Art 
and Design can be viewed here hƩ ps://bit.
ly/2BVSHG5 as a free e-book or by visiƟ ng 
hƩ ps://naƟ onalcurriculumoutdoors.com/
naƟ onal-curriculum-books and clicking on 
the link for the Year 3 book.

Choose one of the lesson plans and 
consider: 
• How does the outdoor seƫ  ng enhance, 

extend or reinforce the learning 
intenƟ on?

• How is progression evidenced?   
• What would you keep the same? What 

would you change and why? 
• At the end of Key Element 2, you 

considered how you might deliver 
curriculum based environmental and 
sustainability educaƟ on outdoors. What 
outdoor spaces and areas were used in 
the lesson plans? What opportuniƟ es do 
the spaces off er for learning in, about 
and through nature? 

• Review your mind map from page 25 
about possible learning areas.
Can you add to this map?

Useful further reading about the raƟ onale 
behind teaching outdoors, assessment, 
inclusive pracƟ ce, health and safety 
outdoors from:

Chapters 1,2 and 3 of Bloomsbury’s NaƟ onal 
Curriculum Outdoors (2020) year 3 book can 
also be viewed here hƩ ps://bit.ly/2BVSHG5
as a free e-book

or by visiƟ ng hƩ ps://
naƟ onalcurriculumoutdoors.com/naƟ onal-
curriculum-books and clicking on the link for 
the Year 3 book. Other useful free resources 
are included in the fi nal appendices for this 
training course.  



Think piece: teaching and learning 
policies and implicit values   

Policy documents refl ect the 
ethos, values and prioriƟ es of a 
school. They are the public face of 

every school’s idenƟ ty and as such need 
to represent that school community and 
how it wants to act and be seen. They are 
also criƟ cal working documents to inform 
the teaching, learning, environment and 
behaviours of members of the school 
community.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Take the Ɵ me to revise and refl ect on your 
seƫ  ng’s policy for teaching and learning. 

• What key messages are conveyed by this 
document? 

• How might these key points apply to 
approach where the teaching is taken 
outdoors to enhance, develop, promote 
or iniƟ ate learning using a Natural 
Schooling approach?  

• Within the document are there any 
potenƟ al barriers to adopƟ ng a Natural 
Schooling approach? If so, how might 
these be overcome? 

Major barriers to outdoor learning include fi nding 
Ɵ me within busy Ɵ metables, curriculum demands, 
educaƟ onal systems focused on accountability and 
performaƟ vity and a lack of teacher confi dence 
(Waite et al, 2016; Marchant, 2019). However, 
as stated in the Natural Schooling handbook, 
Natural Schooling is an approach, a way of using 
curriculum Ɵ me diff erently with subjects such as 
maths, geography, languages, music, art or science 
being taught outside in the natural environment. 
Teaching and learning in nature need not take 
Ɵ me away from curriculum subjects.

The Natural Schooling project sought Ʃ o innovate 
the curriculum in order to improve student 
outcomes by learning in, about and through 
nature, but some barriers to the implementaƟ on 
of Natural Schooling were idenƟ fi ed in the project 
evaluaƟ on report. 

Introducing a new approach to established 
pracƟ ce, in this case taking the learning outdoors, 
presented a risk, perhaps creaƟ ng an element of 
uncertainty by challenging or quesƟ oning pracƟ ce 
that might have been done ‘well’ for long periods, 
and which was wriƩ en into policy. 

Policies refl ect the core values of a school or 
organisaƟ on and ensure that values, rules, 
regulaƟ ons, and procedures are applied 
consistently across a school or organizaƟ on. They 
set out the expectaƟ ons, roles and responsibiliƟ es 
of the school community, guiding behaviour and 
provision for students, staff , parents and carers 
and governors.  This is why we drew aƩ enƟ on to 
values-led educaƟ on in Key Element 1. 

Potential barriers to the 
successful implementation of 
a natural schooling project

2
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Schools in the Natural Schooling project faced 
this same process to incorporate a new approach 
to teaching and learning within their policy 
guidelines. The following secƟ on explains how 
a Natural Schooling approach can be iniƟ ated, 
developed and led in order to overcome barriers 
to implementaƟ on. 

In the Natural Schooling partnership, some 
seƫ  ngs had established outdoor learning 
pracƟ ce and others were very new to such 
an approach, but they all held in common a 
commitment to improving educaƟ onal outcomes 
for their students, a commitment to overcoming 
disadvantage and a commitment to the Erasmus+ 
process of collaboraƟ on. 

The importance of collaboraƟ on is noted in the 
Natural Schooling project evaluaƟ on report, 
which recommends that school wishing to adopt 
a Natural Schooling approach should: 
“Work collaboraƟ vely across the whole school 
with the support of senior leaders to ensure 
that innovaƟ ons are recognised, valued and 
embedded within the school culture.” (Cuff e et 
al., 2023 p. 26).

