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This document has been prepared by SAPOE as part of our collaboration with Education Scotland informing the Curriculum Improvement Cycle (CIC) process.
It is being widely circulated to any interested partners, and we invite comments and suggestions.
The aim is to promote discussion with an outcome to agree the most relevant terminology in the context of the Curriculum Improvement Cycle. There may also be an improved understanding of other terms that are used to describe various aspects of learning outdoors.
These common terms can then be used consistently in refreshed documentation and resources as part of the CIC process and more broadly across education and outdoor learning.
The background information section is there for your interest and gives a good indication of the breadth and variety of the outdoor learning/education sector.


	
	Outdoor Learning Terminology

	Outdoor learning is an overarching term to describe:
“Learning that takes place outside the classroom, using outdoor spaces and real-life experiences, to support education and wellbeing, where the outdoors helps to bring the whole curriculum to life”

	Sitting under this broad description there are various other terms that are used to describe different aspects of outdoor learning and adventure activity.  The table below describes some of the most used terms and there are, understandably, areas of overlap between terms.

	Term
	Simple Definition

	Outdoor Learning
	Learning that takes place outside the classroom to support education and wellbeing.  Can be delivered by teachers, support staff and volunteers without additional specialist outdoor training. 

	Outdoor Education
	Structured learning outdoors that develops personal, social, and practical skills through experience and challenge.

	Adventure Education
	Learning through adventurous experiences that build confidence, teamwork, resilience, and problem-solving skills.

	Outdoor and Adventure Sport & Physical Activity
	Recreational or sporting activities that take place outdoors and involve exploration, risk and physical activity, such as climbing or kayaking. The focus is often on skill, enjoyment or fitness and may have a competitive element.

	Learning for Sustainability
	A whole-setting approach to learning which weaves together global citizenship, sustainable development and outdoor learning to create coherent, rewarding and transformative learning experiences.

	Environmental Education
	Environmental education serves as a foundation for building a sustainable and environmentally responsible society delivered through Target 2030 outcomes.

	Residential Outdoor Education
	Residential OE visits create powerful learning opportunities for young people.   They take place away from the usual setting and involve an overnight stay and adventurous activities. The venue can be a fixed site or a form of self-sufficient expedition.

	Outdoor Learning Pedagogy
	Outdoor learning pedagogy is more than taking lessons outside. It is a deliberate, evidence￼informed approach to teaching and learning that uses the natural and built environment as a rich, dynamic context.

	Nature-Based Pedagogy
	A teaching approach that uses nature and natural environments as the context for learning, play, and child development and to enhance learning.



Sources
1 High Quality Outdoor Learning
2 Learning for Sustainability
3 Language Matters – A Glossary of Terms
4 SAPOE CIC Video


Background Information (optional further reading)
This background reading includes sources of information used to create the table of outdoor learning terminology and gives broader background information and context to some of the terms used. 

Here are a few widely used definitions of outdoor learning from Scottish and UK education sources:
1. Education Scotland describes outdoor learning as learning that takes place “in both the natural and built environment,” where the outdoors helps “bring the whole curriculum to life.” 

2. The Institute for Outdoor Learning defines outdoor learning as:
“an umbrella term for actively inclusive facilitated approaches that predominately use activities and experiences in the outdoors which lead to learning, increased health and wellbeing, and environmental awareness.” 

3. In Scottish early years education, outdoor learning is defined as:
“all learning experiences that take place outdoors,” including settings such as beaches, forests, woodlands, and greenspaces. 

4. Research from the University of Edinburgh explains outdoor learning as an approach to learning embedded within mainstream schooling, rather than a separate subject. 

5. A broader educational definition describes outdoor education/learning as organised learning activities that occur mainly outdoors and involve learning in, about, or through the environment. 

Simple summary
Outdoor learning is:
· learning that happens outside the traditional classroom, 
· using outdoor spaces and real experiences, 
· to support academic learning, wellbeing, social skills, and connection with nature.

Here’s a clear comparison of outdoor learning, forest school, and outdoor education, because the terms are often used interchangeably even though they have different aims and approaches.

	Term
	Main Focus
	Typical Activities
	Setting
	Teaching Style

	Outdoor Learning
	Using the outdoors to support the curriculum and wider development
	Science investigations, literacy outdoors, maths trails, environmental projects
	Any outdoor environment (school grounds, parks, beaches, cities, forests)
	Curriculum-linked and flexible

	Forest School
	Child-led personal, social, and emotional development through nature
	Den building, tool use, fire lighting, woodland exploration, risky play
	Usually woodland or natural spaces
	Long-term, learner-led, relationship-based

	Outdoor Education
	Challenge, adventure, and personal growth
	Climbing, canoeing, hiking, camping, team challenges
	Outdoor centres, mountains, rivers, forests
	Structured experiential learning




Outdoor Learning
Outdoor learning is the broad umbrella term.
It includes:
· learning outdoors across all curriculum areas, 
· regular use of outdoor spaces, 
· connecting classroom learning with real experiences. 

