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Introduction 

This paper explores an increasing awareness among policy-makers that learning outside can 

provide beneficial experiences for pupils in compulsory education. It has arisen from the 

work undertaken during a three-year UK Economic and Social Research Council 

International Networking and Partnership Award (ES/J019445/1), in which colleagues from 

Australia, Denmark, England and Singapore met regularly to discuss learning outside, to 

theorise activity and to disseminate research undertaken in each nation.  

 

The global context: flows and connections 

Bringing researchers together from four very different nations enabled us to think about 

trends within our own countries, and then more broadly to ideas of policy commonalities and 

differences across the globe.  The idea of ‘flow’ has been prominent in globalisation 

literature, with Lewis and Lingard (2015, p.622) suggesting that we currently live in a 

dynamic, highly interconnected world of flows ‘of people, ideas, discourses and capital’. This 

has intuitive appeal as a way of understanding developments in a world in which policies are 

frequently ‘borrowed’ (Steiner-Khamsi and Waldow, 2012). One example is the growth of an 

economistic approach that sees education as the primary means of ensuring national 

competitiveness in a global market, and that prioritises national and international test results 

as a way of measuring a country’s human capital (Sellar and Lingard, 2013). Critics of this 

approach argue that it can reduce education to ‘an empirical problem open to quantification’ 

(Grek, 2015, p.480) rather than recognising it as a complex political, moral and social 

process, and that it encourages the adoption of standardised, test-based accountability policies 

that are linked to a narrowing of the curriculum and greater control over teachers’ 

performance. Sahlberg (2012), in an excoriating critique of this particular flow, argues that it 
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reduces the range of school activity and has the effect that ‘schools get ill, teachers don’t feel 

well, and kids learn less’. 

 

A flow of resistance  

There is, however, a strengthening flow of resistance to this type of test-dominated education, 

associated with an international ‘renaissance of interest’ (Gilchrist et al., 2016) in outdoor 

learning (OL) or outdoor education (OE). Following Atencio et al. (2015), we think of these 

as practical and experiential learning activities conducted outside in school grounds and other 

locations such as parks, forests, residential camps/centres or on expeditions; activities can be 

curricular or non-curricular, focus on different areas of cognitive, social, emotional and moral 

development, and be related to indoor learning. They may take place during curricular time or 

outside school hours. OL is narrower in scope than learning outside the classroom, which 

may include learning in different built environments and/or visits to sites such as museums, 

galleries and/or historical monuments (Davis, 2018), although the Danish term udeskole 

refers to all learning that occurs outside the classroom on a regular basis. 

 

There are three particular discourses running into this flow of resistance. The first is that OL 

widens the range of school activity by providing enjoyable experiences that promote pupil 

engagement with learning, stimulate curiosity and improve social relations (Bentsen et al., 

2009). An important part of this rests on the inclusive nature of OL, which arises partly 

through offering pupils new ways of learning and the chance to offer their own ‘funds of 

knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992, p.132) in these different contexts. 

 

The second relates to children’s health and wellbeing. A report from the World Health 

Organization (WHO) argues that ‘childhood obesity is reaching alarming proportions in 
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many nations’, and calls for governments to implement school programs that encourage 

healthy eating, exercise and health education (WHO, 2016, p.vi). Similarly, the incidence of 

mental health problems among young people has been rising steadily internationally (e.g. 

Gustafsson et al., 2010), with examination pressures at school a significant source of stress 

(Gutman et al., 2010). OL can help to convey important messages around health and 

wellbeing; research shows that taking school-based lessons outside the classroom is 

associated with higher levels of physical activity and an increase in aspects of social 

wellbeing and school motivation (Bølling et al., 2018a, 2018b; Schneller et al., 2017) 

potentially by providing physical and mental space away from the pressures of the classroom 

(Waite et al., 2016). 

 

The third area of discourse relates to the environment. Fears for our planet are accelerating in 

light of the latest research on climate change (Watts, 2018), and recent research shows that 

children’s increasing distance from nature may be reducing young people’s sense of 

responsibility towards the environment (Barthel et al, 2018). Encouraging children to develop 

connections with local natural spaces, such as gardens, rivers, local woodlands or parks, can 

raise awareness of the wider global environment and inspire pupils to respond carefully and 

thoughtfully to issues that relate to its sustainability (Gray and Birrell, 2015; Lloyd and Gray, 

2014).  

 

We suggest this flow of resistance is providing a counterbalance to an economistic approach 

to education, and that it is now entering government agendas. In what follows, we draw on 

our experience as researchers and practitioners to explore policy developments in our nations. 