Leadership and the extent to which school 
leaders themselves were involved in and 
commiƩ ed to the Natural Schooling projects 
emerged as a key factor to the successful 
implementaƟ on of the innovaƟ ons. Head 
Teachers and leaders of the European partner 
schools were all involved in some capacity, and 
aƩ ended some, if not all, of the transnaƟ onal 
events. The evaluaƟ on report noted the impact 
of leadership, both at a hands-on and strategic 
level, in smoothing the introducƟ on of the new 
approaches.

Barriers idenƟ fi ed by the Natural Schooling 
project partners included: 

• Lack of outdoor and science equipment for 
everyday outdoor lessons

• Engaging the other teachers that were not 
directly involved in the project in outdoor 
learning

• Inconsistences in support for staff  involved in 
the project, coupled with very Ɵ ght staffi  ng 
levels 

• And in one case, no outside space at all, 
necessitaƟ ng the need to travel to access 
outdoor spaces with implicaƟ ons for minibus 
and staffi  ng availability

Each of these barriers were overcome by 
creaƟ ve problem solving and a commitment to 
the natural schooling approach, and partners 
adapted to their circumstances, learning to do 
much with very liƩ le. 

Think piece: consider barriers to 
taking learning outdoors    

Waite (2020, p.15) found that 
‘the most signifi cant barriers 
internaƟ onally appeared to be linked 

to teacher training, and how confi dent staff  
were in working outside and in linking the 
curriculum to outdoor acƟ viƟ es.’ 

This training programme was designed to 
help address these concerns. 

However, the eff ect of these barriers will vary 
from seƫ  ng to seƫ  ng and so it is important 
to be clear about what gets in the way of 
taking more learning outside the classroom 
in your parƟ cular case. 

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
• What barriers prevent you from 

delivering more of the curriculum outside 
of the classroom? 

• Review the mind map you created 
earlier. Consider the outdoor spaces and 
areas you already have in your seƫ  ng to 
deliver learning outdoors using a Natural 
Schooling approach to improve pupil 
outcomes. 

• IdenƟ fy possible barriers to using these 
outside spaces. 

• Now for each barrier, state how these 
could be overcome. 

• What factors limit the number of sessions 
you can deliver outdoors?

• What support do you need to further 
embed learning outside the classroom 
into your teaching pracƟ ce?
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Another concern that was idenƟ fi ed by partners in 
the natural schooling project was how to evidence 
the learning that takes place as ‘there will be no 
books to mark’ (Sweden partner). 

Partners in the project noted that established 
strategies and systems used to monitor, gather 
evidence and evaluate curricular progress worked 
well their curriculum innovaƟ ons. However, 
recording the wider learning from the Natural 
Schooling ‘invesƟ gaƟ ve or enquiry led’ approach, 
such as improved communicaƟ on, improved 
teamwork, shared learning experiences and 
deeper engagement with the curriculum, proved 
more of a challenge to evidence and was recorded 
primarily through teacher observaƟ ons. Teacher 
voice provided qualitaƟ ve data of engagement 
and moƟ vaƟ on as well as learning, but teachers 
also sought the views of the learners themselves. 
Project leaders collated and analysed this wider 
informaƟ on to provide evidence of the impact on 
outcomes for children and young people, not only 
for the purposes of the project evaluaƟ on, but to 
plan for future innovaƟ on. 

Think piece: evaluaƟ ng pracƟ ce    

‘If I read a book then I can take a test 
but if I read nature how do I show 
what I learned?’ (Sweden partner)

Assessment and evaluaƟ on can be 
challenging outside the classroom, or at least 
are someƟ mes perceived to be, but there 
are techniques that work very well in natural 
contexts, such as documentaƟ on by photos 
or via subsequent links to classroom work.

See Waite, RuƩ er, Fowle & Edwards-Jones 
(2015) for some ideas from case studies.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Consider: 
• What is the purpose of gathering 

evidence of impact and progress? 
• How will you measure the impact of 

your acƟ viƟ es? 
• How can learning be evidenced and 

recorded in the outdoors? 

Useful further reading about assessment in 
the outdoors from:

Chapter 2 of Bloomsbury’s NaƟ onal 
Curriculum Outdoors (2020) year 3 book, 
can be viewed here hƩ ps://bit.ly/2BVSHG5 
as a free e-book

or by visiƟ ng hƩ ps://
naƟ onalcurriculumoutdoors.com/naƟ onal-
curriculum-books and clicking on the link for 
the Year 3 book. 

Other useful free resources are included in 
the fi nal appendices for this training course.  
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AcƟ on 1: developing a values-
led approach to whole school 
change. 

As we have established in Key 
Element 1 and this Key Element 4, a values-
led whole-school approach ensures that 
the school community is commiƩ ed to 
the proposed innovaƟ ons and this shared 
commitment will support successful 
change.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Consider how you would answer the 
following quesƟ ons: 

• How can you apply exisƟ ng strategies 
and systems that are already working 
well to a wider, outdoor seƫ  ng? 