Examples:
· measuring trees in maths, 
· storytelling outdoors, 
· biodiversity studies, 
· local community walks. 

In Scotland, outdoor learning is strongly linked to Education Scotland and the Curriculum for Excellence approach.
Key feature
The outdoors is used as a context for learning.

Forest School
Forest School is a specific educational approach with recognised principles.
It usually:
· happens regularly over time, 
· takes place in woodland/natural environments, 
· is child-led, 
· focuses heavily on confidence, resilience, wellbeing, and independence. 

Common features:
· managed risk, 
· exploration and play, 
· tool use, 
· campfires, 
· deep connection with nature. 
Forest School originated in Scandinavia and became popular in the UK in the 1990s.
Key feature
The child’s holistic development and relationship with nature are central.

Outdoor Education
Outdoor education traditionally focuses more on:
· adventure, 
· challenge, 
· teamwork, 
· leadership, 
· experiential learning. 
Examples:
· mountain biking, 
· kayaking, 
· climbing, 
· expeditions, 
· residential trips. 
It is often associated with outdoor centres and adventure programmes.
Key feature
Learning comes through challenge and experience.
The easiest way to remember the differences
· Outdoor learning → learning outside 
· Forest School → child-led learning through nature 
· Outdoor education → learning through adventure and challenge 

How they overlap
All three:
· happen outdoors, 
· support wellbeing, 
· encourage experiential learning, 
· build confidence and social skills. 

A school might use all three approaches together.
For example:
· a maths trail = outdoor learning, 
· weekly woodland sessions = forest school, 
· a residential climbing trip = outdoor education.

High Quality Outdoor Learning 1
In this guide the term ‘outdoor learning’ embraces an approach to teaching and learning that:

· Involves being outdoors as a central part of the experience
· Strives to be inclusive and accessible
· Seeks to engage with the outdoor environment as a place where experiences are transformed into knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours
· Always respects the environment
· Is often cited as being both memorable and fun

Outdoor learning can include:
· A challenging, adventurous element
· A residential component
· Physical activity

Outdoor learning may include recognised activities with an adventurous component that are also undertaken for recreation and leisure, such as canoeing, climbing, hillwalking, camping, orienteering or sailing; outdoor activities purposely designed for their educational impact, such as fieldwork, curricula subject lessons, forest schools, trails, bushcraft, initiative challenges and rope courses; and the use of the outdoors as an experiential environment for both cognitive, non-cognitive and therapeutic development. Such experiences may occur at or close to a school, club or centre site, at a distance from that site or during a residential or expedition experience in the UK or abroad.
Outdoor learning is primarily an approach to teaching and learning through these and other similar activities and through broader experiences in the outdoors. The most noticeable outcomes are achieved when outdoor learning is designed as a frequent and progressive activity relating to broader learning that links to everyday experiences in a specific setting (such as a classroom, youth club or community hub) and to real-life experiences beyond. However, it must not be forgotten that the experiences are often hugely memorable in themselves and, more often than not, highly enjoyable, having merit as experiences in their own right.

Curriculum Outdoors
The curriculum outdoors means delivering curriculum learning and teaching through outdoor experiences and environments rather than only inside a classroom.
It involves using:

· school grounds, 
· local communities, 
· parks, 
· forests, 
· beaches, 
· and other outdoor spaces 

to teach subjects across the curriculum.

The idea is that outdoor environments become a context for learning, helping children develop:
· knowledge and understanding, 
· practical skills, 
· confidence and wellbeing, 
· problem-solving, 
· communication and teamwork. 

In Education Scotland, the curriculum outdoors is linked to the Curriculum for Excellence and encourages teachers to use outdoor experiences regularly across all curriculum areas.
Simple definition
The curriculum outdoors is the delivery of curriculum learning through planned outdoor experiences and activities.

Examples
· Maths trails in the playground 
· Science investigations in woodland 
· Storytelling outdoors in literacy 
· Mapping local areas in geography 
· Environmental projects linked to sustainability 
Key idea
The outdoors is not just a place for play or recreation — it is used as an active learning environment that supports the whole curriculum.
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