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Dumfries & Galloway Council 
Education & Learning Directorate 

Survey on Outdoor Learning 

 

 

This survey was completed in a partnership between Dumfries & Galloway Council Education & 
Learning Directorate and Dumfries & Galloway Outdoor & Woodland Learning Group (DGOWL).  The 
electronic survey was shared with all primary school teachers in Dumfries & Galloway who were 
requested to complete the survey in November & December 2020. 
 
Executive Summary  
 

This survey gives a baseline of outdoor learning in Dumfries and Galloway’s Primary Schools from a 
teacher’s perspective. Almost all (97%) of respondents believe that it would be beneficial for children 
to be learning outdoors more than they currently do. This demonstrates the need for a focus on 
improving outdoor learning provision across the region.  
 
The survey investigates the current frequency of outdoor learning and the locations & on-site facilities 
where this is delivered.  It also investigates which areas of the Curriculum for Excellence are currently 
being delivered outdoors, what barriers there are, and what would support teachers to take learning 
outdoors more.  
 
The survey reveals a wide variety of outdoor learning provision across Dumfries & Galloway. There is 
evidence given elsewhere of the importance of daily outdoor learning, and yet in our region only 9% of 
respondents reported this level of provision, with the vast majority outdoors only once per week or 
less. 
 
All respondents stated that the Curriculum for Excellence can be taught outdoors. Most schools are 
delivering PE outdoors, and over half are also delivering aspects of the responsibilities of all:-       
Numeracy, Literacy and Health and Wellbeing. 
 
Barriers identified included training, resources, confidence, supervision/staffing, and time to plan & 
find/make resources. Practical issues included identifying areas which can be used for different 
activities, what to do in adverse weather conditions and the provision of suitable outdoor clothing. The 
need to record evidence-based learning was also highlighted as an issue. 
 
In order to support teachers to take children outdoors more, the majority of staff would find most 
beneficial ‘A database of activities which are explicitly linked to the Curriculum for Excellence’s 
Experiences and Outcomes’; ‘Lesson plans which show how to relate the outdoors to the curriculum’; 
‘Support creating an action plan’ and support with practical aspects of outdoor learning in Scotland.  
 
Training would be preferred through face to face, twilight sessions and could include blended learning 
for greater uptake. The curricular areas preferred to be covered in the training are Literacy, Health and 
Wellbeing, Religious & Moral Education, and Science, although this will vary between participants and 
therefore training sessions.  Staff also identified a need for training to build confidence and skills in 
how to lead outdoor activities in all weather and in integrating outdoor learning into day to day 
curriculum targets. 
 
The majority of schools’ outdoor learning facilities are mainly asphalt and playing fields, and schools 
have mainly only used these areas for outdoor learning and self-directed play.  Very few schools have 
diverse play and educational outdoor learning resources such as herbs and soft fruit. Less than a third 
of respondents are using the raised beds as educational resources. This indicates that a lot could be 
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done to improve the outdoor facilities for creative play and outdoor learning, and the teachers’ 
knowledge and skills in using them for teaching the Curriculum for Excellence.  
 
Although the majority of teachers knew that outdoor learning was within their school’s rationale and 
improvement plan, there were many that were not sure or who said it was not included. There is a 
clear need for support to include outdoor learning in action plans, to improve outdoor learning 
provision and to disseminate this to teachers. 
 
Summary of numbers: 
 

● There were 70 responses, primarily from class teachers. 
● There are 27 different school/partnerships represented from across Dumfries and Galloway. 
● Outdoor learning was provided once a week by 41%, only 9% report daily outdoor learning. 
● Classes rarely visit woodlands with 42% of respondents saying their classes never visit, 7% 

that they visit each week. 
● PE (93%) is the most popular outdoor activity followed by Numeracy (74%), Literacy (58%) and 

Health and Wellbeing (54%). 
● Respondents overwhelmingly (97%) think their students would benefit from being outdoors 

more. 
● All participants thought that the Curriculum for Excellence can be taught outdoors, with 53% 

listing various barriers. 
● Respondents identified a need for resources including a database of activities which are 

explicitly linked to the Curriculum for Excellence’s Experiences and Outcomes (72% want this); 
68% would like lesson plans; and 66% action plan support, 

● Literacy was felt both the most challenging area to cover outdoors and also the subject that 
most wanted training in delivering outdoors. 