• How can you align or adapt exisƟ ng 
codes of conduct, assessment and 
learning outcomes to outdoor pracƟ ce? 

• When, how and with whom, can you 
share your raƟ onale and ideas for 
taking the curriculum outdoors, in, with 
and through nature?

AcƟ on 2: acƟ on for innovaƟ on 
and curriculum change. 

In this Key Element you 
have read examples of how 

curriculum innovaƟ on and change were 
planned and delivered. Now consider how 
you will develop your own curriculum 
innovaƟ on. 

Applying theory in pracƟ ce 
• Review the learning points from 

the mind maps you have created in 
this training. Where in your seƫ  ng 
can you take the learning outdoors? 
Which subjects do you feel off er the 
most meaningful potenƟ al to improve 
student outcomes? 

• Review your medium term planning 
to see where enhancement and 
enrichment can take place within your 
units of study. 

• How will you ensure that children’s 
knowledge and skill are built 
appropriately across the key stages and 
age groups?
An example of how this can be done 
is demonstrated in Bloomsbury’s 
NaƟ onal Curriculum Outdoors 
(Lambert et al., 2020) series for 
teachers. A free medium term plan 
can be downloaded from hƩ ps://
naƟ onalcurriculumoutdoors.com 

• How can the lesson plans and ideas 
from the Natural Schooling website 
hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu be 
incorporated into exisƟ ng planning? 

Use the answers to these quesƟ ons to 
create long, medium and short-term acƟ on 
plans. Who needs to take acƟ on and when 
will this be done by? 

The Natural Schooling project confi rmed that 
delivering the curriculum outdoors came with 
a variety of challenges, many of which could be 
overcome with creaƟ ve problem solving. 

In this Key Element you have refl ected upon 
possible barriers to change. 

What are your next steps to introduce a Natural 
Schooling approach to your pracƟ ce?

Now is the Ɵ me to plan for acƟ on to support whole 
school change. 

Problem-solving skills 
development through 
personal and organisational 
action planning

3



Conclusion for Key Element 4 
In this key module you explored the development 
of a Natural Schooling approach - learning in, 
about and through nature. 
Illustrated by the examples of the Natural 
Schooling project partners, the module explored 
how curriculum innovaƟ on might be planned in 
the context of your own seƫ  ng, through refl ecƟ ng 
on policies. 

This Key Element has also shown how providing 
the opportunity for problem solving and personal 
and organisaƟ onal acƟ on planning can help 
overcome potenƟ al barriers, to promote the 
development of a Natural Schooling approach in 
your own seƫ  ng.  

AcƟ on 3: developing a team 
commitment. 

Project leaders idenƟ fi ed 
and uƟ lised the knowledge 

and skills of pracƟ Ɵ oners, curriculum 
specialists and / or teachers to build 
teacher confi dence and develop a wider 
commitment to outdoor learning.

• Conduct a staff  audit to fi nd out who 
has a parƟ cular interest in, passion for 
or experƟ se in outdoor learning. Who 
is confi dent, who is less so? 

• Consider the support you need to 
adopt a Natural Schooling approach 
and how this might be facilitated.   

Think piece: refl ecƟ on on learning 

Note down your responses to the 
following quesƟ ons:

• What knowledge did I already have that 
has been refreshed by this CPD? 

• How has this CPD developed my 
knowledge and understanding?

• How can I apply what I now know to my 
pracƟ ce? 
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Key Element 5

1. Refl ecƟ on on how to plan outdoor 
acƟ viƟ es. 

2. Risk assessment and health and safety 
guidance.

3. CommunicaƟ on with colleagues, parents 
and outside organisaƟ ons. 

4. Developing leadership and responsibility 
in young people.

Developing skills in 
planning and managing 
outdoor learning including 
health and safety and risk 
management.

IntroducƟ on to Key Element 5
In this Key Element, pracƟ Ɵ oners refl ect on 
planning acƟ viƟ es within their own seƫ  ng. They 
consider the exisƟ ng resources off ered by their 
seƫ  ng, and how these can be eff ecƟ vely uƟ lised 
for the provision of outdoor learning lessons. 
The module reports on the pracƟ ce developed 
by partners in the Erasmus+ Natural Schooling 
project and the fi ndings of the project evaluaƟ on 
report, as inspiraƟ on.

The health and safety aspect of outdoor learning 
is considered, as well as suggesƟ ons to promote 
communicaƟ on between colleagues, parents and 
outside organisaƟ ons.  

The Key Element concludes by asking pracƟ Ɵ oners 
to refl ect on how a Natural Schooling approach 
can be used to promote leadership and 
responsibility in children and young people with 
examples from the Natural Schooling project, of 
how this can be done in pracƟ ce. 