Broadly, we describe two models; a bottom-up approach in which OL organisations, 

practitioners and academics have supported different forms of OL, brought together evidence 
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and contributed to persuading different government departments of OL’s value; we see 

variations of this in Denmark and England. The other approach, seen in Australia and 

Singapore, is a more top-down approach in which central policy-making has decided the 

extent to which OL can and should be included in the school curriculum (Ho, 2014; Ho et al., 

2016). We describe the processes below. 

 

Top-down: Australia 

Australian OL varies from state-to-state, as education is primarily a state responsibility rather 

than federally determined. The six states and two territories in Australia have a range of 

policies, and the discrepancies between the state educational bodies lead to marked disparity 

in practice. Arguably, the state leader in design and implementation of OL is Victoria (Gray 

& Martin, 2012) and the intensity of curriculum delivery within each state, fluctuates 

according to teacher expertise and pre-service training opportunities (Gray & Pigott, 2018). 

In short, teachers are unsure about how to implement OL. 

 

Australian OL is a fusion of three foundational paradigms: the Outward Bound movement 

and Kurt Hahn tradition; experiential learning philosophies; and derivations of North 

American adventure education. OL itself is shaped by two broad policies, the Melbourne 

Declaration (MCEETYA, 2008), and the National Curriculum (Foundation - Year 10), while 

the Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) provides the 

framework for schools’ outcomes and accountability. The Melbourne Declaration advocated 

a well-rounded curriculum to address pupils’ moral, spiritual and aesthetic education 

holistically. It was instrumental in shaping the three cross-curricular priorities (CCPs) to 

provide national, regional and global dimensions to enrich the curriculum. These CCPs 

incorporate links to knowledge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and cultures, 
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aim to improve Australia’s engagement with Asia, and incorporate education for 

sustainability.  

 

According to Gray and Martin (2012) the shift from state-based to a national curriculum was 

on the radar of federal policy for almost twenty years. This event heralded the arrival of a 

homogenous curriculum that attempted to unify content and assessment across Australia, and 

has been termed an educational revolution. In 2017, ACARA implemented OL as a 

curriculum connection (https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/resources/curriculum-

connections/), which signalled to pedagogues the importance of moving beyond the four 

walls of the classroom (Gray, 2018).  However, the authors are mindful that states and 

territories follow different syllabus documents. For instance, the NSW Geography Syllabus 

contains mandatory fieldwork to be completed outside and emphasises connection to place.  

 

Clearly, Australia’s national educational revision has broad implications for the amount of 

OL on offer to pupils, particularly in secondary school (Years 7 – 10). The curriculum 

connection of OL offers a framework for children to experience learning in natural 

environments, and can be presented across four curricular dimensions that were developed in 

consultation with Outdoor Education Australia: health and physical education; humanities 

and social sciences; geography; and science. In practice, OL is currently implemented in a 

myriad of ways that include school-developed programs, residential outdoor centres that cater 

for long-or short-term stays, private and commercial contract providers and community-based 

programs working with schools, such as the Duke of Edinburgh Award. The scope and 

sequence of the program are contingent upon the needs and interests of the individual 

schools.  

 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/resources/curriculum-connections/
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/resources/curriculum-connections/
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However, the implications of this top-down approach spawn further discussion about the 

uptake and implementation of OL. For instance New South Wales, which is the most densely 

populated state, has had reservations about embracing the use of OL and left it to teachers to 

decide their approach and levels of engagement (Gray & Pigott, 2018). There has been 

greater disparity across the country than had initially been envisaged by the federal 

government, in part attributable to different state approaches to pre-service teacher training, 

and to varying levels of support at the state/territory and local level. Both of these can be 

linked to funding, state culture and state political will to adopt OL. In sum, educators are 

attempting to switch thinking to a more productive ‘bottom up’ approach by working within 

their ‘top down’ documents to generate a ground swell of interest. 

 

Top-down: Singapore 

Since Singapore’s independence in the 60s, policies have tended towards pragmatic 

considerations related to the future of a small and young nation-state without natural 

resources, where ‘the principle of meritocracy undergirds its political and education system’ 

(Lim, 2016, p.5).  The beginnings of outdoor education in Singapore can be traced to the days 

of its independence, which arose from the need to build its defence capability.  

To dispel the fear and resentment towards the army and police as symbols of colonial 

coercion, extra-curricular activities (ECA) such as the National Cadet Corps (NCC) and 

National Police Cadet Corps (NPCC) were set up in all secondary schools, so that parents 

could identify them with their own sons and daughters. The onus was also on the Ministry of 

Education (MOE) to improve the physical condition of youths by getting them to participate 

in sports and physical activity of all kinds, and to develop a positive attitude toward 

adventure and strenuous activities. Schools started organising adventure courses for their 
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pupils in response to Singapore’s leaders’ call for the building of a ‘rugged and dynamic’ 

(Lee, 2000, p. 25) society.  