● Face to face, twilight sessions were seen as the most appropriate for training, although a 
blended learning approach (42%) was also popular.  

● More work needs to be done surveying outdoor learning spaces as across the same school, 
there were different perceptions of what resources are available on site. 

● Although the majority of teachers knew that outdoor learning was within their school’s rationale 
(61%) and improvement plan (46%), there were many that were not sure or who said it was not 
included.  

 
 
The Way Forward  

 

Since this survey took place members of Dumfries & Galloway Outdoor & Woodland Learning Group 

(DGOWL) and officers & teachers from Dumfries & Galloway Council Education & Learning 

Directorate have worked to produce a comprehensive resource to support Outdoor Learning in 

Dumfries & Galloway.  To support the vision for Outdoor Learning in Dumfries & Galloway a new 

Microsoft Team entitled DG Outdoor Learning has also been established. 
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Introduction 
 

This survey gives a baseline about outdoor learning in Dumfries and Galloway’s Primary Schools from 
a teacher’s perspective. Almost all (97%) of respondents believe that it would be beneficial for children 
to be learning outdoors more than they currently are. This demonstrates the need for a focus on 
improving outdoor learning provision across the region.  
 
 
Who completed the survey? 
 

The electronic survey was shared with all primary school teachers in Dumfries & Galloway who were 
requested to complete the survey in November & December 2020. Of the 70 responses that were 
received, 78% are class teachers, 4% Head Teachers, 3% learning assistants, 14% marked as ‘other’ 
or ‘other staff’ are Principal Teachers, Depute Head Teachers and group responses (where 3 class 
teachers completed the survey collectively), see figure 1. Those that responded can be assumed to be 
more interested in outdoor learning than those who did not respond.  
 

 
Figure 1 - Respondents’ role in school 

 
 
There are around 650 primary school teachers in Dumfries & Galloway, so this survey represents just 
over 10%.  The respondents represent a wide range of schools across the region, with 27 different 
primary schools or partnerships represented. 
 

Ae / Amisfield Hightae / Tundergarth/ St Mungo 

Applegarth / Hutton Holywood 

Canonbie / Langholm Kelloholm 

Cargenbridge Kirkcolm / Leswalt / Portpatrick 

Colvend / Kirkgunzeon /Palnackie Kirkcudbright Primary 

Dalbeattie Primary Laurieknowe  

Dalry / Kells Lincluden 

Drummore / Sandhead Lockerbie Primary 

Duncow / Dunscore / Moniaive Sanquhar  

Elmvale Shawhead  

Garlieston / Whithorn Sheuchan 

Gatehouse / Twynholm  St Andrew’s RC 

Georgetown Wallace Hall Primary 

Gretna  

 
Figure 2 - In which school are you based? 

 
These 27 primary schools or partnerships represent 14 out of 15 clusters, and are spread across the 
four geographical areas of Dumfries & Galloway with 4 schools/partnerships represented from 
Wigtownshire , 5 from Stewartry, 12 from Nithsdale and 6 from Annandale & Eskdale. 
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What is the current frequency of outdoor learning? 
 

Currently outdoor learning is most commonly taking place once per week (41%). With 6% of 
respondents reporting outdoor learning taking place only once per term, 20% monthly, 21% 2-3 times 
per week, and only 9% report daily outdoor learning.  
 

 
Figure 3 - Current Outdoor Learning Provision 

 
 
Children are rarely visiting a woodland as part of their school day - the most popular response (given 
by 42% of respondents) is that children never visit a woodland. 19%, stated that children visit a 
woodland: termly; 13% monthly; 7% weekly. 
 
 
What are children doing when outdoors? 
 

The vast majority of respondents stated that children (93%) are doing PE (Physical Education) when 
outdoors, then numeracy (74%), Literacy (58%), Health & wellbeing (54%), Learning about nature 
(52%), Gardening (32%), and Forest School type activities (26%).  
 