As noted in Key Element 3, one key diff erence 
when learning outdoors is the wider outcomes 
for children, not only in terms of their health and 
wellbeing but oŌ en in that they will learn much 
more than the planned objecƟ ve, as natural 
environments provide opportuniƟ es to learn in 
more creaƟ ve and unpredicted ways. 
In Key Element 4, you discovered how project 
partners planned and delivered their curriculum 
innovaƟ ons, overcoming potenƟ al barriers, 
building teacher confi dence over Ɵ me and 
improving the engagement of their learners.  You 
also refl ected on what this might look like in your 
own seƫ  ng. 

Now we look at ways you can plan acƟ viƟ es that 
improve student outcomes with a series of ‘top 
Ɵ ps’ from the Natural Schooling project partners, 
themselves.  

Refl ection on how to plan 
outdoor activities 

1

Top Ɵ p 1: start with what you 
have and are familiar with. 

When planning, try to design 
acƟ viƟ es that many of the children can 
do without adult support, either with a 
partner or in a small group. As well as 
promoƟ ng posiƟ ve learning behaviours, 
such as self-directed learning and 
independence, this mode of learning also 
facilitates observaƟ on of the children 
working together and will allow you 
to assess their social skills, learning 
behaviours and milestones in their 
learning. 
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Top Ɵ p 2: organising your
outdoor lessons. 

Although curriculum lessons 
outdoors may be structured similarly 
to an indoor lesson, they do require 
thorough organisaƟ on, such as having your 
resources outside or ready to take with 
you, as it can be diffi  cult to return indoors 
to collect something you have forgoƩ en 
and maintain appropriate supervision. 
In addiƟ on, some elements of learning 
outdoors diff er from classroom-based 
lessons, such as considering health and 
safety guidelines for spaces outside the 
school building. However, any necessary 
protocols will be similar to managing 
outdoor play or physical educaƟ on sessions 
and once a risk assessment for outdoor 
learning has been done, it becomes 
straighƞ orward to follow a similar process 
for any new situaƟ ons.  

Top Ɵ p 4: be adaptable.
 

Don’t be afraid to try out new 
ideas. AŌ er each session, refl ect on the 
learning that has taken place, not just 
for the children but also on your own 
learning. What went well? What will you 
do again? What will you do diff erently? 
What resources might be useful to have 
next Ɵ me? Was the curriculum intent 
achieved? What else was learnt?  This 
process will enable you to adapt plans to 
capitalise on the successes that you have 
noted and to improve aspects that have 
not worked so well.

Top Ɵ p 3: managing behaviour 
expectaƟ ons outdoors. 

Seƫ  ng the expectaƟ ons of 
behaviour in the outdoor classroom or 
learning area is another important aspect 
to consider. Establish regular, predictable 
and rouƟ ne pracƟ ces that set down the 
expectaƟ ons of children when learning in 
the natural environment. 

This might include having a regular place 
or learning space, or base from which to 
start and fi nish the lesson outdoors. This 
establishes a learning base from which to 
introduce (or reintroduce) the purpose 
of the lesson and to conclude the lesson 
by talking about what has been learnt. 
AlternaƟ vely, conducƟ ng a knowledge-
based lesson indoors, as an introducƟ on, 
before going outdoors to explore the 
learning in a more experienƟ al, pracƟ cal 
way.  

Top Ɵ p 5: what spaces
can I use?  

ConsideraƟ on of the spaces you 
have available for outdoor learning is a 
key factor. As part of the Natural Schooling 
project innovaƟ ons, partners explored 
their outdoor spaces, evaluaƟ ng the 
potenƟ al for experienƟ al learning. 

ConducƟ ng an audit of available spaces 
for outdoor learning can idenƟ fy natural 
resources found in your seƫ  ng that can 
be adapted or innovated and used to 
create memorable exciƟ ng and sƟ mulaƟ ng 
lessons outdoors … they are free! 

As you will have seen in Key Element 4, 
idenƟ fying and mapping trees and plants 
using mobile apps and idenƟ fi caƟ on 
sheets, surveying fauna (perhaps using 
moƟ on-acƟ vated cameras to record visiƟ ng 
wildlife) taking photographs and observing 
change over Ɵ me (seasonal changes), using 
natural materials for artwork or looking 
for foraging opportuniƟ es then making 
sƟ nging neƩ le soup or wild garlic pesto, 
can be undertaken by children and young 
people themselves as part of meaningful 
environmental and sustainability lessons. 
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Think piece: developing your local 
natural learning environment

There is evidence that access to 
green spaces is crucial in reducing 
health inequaliƟ es (White et al., 

2018) and that improving school grounds 
is one way of ensuring a more equitable 
access point to natural environments 
(Askerlund et al., 2022). 

Applying theory in pracƟ ce: conducƟ ng a 
seƫ  ng baseline audit of your seƫ  ng
1. What outdoor spaces and areas do you 

already have in your seƫ  ng to deliver 
learning outdoors using a Natural 
Schooling approach?

2. Revisit your mind maps from earlier Key 
Elements, to explore how the curriculum 
might be enhanced by using your 
outside spaces. 

