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Outdoor Learning in the Early Years: Moving Beyond “Learning Outdoors”

There is an important distinction between learning outdoors and outdoor learning. The former can simply mean taking classroom activities outside. The latter is something much deeper. Outdoor learning places nature at the heart of the curriculum. It invites children to observe, question, investigate and form relationships with the living world around them. It is not about relocating the classroom — it is about reshaping how children experience learning.
In the early years, where curiosity is instinctive and sensory exploration drives development, the outdoors offers a rich and dynamic context for meaningful learning.
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Why Nature and Science Matter in the Early Years
Young children are natural scientists. They notice patterns. They ask “why?” repeatedly. They experiment, predict and test ideas through play. The outdoor environment is a living laboratory where scientific thinking unfolds organically.
When children:
· Watch clouds shift across the sky
· Feel frost on the grass
· Notice worms after rainfall
· Hear birds at different times of day

They are engaging in observation, comparison, prediction and reasoning — all foundational scientific skills.
Outdoor learning strengthens key areas of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), particularly:
· Understanding the World – exploring the natural world, seasonal change, and living things
· Communication and Language – developing vocabulary through real experiences
· Physical Development – building coordination, balance and spatial awareness
· Personal, Social and Emotional Development – fostering confidence, resilience and care for the environment

The Early Years Statutory Framework emphasises the importance of children understanding the world around them and experiencing it first-hand. Outdoor learning provides the authentic context for this to happen.

Noticing the Weather
Weather is one of the most immediate and accessible scientific phenomena for young children.
Instead of simply stating “it’s raining,” we can ask:
· What do the clouds look like today?
· How does the air feel on your skin?
· Why do you think the puddles are bigger than yesterday?

Practical ideas include:
Rain Catchers
Place simple containers outdoors to measure rainfall. Mark the levels with tape or numbers and compare amounts over time. Children begin to notice patterns and develop early measuring skills.
Wind Streamers or Ribbons
Attach ribbons to fences to observe wind direction and strength. Children can predict which way the wind is blowing and test their ideas.
Simple Thermometers
Introduce a basic outdoor thermometer and track temperature changes across the week. This supports early mathematical comparison language: warmer, colder, hotter, cooler.
These small routines embed scientific thinking into everyday practice.
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Creating a Natural Inquiry Space
Outdoor learning thrives when the environment invites investigation.
Bird Feeders
Installing bird feeders encourages children to observe wildlife regularly. Who visits? At what time of day? What food disappears fastest? Children begin to understand habitats, needs of living things and seasonal changes.
Binoculars
Providing child-friendly binoculars transforms how children view the world. Suddenly rooftops, treetops and distant movements become fascinating points of inquiry. It nurtures focus and careful observation.
Bug Hotels and Magnifying Glasses
Children develop respect for small creatures when they can observe them closely. Looking at insects through magnification introduces scientific vocabulary such as antennae, wings and segments.
Planting Areas
Growing flowers, herbs or vegetables builds understanding of life cycles. Children witness change over time — seeds sprouting, leaves growing, petals falling. This long-term observation aligns beautifully with the EYFS goal of understanding growth and change.




Listening to the Outdoors
Outdoor learning is not only about looking — it is about listening.
Wind through trees, birds calling, distant traffic, rain on different surfaces — these soundscapes help children tune into their environment. Encourage children to pause and identify what they can hear. You might create “sound maps” where children draw what they notice around them.
This kind of attentive listening strengthens concentration, auditory discrimination and emotional regulation.

Risk, Resilience and Real Experiences
Outdoor learning also develops characteristics of effective learning:
· Playing and exploring – children investigate freely
· Active learning – they persist despite challenge
· Creating and thinking critically – they make connections and test ideas

Climbing uneven surfaces, balancing on logs, or navigating muddy ground builds resilience and self-confidence. These real-world challenges cannot be replicated indoors.
The Early Years Statutory Framework highlights the importance of enabling environments and active learning. Outdoor spaces are uniquely positioned to meet this requirement when thoughtfully planned.
[image: ]



Moving From Activity to Ethos
True outdoor learning is not an occasional enhancement or a seasonal topic. It is an ethos.
It involves:
· Daily access to outdoor spaces
· Practitioners modelling curiosity about nature
· Intentional planning that uses the environment as a teaching tool
· Valuing child-led exploration

When we shift our thinking from “taking activities outside” to “allowing the outdoors to shape learning,” children gain something powerful: a relationship with the natural world.
In a time when many children spend increasing hours indoors and on screens, outdoor learning provides balance. It reconnects children with seasons, weather, wildlife and the rhythms of the earth.
And perhaps most importantly, it nurtures wonder.
Because when a child lies on their back watching clouds drift overhead, asks why frost sparkles, or notices the first daffodil pushing through soil — that is not just outdoor play.
That is science.
That is connection.
That is learning in its most authentic form.
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