 
Figure 4 - What are the children doing when outdoors? 

 
 
Do teachers think that it would be beneficial for children to be learning outdoors more? 
 
The vast majority of responses to this question, 97%, said ‘yes’. Not one of the 70 respondents replied 
‘no’. Only 3% (2 respondents) said ‘maybe’ (NB one of these said children are currently learning 
outdoors 2-3 times per week including literacy, numeracy, forest school activities).  
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Figure 5 - Would it be beneficial for the children to be learning outdoors more? 

 
 
Can the Curriculum for Excellence be taught outdoors? 
 
All respondents answered ‘yes’ to this question. Mostly giving a longer response. Many were an 
emphatic ‘yes’ with no reservations (47% of respondents to this question). Many respondents (53%) 
gave a ‘yes but’ response. These people identified the following obstacles: funding for outdoor clothes, 
training, resources, weather, current restrictions, location/playground, confidence, ways to use the 
space appropriately, behavioural issues, supervision/staffing, difficult to provide written evidence of 
learning in jotters, and time to plan & find/make resources.  
 
Examples of emphatic yeses:  
“Yes absolutely” 
“Yes they engage brilliantly outdoors” 
“Yes, the outdoors gives children lots of scope to apply and transfer their skills” 
“Yes, it offers a cross-curricular approach plus the benefits of being outside and accommodates 
different learning styles.” 
“Absolutely. It's a case of being creative with the curriculum” 
 
Examples of “Yes but.. 
“Yes, children enjoy going outdoors and are engaged and active, however more funding for outdoor 
clothes would be beneficial.” 
“Yes but are limited due to current restrictions and location/playground” 
“Yes we just need more confidence and ways to use the outdoor space appropriately.” 
“Lessons can be done outside to meet the benchmarks. Planning an outside programme of lessons 
would be beneficial.” 
“To an extent yes, behavioural issues could be a concern” 
“Yes, with more supervision” 
“Yes but expectations for management mean that it would be difficult to provide written evidence of 
learning in jotters.” 
“Yes, I think that it could be taught outdoors more but the current situation makes outdoor learning a 
lot trickier.” 
“Yes but need ideas and time to plan and find/make resources.” 
“I think it would be possible to teach aspects of the Curriculum of Excellence however training and 
resources to help teachers would be necessary for it to be done effectively.” 
“Yes for certain areas but seems a lot of pressure to ensure the learning outcomes are met particularly 
in maths so tend to end up inside trying to get through as much content and ensure learners are 
consolidated with more complex abstract ideas. Particularly in upper school.” 
“Yes, however, additional staff sometimes required to assist and not always available” 
“Yes but I would like more help with this” 
“Yes, staffing issues, weather, available space and bank of ideas make it harder.” 
“Yes. I think all elements could be taught outdoors. Currently I don't have the expertise of the 
confidence to do this and would love training to help” 
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What would help you to take children outdoors more often? 

 
Of the 68 respondents to this question the most popular response was ‘A database of activities which 
are explicitly linked to the Curriculum for Excellence Experiences and Outcomes. Any teacher could 
then easily look up one E&O and click on a link to give some ideas for an outdoor activity linked to it.”.  
All responses are outline in figure 6 below: 
 

72% ‘A database of activities which are explicitly linked to the Curriculum for Excellence 
Experiences and Outcomes. Any teacher could then easily look up one E&O and click on a link to 
give some ideas for an outdoor activity linked to it.” 
68% ‘Lesson plans which show how to relate the outdoors to the national curriculum.’ 
66% ‘Support creating an action plan for how to integrate outdoor learning in their weekly routines 
for delivery of core aspects of the curriculum for excellence.” 
56% ‘support with what to do when it is raining’ 
50% ‘More creative outdoor spaces and gardens to learn in’. 
47% ‘More adults to improve the ratios outdoors’. 
46% ‘A course for older primary school children to learn how to design and create their own outdoor 
learning spaces. The children would work with their teacher to build a green classroom over the 
course of the year, with support from a mentor.” 
46% ‘Support teaching children how to assess risks themselves’. 
44% ‘Support training other staff and parents about the benefits of outdoor learning and helping 
them overcome their fears/barriers.’ 
43% ‘Help with overcoming practical/physical barriers around the school such as where to hang up 
outdoor clothes, a shelter.’ 
38% ‘Support creating risk-benefit assessments.’ 
37% ‘An expert to help us to identify places to take children outdoors.’ 
37% ‘Support teaching children basic tool safety (from spades to loppers) so they can safely do 
gardening jobs.’ 
28% ‘Learn how to be safe with children around a fire.’ 
22% ‘Videos which show how to use tools safely, maintain the garden, create features etc.’ 