3. Conduct an audit of your school grounds 
to idenƟ fy ‘all’ spaces that could be used 
in a Natural Schooling approach (in, with 
and through nature) including ‘out of 
bounds’ places. 

4. For each area, make a mindmap 
showing how it might be used linking to 
curricular subjects and objecƟ ves. 

5. Discuss the use of your spaces for 
outdoor learning with a colleague. Can 
you work together to share ideas for 
these? 

Think piece: ‘safe’ pracƟ ce from a 
personal perspecƟ ve 

Risk aversion in many parts of the 
developed world is considered by 
some commentators to be sƟ fl ing 

children’s childhoods (Furedi, 2006; Gill, 
2007).

• Write down quesƟ ons and doubts that 
you have relaƟ ng to safety in relaƟ on to 
outdoor learning.

• How do these concerns diff er from 
exisƟ ng pracƟ ces within your seƫ  ng? 

• How might these be overcome? 
• What policies and pracƟ ces do you 

already have in your seƫ  ng that might 
be adopted (or modifi ed) for use in 
an outdoor seƫ  ng, to answer these 
quesƟ ons? 

Barriers to taking learning outdoors include levels 
of teacher confi dence, including anxiety about 
children’s exposure to risk. But what is risk and 
why is risk aversion such a barrier to adopƟ ng a 
Natural Schooling approach? 

Exposure to well-managed risks not only educates 
children and young people about risk and its 
management, but it also enables exciƟ ng and 
memorable learning experiences to take place. 

Risk assessment and health 
and safety guidance

2



45Key Element 5 Training Module

Think piece: reviewing seƫ  ng 
policies and pracƟ ces

As noted in Key Element 1 about 
value-led policy formulaƟ on, it is 
important to align values with policy 

documents that will guide acƟ ons within 
the school community. Carefully thought 
out, balanced and well-considered health 
and safety policies are the foundaƟ on for 
safe outdoor learning and will support, 
indeed encourage, the adopƟ on of Natural 
Schooling approaches. 

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
assessing policies 
Refl ect on your own seƫ  ng. 
• Are policies up to date? 
• Are staff , children, parents and outside 

organizaƟ ons fully aware of the risk 
assessments and protocols?

What acƟ ons do you need to take as a result 
of answering these quesƟ ons?

Applying theory in pracƟ ce: assessing risk
• Make a list of potenƟ al risks that might 

be present when learning outdoors in 
your seƫ  ng.

• For each risk, note acƟ ons that can be 
taken to minimize those risks. 

It is important to follow current health and safety 
guidance set out in your seƫ  ng policies. On a 
school site, this might include the lead pracƟ Ɵ oner 
having working knowledge of fi rst aid procedures 
and access to a qualifi ed fi rst aider. If working 
away from the seƫ  ng, this might include ensuring 
appropriate fi rst aid provision, considering staffi  ng 
raƟ os, pupil ages and needs, locaƟ on and planned 
acƟ viƟ es.

Risk Assessments (or Risk Benefi t Assessments, 
someƟ mes also referred to as Analysis) enable 
acƟ viƟ es to proceed safely. Such assessments 
focus not just on the risks of the acƟ vity, but on 
the benefi ts of the acƟ vity.
By providing clear instrucƟ ons and seƫ  ng clear 
expectaƟ ons, pracƟ Ɵ oners can raise awareness, 
inform parƟ cipants of and negate potenƟ al risk 
and enable pracƟ Ɵ oners to prevent injury through 
good organizaƟ on and preparaƟ on. 

Good communicaƟ on is key. It is important to 
inform and remind all parƟ cipants about potenƟ al 
hazards and risks, to educate the group about risk 
and how to work and play safely. 

Ensuring that policies, procedures and risk 
assessments are up-to-date and adopted is also 
important, as these will idenƟ fy measures taken to 
ensure the safety of any acƟ vity being undertaken. 
Such measures might include: 

• Ensuring everyone is wearing clothing 
appropriate for the weather and acƟ vity.

• AdapƟ ng or changing the acƟ vity, or Ɵ ming of 
the acƟ vity, if necessary.

• AdapƟ ng or changing the locaƟ on of the 
acƟ vity (e.g. avoiding trees in windy weather).

• Considering whether adaptaƟ ons or 
modifi caƟ ons to the acƟ vity need to be made 
for some children. 

• That pracƟ Ɵ oner training has been provided 
where necessary.

• Ensuring that equipment and resources are 
readily available and in good condiƟ on and 
training has been given in its use, where 
needed.

• That suffi  cient people are in place to ensure 
the acƟ viƟ es are most eff ecƟ ve. 