 

OE has long been perceived by majority of Singaporeans and schools as contributing to the 

national agenda of building a rugged society of resilient youths. At the turn of the century, 

there was a realisation that the world was becoming increasingly complex, competitive and 

interconnected. Education reviews, starting with primary school education in 2008, were 

conducted to scan the environment and provide solutions. This led to recommendations to 

rebalance the learning of content knowledge and the development of skills and values so that 

future generations of youths would be well-prepared for life (MOE, 2009). The Physical 

Education (PE) curriculum was subsequently reviewed in 2011; OE became formalised as 

part of the Singapore curriculum (Atencio et al., 2015), and was aimed at enabling all pupils 

to acquire the rudiments of outdoor living skills, and develop knowledge and attitudes to take 

care of the environment. These, in turn, could facilitate pupils’ lifelong pursuit of outdoor 

physical recreation (Ho et al., 2016).  

 

It was at the joint Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth (MCCY) / Ministry of 

Education (MOE) retreat in 2014 that government ministries identified OE as a key area to 

develop pupils’ twenty-first century competencies, and to instil positive values such as 

confidence, resilience and leadership in youths. MOE and MCCY developed a National 

Outdoor Adventure Education (NOAE) Master Plan and announced it at the Committee of 

Supply (COS) in 2016. Amongst other provisions such as school camps, the Master Plan 

intends for the entire population of secondary three pupils to experience a capstone five-day 

expedition-based program at Outward Bound Singapore. This program aims to strengthen 

Singaporean youths’ self-efficacy, resilience, social cohesion and civic responsibility. Shared 
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common experiences were created through team-based challenges and expeditions around the 

island-state. It is hoped that, through the exploration of interesting outdoor spaces within 

Singapore via the park connectors and waterways, pupils would build memories of these 

places and gain deeper appreciation for Singapore’s natural and national heritage.  

 

As the Master Plan scales up to provide OE experiences for all pupils, the lack of outdoor 

educators and training provision remains major barriers. Teaching in and of the outdoors 

demands specific forms of expertise and experience, and needs to be developed over a long 

period of time.  

 

Bottom-up: Denmark 

Denmark has a long-standing culture of friluftsliv (understood as ‘outdoor recreation and 

education’), which, in combination with a long coastline, around 14 per cent of land covered 

by forest and few dangerous plants or animals, means that engaging with the outdoors is an 

integral part of life. Nonetheless, the decision to take learning outdoors rests with individual 

teachers, who have autonomy over their curriculum content as long as they cover the aims 

and skill sets outlined by the Ministry of Education. They also have relative freedom to 

develop new pedagogical ideas and methods.  

 

In the 1990s, a grassroots movement of udeskole (‘outdoor school’) in which teachers used 

settings outside school buildings on a regular basis, started in Danish schools. While it arose 

through the personal initiative of teachers or schools, it was also a movement that brought an 

understanding that education exists in, and should be in harmony with, the social, economic, 

political and geographical context (Bentsen et al., 2009). Early research (Mygind, 2007; 

Mygind, 2009) investigated its benefits in terms of children’s increased physical activity and 
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improved social relations, and later research (Bentsen et al., 2010) showed that around 15 per 

cent of schools had teachers practising udeskole on a regular basis throughout the year. The 

movement grew in stature during the 2000s, and was supported by educational municipalities 

such as Copenhagen, by non-governmental organisations such as the Outdoor Council, and 

there was increasing interest from university researchers and the media. At this point, 

however, there was no formalisation of udeskole, or support at a governmental level (Bentsen 

et al., 2010). 

 

This started to change as projects funded by the European Union improved practice in 

learning outside the classroom among in-service teachers and teacher educators. The 

knowledge gained through these projects provided a foundation for larger projects and grants. 

The first of these was ‘TEACHOUT’, a four-year, €1.3 million project funded by the 

TrygFonden, that studied the effects of udeskole on both pupils and teachers and, broadly, 

showed greater levels of physical activity (Schneller et al. 2017), motivation (Bølling et al., 

2018a), well-being (Bølling et al., 2018b) and improved social relations (Bølling et al., 

2018c) among primary aged children who regularly participated.    

 

A school reform in 2014 did not mention udeskole explicitly, but three aspects have helped to 

expand its development. The first was a longer school day, giving time for different learning 

approaches such as udeskole; the second was a statutory demand that all children should be 

physically active for around 45 minutes per day; and the third was the ‘open school’. This 

requires schools to integrate into the local community, encouraging them to visit different 

local areas and businesses, and to invite a wide range of people, such as forestry workers, into 

the school. This legislation was supported by ‘The Development of Udeskole’, a €1.8 million 
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project funded by the Danish government that aimed to develop and communicate practical 

knowledge in udeskole.  