 
Figure 6 - What would help you to take children outdoors more often? 

 
Timing and format of Career Long Professional Learning (CLPL) 
 

The preferred timing and format for training was identified as a series of face to face sessions in 
schools. The most popular timing of training is twilight sessions (68%) or the inset days in February 
(67%). We must be mindful that in-service day time is limited and activities undertaken in this time 
must align to the school improvement plan set out in May/June each year.  There is very little support 
for training during the school day or on weekends.  
 

 
Figure 7 - Timing of CLPL  
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The preferred format of training is ‘Face to face in my school (or a nearby school)’ (60%), with 32% 
preferring ‘Online by video teleconference in real time (e.g. in Teams or Zoom)’., 19% prefer ‘Online 
by video/reading with email/group support so that I can do it in my own time, whenever it suits me (but 
no direct contact with trainer)’. 42% would prefer ‘a combination of the above’.  
 

 
Figure 8 - format of CLPL 

 
 
Training needs 
 
When asked “what areas of the curriculum do you find most difficult to deliver outdoors? 
The most popular response was literacy (22) followed by religious and moral education (17), then 
technologies (8), science (6), languages (6), health & wellbeing (3), followed by one each for 
numeracy, expressive arts and social studies. See figure 9.  
 
In response to the question ‘What areas of the curriculum would you most like to focus on in an 
outdoor learning course?’, the most popular response was literacy (29), health & wellbeing (12), 
sciences (11), numeracy (9), technologies (6), and finally expressive arts (1). See figure 9.  
 
Interestingly, it was not necessarily the same people who identified difficulties teaching literacy 
outdoors who would like to focus on that area in an outdoor learning course.  
 

 
Figure 9 - Training needs assessment 

  



 

 

OFFICIAL OFFICIAL 

OFFICIAL 

Onsite facilities 
 

The majority of schools outdoor learning facilities are mainly asphalt and playing fields, and schools 
have mainly only used these for outdoor learning and self-directed play.  Few schools have diverse 
play and educational outdoor learning resources such as herbs and soft fruit. Less than a third of 
respondents are actually using the raised beds as educational resources.  
 
This indicates that a lot could be done to improve the outdoor resources for creative play and outdoor 
learning, and the teachers’ knowledge and skills in using them for teaching the Curriculum for 
Excellence.  
 
The number of respondents who identified that they currently have each of the following in their 
school’s outdoor learning space is:  
 

 66 asphalt  

 59 playing field 

 46 raised beds/ planters 

 31 covered seating area 

 30 adventure playground area 

 26 willow structure 

 16 fruit trees 

 10 woodlands 

 8 fruit bushes 

 7 polytunnel/greenhouse 

 5 herbs 

 
Figure 10 - What do you currently have in your school’s outdoor learning space? 

 
Interestingly, different teachers at the same school sometimes gave different responses to this 
question, indicating that not all staff are aware of all the resources which their school grounds can 
afford.  
 
The areas which the primary school staff identified that are being used currently for outdoor learning 
are:  
 

 63 asphalt (tarmac) 

 

 57   playing field 

 20 raised beds/planters 

 18   covered seating area 

 10 woodlands 

 9 willow structure 

 8    adventure playground area 

 4    fruit trees 

 4 fruit bushes 

 2    polytunnel/greenhouse 

 1    herbs 

 
Figure 11 - What areas do the children currently use for curricular outdoor learning? 