Useful further reading about health and 
safety outdoors from:

Chapter 3 of Bloomsbury’s NaƟ onal 
Curriculum Outdoors (Lambert et al, 2020) 
year 3 book including tool use and fi re 
lighƟ ng, can be viewed here hƩ ps://bit.
ly/2BVSHG5 as a free e-book

or by visiƟ ng hƩ ps://naƟ onalcurriculumout-
doors.com/naƟ onal-curriculum-books and 
clicking on the link for the Year 3 book. Oth-
er useful sources are included in the fi nal 
appendices for this training course. 
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Working and playing in nature or outdoor spaces 
off ers children the opportunity to strengthen 
their communicaƟ on skills (Cuff e et al., 2023). It 
provides a chance to interact and collaborate with 
others in an environment where skills such as 
negoƟ aƟ on, cooperaƟ on, listening, respecƟ ng the 
views of others, problem solving and teamwork 
and leadership can be pracƟ ced, boosƟ ng 
confi dence, social skills and moƟ vaƟ on, as well as 
providing opportuniƟ es to use and apply specifi c 
vocabulary, knowledge and understanding as 
children enthusiasƟ cally share their discoveries 
(CfL, 2017). 

In secƟ on 2 of this Key Element, you considered 
the importance of communicaƟ ng and adopƟ ng 
policies and procedures. Clear communicaƟ on 
with staff  colleagues, children, parents and other 
organisaƟ ons within schools is important, to 
ensure consistency, avoid misunderstandings and 
to build and maintain relaƟ onships.  ‘Sharing’, 
‘understanding’ and ‘meaning’ are three 
components of good communicaƟ on that help 
to construct eff ecƟ ve teams through, shared and 
mutual understanding. 

CommunicaƟ on within a seƫ  ng will range 
from more formal staff  meeƟ ngs to informal 
conversaƟ ons during the day. CommunicaƟ ng 
eff ecƟ vely, sharing knowledge and experiences 
can enhance understanding. It can also provoke 
informed responses and supporƟ ve suggesƟ ons 
when innovaƟ ng new experiences and 
approaches. 

Communication with 
colleagues, parents and 
outside organisations 

3
Example: eff ecƟ ve communicaƟ on
in pracƟ ce  

The Natural Schooling project handbook 
and project evaluaƟ on report (Cuff e et al., 
2023) provided evidence that:  

• When planning to use a shared 
outdoors area for learning, teachers 
checked Ɵ metabling and use of shared 
equipment and space to avoid possible 
confl ict or confusion, negoƟ aƟ ng 
when the space and equipment or 
areas of the space could be used. In 
one case this included the use of a 
minibus to access an area of woodland 
(designated outdoor space). 

• Teachers planned collaboraƟ vely and 
shared the outcomes of the lessons 
both during formal teacher meeƟ ngs 
and informally in the staff room. 
IdenƟ fying and sharing experƟ se 
impacted posiƟ vely on teacher 
knowledge, as well as improving 
engagement and health and well being 
outcomes for both teachers and the 
children.  

• CommunicaƟ on with parents and 
carers included newsleƩ ers, social 
media posts, website blogs, providing 
clear details of new iniƟ aƟ ves and 
expectaƟ ons, such as requesƟ ng 
appropriate outdoor clothing to ensure 
outdoor learning was a comfortable 
and safe acƟ vity. 

• At a management level, increasing 
the frequency of the management 
meeƟ ngs from termly to monthly 
supported collecƟ ve responsibility. 
More frequent meeƟ ngs and social 
interacƟ ons, improved monitoring 
of engagement, Ɵ meliness of all 
interacƟ ons and acƟ ons needed for the 
project. 
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As previous modules have shown, being in and 
learning in, about and through nature builds 
curiosity, confi dence, enthusiasm, knowledge, 
understanding and meaning for both children 
and adults alike. Children and young people enjoy 
‘fi rst hand’ experiences outdoors and developing 
a connecƟ on to nature can infl uence future life and 
work choices, providing the moƟ vaƟ on to be healthy, 
confi dent and successful learners and responsible 
‘global’ ciƟ zens (Malone & Waite, 2016). 

The promoƟ on of skills of leadership and 
responsibility are part of eff ecƟ ve outdoor learning 
as they underpin several desirable outcomes. 
As shown throughout this training, natural 
schooling off ers the opportunity for:  

• Eff ecƟ ve communicaƟ on, negoƟ aƟ ng, turn 
taking and sharing ideas.  

• Decision making, by considering diff erent 
opƟ ons or soluƟ ons. 

• Planning, by knowing the aim of what you 
want to achieve or create, and organizing 
ideas into a plan for acƟ on.

• Problem solving, looking at all available 
opƟ ons to fi nd a soluƟ on. There might be 
many aƩ empts before a successful conclusion, 
also building resilience. 

• Teamwork, working with others, cooperaƟ ng 
together to achieve a common goal.

• Being enthusiasƟ c and moƟ vaƟ ng others to 
try something new or diff erent by encouraging 
acƟ ons and words. 

• Recognising the achievements of others 
and gaining the admiraƟ on, recogniƟ on and 
respect of others. 