 

Udeskole has shifted in a short time from a bottom-up, counterculture movement to 

something that is explicitly encouraged in Danish schools through government legislation. 

But a structural framework and steering documents do not necessarily lead to enhanced 

outdoor learning; the decision to take learning outside still rests with teachers, and it will be 

up to individual schools to continue with the culture change that udeskole promises.  

 

Bottom-up: England 

From the early 1990s there has been an emphasis on school choice, diversity of provision and 

school standards in England. These are demonstrated by Ofsted, the powerful school 

inspection body, and by pupil examination results at the ages of 11 and 16, reported annually 

in school performance tables. Most schools design their teaching around the detailed 

demands of the national curriculum. 

 

OL has a long-standing history in England, but has never been a national movement as in 

some European countries. The sector is marked by a wide range of public, private and 

charitable organisations and individuals offering different kinds of services (Ogilvie, 2012) 

and by research undertaken in a few universities and organisations. These could have 

believed that a critical moment was reached by the government’s Learning Outside the 

Classroom Manifesto (DfES, 2006), which was supported by funds of £4.7 million (Taylor et 

al., 2010) and by the school inspection body (Ofsted, 2008). However, this policy offered 

mixed messages; fears over health and safety regulations and an increasingly prescriptive 

national curriculum were encouraging teachers to remain indoors, and the government was 
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introducing a high number of educational initiatives at the same time, leaving schools 

‘struggling to keep up’ (Passy and Waite, 2008, p.321). Teachers committed to OL would 

take their pupils outside, but most tended to remain indoors.  

 

The pivotal moment for OL was the government publication The Natural Choice (HM 

Government, 2011), which responded to the perception that people were losing connection 

with the natural environment. A small part was concerned with the school-based project 

‘Natural Connections’, delivered by the University of Plymouth, that aimed to support 

teachers in taking curricular learning outside. The project showed that there was a latent 

demand for OL in schools (Waite et al., 2016), and the findings of OL benefits for children 

have chimed with both international research findings and lobbying from English groups. For 

instance, long-term campaigning raised awareness of poor quality school lunches, and has 

advocated that food growing should be an important part of school culture (Page et al, 2017); 

the charity Young Minds’ campaign ‘Wise Up’ (https://youngminds.org.uk/get-

involved/campaign-with-us/wise-up/#wise-up) shows the increasing problem with mental 

health in schools, while others have shown the wellbeing benefits of being in the natural 

environment (DEFRA et al., 2017); longitudinal research into residential camps has 

demonstrated benefits for pupils of all ages (https://learningaway.org.uk/impact/). These 

different campaigns are all visible in a new policy initiative – a project, to begin in 2019, that 

aims to encourage schools to improve their school grounds and take children on more trips to 

the natural environment; increase the use of care farms; and encourage schools and forestry 

organisations to link up. Rather than trying to change attitudes and approaches through 

curricular directives, the government is aiming to change school culture by funding support 

for teachers in schools; a long-term strategy that may be in tension with the current high 

levels of demand on teachers in schools. Watch this space.  

https://youngminds.org.uk/get-involved/campaign-with-us/wise-up/#wise-up
https://youngminds.org.uk/get-involved/campaign-with-us/wise-up/#wise-up
https://learningaway.org.uk/impact/
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Conclusion: the question of implementation and the need for links between policy, 

practice and research 

Our intention with this point and counterpoint paper was to highlight and try to understand 

how educational communities are changing – which, according to Reid (2018), in a world of 

increasingly complexity and change, is highly necessary. The paper began by observing a 

‘renaissance of interest’ in learning outside. We then explored policy developments based on 

work from our international partnership network funded by the UK ESRC. Top-down and 

bottom-up models were presented and illustrated through exploration of our four nations as 

cases. Readers may reflect on the extent to which the cases resemble their own country or 

how it might act as inspiration.  

 

In conclusion, it seems that policy makers in these different nations have increasingly 

recognised the value of OL, and have attempted to support it in different ways. We have 

demonstrated how research can show the benefits of OL and how policy can support its 

uptake. But we have also shown that any policy change needs to be underpinned by culture 

change at the grassroots/practitioner level; that top-down and bottom-up approaches need to 

meet harmoniously for change to be sustained. If OL is to become embedded in school 

practice, it is essential to provide time and resources for training new teachers and supporting 

more experienced practitioners in taking their teaching outdoors.  
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