 
There is therefore much scope to support practitioners to access and use a wider range of outdoor 
spaces when planning and engaging in outdoor learning. 
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The numbers of respondents who indicated which areas children can currently access during breaks 
are: 
 

 66 Asphalt 

 

 50 playing field 

 26 adventure playground area 

 21 covered seating area 

 12 raised beds/ planters 

 11 willow structure 

 5 fruit trees 

 2 woodlands 

 2 fruit bushes 

 2 herbs 

 1 polytunnel/greenhouse 

 
Figure 12 - What areas can the children currently access during breaks? 

 
Again, there is therefore scope to support children to access a wider range of outdoor spaces when 
during their break times. 
 
 
The number of staff who have taught in each area:  
 

 64 asphalt  

 56 playing field 

 23 covered seating area 

 20 raised beds/ planters 

 12 woodlands 

 10 willow structure 

 9 adventure playground area 

 7 fruit trees 

 4 fruit bushes 

 4 herbs 

 4 polytunnel/greenhouse 

 
Figure 13 - What areas have you taught in? 

 
Once again, there is much scope to support practitioners to access and use a wider range of outdoor 
spaces when planning and engaging learners in outdoor learning experiences. 
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School rationale and improvement plans 
 

The majority of respondents (61%) stated that their school rationale highlights the importance of 
outdoor learning, and the majority (45%) stated that outdoor learning is highlighted within their 
school’s improvement plan. It is noted that 26% were not sure whether outdoor learning was in their 
school’s rationale and 19% were not sure whether it is in their school’s improvement plan.  
 

 
Figure 14 - Does your school curriculum rationale highlight the importance of outdoor learning? 
 

 
      

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 15 - Is outdoor learning currently highlighted in your school’s improvement plan?  
 
 

Curriculum for Excellence offers opportunities for all children & young people to enjoy first-hand 
experience outdoors, whether within the school grounds, in urban green spaces, in the countryside or 
in wilder environments. Such experiences motivate our children and young people to become 
successful learners and to develop as healthy, confident, enterprising and responsible citizens.   
 
Given that the outdoor learning provision is low across respondents and that outdoor learning is 
highlighted as important nationally and within schools’ rationales, there is a clear need for support for 
schools to further develop and improve their outdoor learning provision.  This survey, alongside the 
refreshed Curriculum for Excellence narrative provides the opportunity for schools to refresh and 
reframe their school curriculum and pedagogies to include the use of outdoor learning to support the 
delivery of excellence & equity for all children & young people.   
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Moving Forwards with Outdoor Learning 
 
To support the information outlined in the Executive Summary, and detailed within this Evidence 
Report, members of Dumfries & Galloway Outdoor & Woodland Learning Group (DGOWL) and 
officers & teachers from Dumfries & Galloway Council Education & Learning Directorate have worked 
to produce a comprehensive resource to support Outdoor Learning in Dumfries & Galloway. 
 
The resource contains information to support Early Learning & Childcare settings and Primary & 
Secondary Schools as they work to meet the aspirations nationally and locally to embed outdoor 
learning as a highly effective pedagogy across the education system. 
 

The document provides key information under the following 
headings: 

 
Outcomes 
Outdoor Learning & the Four Capacities 
Rationale 
Benefits of Outdoor Learning 
GIRFEC Outdoors 
Good Practice 
Outdoor Learning Risk Benefit Assessment 
Self-Evaluation Resource 
Improving Outdoor Learning Spaces 
 

Reflective Questions are available throughout the document to 
support practitioners as they reflect individually and collegiately on 
current practice within outdoor learning. 

 
 
 
DG Outdoor Learning 
 
To support the vision for Outdoor Learning in Dumfries & Galloway a new Microsoft Team entitled DG 
Outdoor Learning has been established. All practitioners are invited to join this team using the joining 
code:  

b763lqw 
 
Within the DG Outdoor Learning Team there are a number of channels containing resources and 
further reading, including many of the documents referenced above. Channels include:  

 
Benefits of Outdoor Learning  
Case Studies/Good Practice  
Activities  
Risk  
Practical Guidance  
Funding  
Partners in Outdoor Learning  
Improving Outdoor Space  

 
Recorded and Live CLPL to support outdoor learning in Dumfries & 
Galloway will also be found here. 

 