All of the above might be considered key 
leadership skills. Leadership allows children 
and young people to have control and to make 
things happen. By enabling children and young 
people to value and accept others’ strengths 
and preferences and by promoƟ ng skills such as 
cooperaƟ on, negoƟ aƟ on and communicaƟ on 
through problem solving and decision-making 
processes, children and young people learn to 
recognise and appreciate achievements of others 
as well as personal competences.

A Natural Schooling project recommendaƟ on is 
that schools wishing to adopt a Natural Schooling 
approach should:

“Share their ideas and pracƟ ce within their school 
and across other schools, both within their country 
and internaƟ onally; being part of a bigger project 
seems to support commitment and ambiƟ on.”
(Cuff e et al., 2023 p. 26)

Developing leadership and 
responsibility in young 
people

4

Think piece: reviewing the impact 
of communicaƟ on  

Recent large-scale outdoor learning 
projects, such as the Nature Friendly 
Schools programme and the Natural 

ConnecƟ ons demonstraƟ on project, affi  rm 
the importance of excellent communicaƟ on 
between stakeholders in order to help 
successful uptake of Natural Schooling 
approaches. 

Providing clear guidance and support will 
enable you and your colleagues to make 
eff ecƟ ve use of the outdoor environment as 
a context for teaching and learning. 
How might this be best facilitated? 

Applying theory in pracƟ ce:
Refl ecƟ ng on your own seƫ  ng, make a 
list of the range of formal and informal 
communicaƟ on opportuniƟ es that are 
available to you. 

These might include planned or informal, 
face-to-face (or virtual), wriƩ en (digital or 
paper). 

They might be for your students, colleagues 
and parents or outside agencies. 
You can use the following headings to 
support your list: 

Who is it for?              Why                How

Which of these would be the most eff ecƟ ve 
in your seƫ  ng, to communicate a new 
approach or curriculum innovaƟ on?
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Think piece: leadership through 
Natural Schooling approaches  

Kurt Hahn was a founding partner 
in the Outward Bound movement 
off ering chances for leadership 

development in young people through 
learning through experience oŌ en involving 
challenging expediƟ ons. However, Natural 
Schooling can help insƟ l similar leadership 
qualiƟ es closer to home.

Applying theory in pracƟ ce: capturing the 
views of children and young people about 
leadership 

During the plenary of an outdoor learning 
acƟ vity, ask the children to consider the 
qualiƟ es and aƩ ributes of a good or poor 
leader:
1. Collect leaves from the area and use 

permanent marker to write qualiƟ es 
and aƩ ributes of a bad or good leader 
on each leaf (one quality / aƩ ribute 
per leaf). These might include, bossy, 
unreliable, unfair or good speaker, 
confi dent, good listener. 

2. ScaƩ er and share the leaves in a small 
area, then encourage the children to 
choose aƩ ributes that they feel describe 
themselves – allowing for partner talk 
Ɵ me to discuss these, and the reasons 
for their choices. 

3. The children choose again to fi nd an 
aƩ ribute/s that they would like to aspire to.

4. Discuss who might have displayed the 
posiƟ ve aƩ ributes in your outdoor 
learning acƟ vity / session

As a fun follow-up acƟ vity, ask the children 
to randomly select an aƩ ribute leaf, (either 
good or bad) then to adopt and act out 
that aƩ ribute throughout the course of a 
short team building acƟ vity, such as shelter 
building or a team game. At the end, ask 
children to guess the aƩ ribute that others 
were modelling, before discussing what it 
was like to act in that way, and the impact 
that it had on the group. 

See also appendix fi ve.

Conclusion for Key Element 5
In this part of the training programme, you have 
refl ected upon how to plan outdoor acƟ viƟ es, 
including assessing risk. You considered the 
importance of clear communicaƟ on within 
seƫ  ngs and refl ected on how child leadership 
and personal responsibility can be promoted and 
developed through a natural schooling approach. 

PosiƟ ve leadership within a seƫ  ng, together 
with stakeholder engagement, is a key factor in 
ensuring that the outdoor environment is being 
used eff ecƟ vely to improve outcomes for children 
and young people. 

Think piece: refl ecƟ on
on learning 

Note down your responses to the 
following quesƟ ons:

• What knowledge did I already have that 
has been refreshed by this CPD? 

• How has this CPD developed my 
knowledge and understanding? 

• How can I apply what I now know to my 
pracƟ ce? 
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This training programme aimed to support 
parƟ cipants in their understanding of how 
a Natural Schooling approach can make a 
meaningful diff erence to learners through the 
fi ndings of current research, using theory, Natural 
Schooling project case studies and refl ecƟ ve 
pracƟ ce. It has provided the opportunity for self-
directed learning, to gain the knowledge and skills 
to lead change in learning and wellbeing in school 
seƫ  ngs and beyond, through greater use of the 
natural environment in the curriculum. 

The programme has been planned to link to 
awards and training standards in partner countries 
(an example of which is provided in appendix 1). 
The purpose of these links is both to align the 
programme with accepted frameworks for staff  
development, and to ensure that it can be used 
as part of personal progression for parƟ cipants. In 
developing this programme, relevant benchmark 
standards for teacher training and for academic 
and professional study were used to ensure that 
content and aims are suitably challenging (DfE, 
2016). 

ParƟ cipants are encouraged to engage in further 
study following this training in order to keep up 

to date with recent research and possibly engage 
in accredited training. However, this programme 
off ers a comprehensive introducƟ on to key 
elements to consider when adopƟ ng a Natural 
Schooling approach.

Regularly revisiƟ ng the Natural Schooling 
website hƩ ps://naturalschooling.eu will enable 
parƟ cipants to see blog posts and lesson plans 
as project partners update the site with new 
informaƟ on. Also idenƟ fying useful and reliable 
naƟ onal sources of informaƟ on in your country 
will save you Ɵ me and ensure the quality of that 
informaƟ on. In the UK, these include Natural 
England, the Natural History Museum, Learning 
through Landscapes, the Wildlife Trusts and 
NaƟ onal Trust.

Keeping up to date with and sharing recent 
publicaƟ ons, journal arƟ cles and news via 
the Natural Schooling Facebook page and on 
Instagram social media, will enable pracƟ Ɵ oners 
to contribute to the wider Natural Schooling 
community. 

We hope you have enjoyed this training, and your 
feedback is welcomed. 

Conclusion
The Natural Schooling 
Key Elements training 
programme.
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Department For EducaƟ on (DfE) (2016) Standards 
for Teachers’ Professional Development (UK) 

• Professional Development should have a focus 
on improving and evaluaƟ ng pupil outcomes.

• Professional Development should be 
underpinned by robust evidence and 
experƟ se.

• Professional Development should include 
collaboraƟ on and expert challenge. 

• Professional Development programmes should 
be sustained over Ɵ me

The Framework for 21st Century Learner 
Outcomes (Malone & Waite 2016) 
• To have a healthy and happy body and mind,
• To become a socially confi dent person, 
• To become a self-directed and creaƟ ve learner, 
• To become an eff ecƟ ve contributor,  
• To become an acƟ ve global ciƟ zen.

Consider the outdoor resources that you have 
in your seƫ  ng that could be used to explore an 
environmental and sustainability curriculum, using 
a Natural Schooling approach.  

List ideas for using curriculum subjects in 
your outdoor spaces on the diagram below to 
help you to develop a mind map showing the 
potenƟ al for using your outdoor seƫ  ng to deliver 
environmental and sustainability educaƟ on. 

Appendix 1     UK example of eff ective 

Professional Development standards:

Appendix 2    21st Century

Learner Outcomes:

Appendix 3    Exploring the 

potential of your curriculum for 
environmental learning outdoors:

Appendices for all Key Elements
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Young Leaders
A variety of young leader schemes exist in the UK, 
for example, Duke of Edinburgh Award, Scouts and 
Girl Guides and in partner countries. 

Examples of leadership programmes for children 
and young people are off ered by Arena Wild Tribe 
and Arena PE, with Wild Tribe Rangers, maths and 
English leaders as well as playground leadership 
programmes, with children aged 9-11 years old 
engaging with fun and interacƟ ve and pracƟ cal 
leadership days, building the confi dence to lead 
playƟ me acƟ viƟ es with younger children.

Read more here:
hƩ ps://naƟ onalcurriculumoutdoors.com/wild-
tribe-outdoors. 

Other useful sources

Wildlife Trusts:
hƩ ps://www.wildlifewatch.org.uk/Learning 

The Woodland Trust:
hƩ ps://www.treetoolsforschools.org.uk/menu/ 

A tough trolley, e.g. a fesƟ val trolley 

First aid kits appropriate to the acƟ viƟ es 
being undertaken

Access to water

Camera

Binoculars and or magnifying glasses

Twine, rope, scissors

Potato peelers or knives (for whiƩ ling and 
peeling bark)

Gardening and or safety gloves (one worn on 
the non-tool handling hand)

Thermometers (these can be digital)

Laminated ID charts for birds & insects and 
or phone apps that do this

Laminated map of the indigenous plants 
found in the seƫ  ng

Ponding equipment

Pooters, clear plasƟ c containers for sampling

Tarps, ropes and pegs and a selecƟ on of 
poles for shelter building

Sets of clipboards  (A4 ones are diff erent and 
can be more engaging)

Outdoor food preparaƟ on food hygiene 
and preparaƟ on tub (washing up tub, trays, 
plates, cups, skewers, cuƫ  ng boards, knives, 
cutlery, bags for rubbish / waste etc.) 

Chalks and giant chalks

Paints and brushes, elasƟ c bands, pipe 
cleaners, wire, clay and other craŌ  materials

Consider invesƟ ng in a movement-acƟ vated 
camera and fi lming app

PH tests for soil and water quality

What else? 

Appendix 5     other useful sources:Appendix 4    resources list :
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