
1 
 

Rùnaire a' Chaibineit airson Foghlaim agus Ionnsachadh Fad-bheatha 

Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning 

Michael Russell MSP/BPA 

 

F/T: 0845 774 1741 
E: scottish.ministers@scotland.gsi.gov.uk 

 

 

 

Stewart Maxwell MSP 
Convener 
Education and Culture Committee 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 
 
 
 
 

 

___ 
Ar faidhle/Our ref:  
 
 21st March 2014 
 
Dear Stewart, 
 
 
Thank for your letter of 18 December 2013 about outdoor learning.  I hope that you found my 
interim response helpful and I am now writing with some further detail about the issues that 
you raised and to give an update on progress made by Scottish Government and Education 
Scotland on the outdoor learning agenda. 
 
Outdoor learning is a key component in the delivery of Curriculum for Excellence.  The 
outdoor environment has massive potential for learning and we are keen to see all our 
children and young people having positive outdoor learning experiences in a variety of 
settings.  Progressive outdoor learning experiences are best delivered through a 
combination of school based outdoor learning, partnership working and residential 
programmes. 
 
One of the most important recent developments for outdoor learning in Scotland has been 
the Learning for Sustainability (LfS) report, which encompasses outdoor learning, global 
citizenship and sustainable development education, and seeks to develop a whole school 
approach that enables the school, and its wider community to build the values, attitudes, 
knowledge, skills and confidence to develop practices and take decisions which are 
compatible with a sustainable and equitable society. 
 
The report sets an ambitious agenda to embed Learning for Sustainability in every school, 
and the Implementation Group met for the first time in February 2014.  The Group is co-
chaired by Professor Peter Higgins, and David Leng representing ADES and members also 
include representatives from COSLA, Education Scotland, EIS, GTCS, Learning for 
Sustainability Scotland, School Leaders Scotland, SQA, Scottish Teacher Education 
Committee, and Scottish Government.  Information about the work of the Group is available 
on the Scottish Government’s website at this link - 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/Schools/curriculum/ACE/LearningforSustainabi
lity . 
 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/Schools/curriculum/ACE/LearningforSustainability
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/Schools/curriculum/ACE/LearningforSustainability
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Definitions and policy coherence 
 
I believe that there is clear policy coherence between Learning for Sustainability, Curriculum 
for Excellence through Outdoor Learning, published in 2010, and in the General Teaching 
Council for Scotland’s revised Professional Standards.  The term ‘outdoor learning’ is 
consistently used to encompass learning in the school grounds through to residential 
experiences.  Outdoor learning has been integrated into the standards for teachers’ 
professional registration and, over time, this will encourage teachers’ to embed outdoor 
learning into their practice.  Education Scotland contributed to the Play Strategy for Scotland: 
Our Action Plan, published in October 2013.  Education Scotland is currently jointly funding 
research into ‘Teaching, Learning and Play in Outdoor Settings: A Survey of School and Pre-
School Provisions in Scotland’. 
 
Curriculum for Excellence through Outdoor Learning was published in 2010, and contains 
clear messages about the role of outdoor learning in the delivery of Curriculum for 
Excellence.  Curriculum for Excellence through Outdoor Learning points to the range of 
benefits from outdoor learning.  It enriches the curriculum and makes learning fun, 
meaningful and relevant for children and young people.  It can deliver sustainable 
development education through initiatives such as improving biodiversity in school grounds, 
visiting local woods, exploring and engaging with the local community.  There can also be 
significant health and wellbeing benefits. 
 
The vision in the report is that all children and young people engage in a range of 
progressive and creative outdoor learning experiences which are clearly part of the 
curriculum, and that schools and centres are providing regular, frequent, enjoyable and 
challenging opportunities for all children and young people to learn outdoors throughout their 
school career and beyond.   
 
That vision also urges teachers and educators to embed outdoor learning in the curriculum 
so that learning in the outdoor environment becomes a reality for all children and young 
people.  Teachers are encouraged to make outdoor learning a natural and normal part of 
their everyday practice.  The frequency and nature of outdoor learning activities in schools 
should be determined by the needs of learners and the curriculum, and outdoor learning 
should be an integral part of a sustained approach throughout the school year.   
 
Teachers’ confidence and qualifications 
 
We recognise the importance of increasing the confidence and capacity of teachers in 
outdoor learning in order that they can see the benefits.   Your letter raises some concerns 
about teachers’ confidence and qualifications for engaging in outdoor learning, and I would 
like to update you on some progress on Career Long Professional Learning (CLPL) for 
teachers and educators in this area.   
 
Significant progress has been made since the publication of the LfS report in December 
2012.  Education Scotland has continued to support an extensive range of activities to 
promote outdoor learning as an approach to learning within Curriculum for Excellence.  This 
has included many events and initiatives across Scotland to support outdoor learning.     
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Education Scotland continues to have a Development Officer for Outdoor Learning, working 
to develop partnerships to support and exemplify good practice.  Education Scotland staff 
have delivered many professional learning sessions and events across Scotland to support 
outdoor learning, including at the Scottish Learning Festival, showcase events, national and 
regional conferences and twilight sessions.  The Glow online resource has been used to 
build confidence through outdoor learning communities and online resources include case 
studies; lesson ideas; policy publications such as Curriculum for Excellence through Outdoor 
Learning, Building Your Curriculum Outside and In; and the Outdoor Learning 3-18 Self-
Evaluation resource. 
 
Specific outdoor learning with National Parks events has included a senior pupil residential 
experience, an event for Senior Leaders, and a teacher residential experience. This 
programme will be repeated again this year. At the recent Supporting Outdoor Learning in 
Secondary Schools event, workshops were led predominantly by teachers, demonstrating 
the types of outdoor learning approaches they were regularly using, and discussing 
appropriate risk benefit analysis. This was a positive approach to showcase what is being 
done by teachers to teachers, thus helping to increase teachers’ confidence in taking 
learning outdoors. 
  
National guidance has been produced to support those organising and leading visits beyond 
a school.  Going Out There was launched in June 2013, it was produced in partnership with 
Scottish Government, Association of Directors of Education, SAPOE, the Health and Safety 
Executive, and Education Scotland, and is hosted on the SAPOE website.   SAPOE is 
currently developing a Scottish version of Educational Visits Co-ordinator training, with 
funding from Education Scotland, to build capacity across local authorities in managing off 
site visits. 
 
Quality and Consistency of provision and resources 
 
The issues raised about quality and consistency of provision will be considered by the 
National Implementation Group for Outdoor Learning (see below).  Much good practice in 
outdoor learning is highlighted in inspection reports, and in all of the published Curriculum 
Impact Reports. 
 
I note the concerns raised with the Committee about funding.  As I said in my interim 
response, the delivery of outdoor learning, including resourcing is the responsibility of local 
authorities.  The Scottish Government also provides funding to a number of organisations 
offering outdoor learning as part of their support for young people. Some of the 13 youth 
work Strategic Funding Partnerships (SFPs) deliver outdoor learning and activities as part of 
their overall approach towards improving young people’s life chances.  Organisations 
receiving funding include the Scottish Outdoor Education Centres, the Prince’s Trust, the 
Boys’ Brigade, the Guide and Scout Associations and the John Muir Trust.  The Third Sector 
Early Intervention Fund support the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award to deliver a wide range of 
outdoor activities to more vulnerable and disadvantaged young people.  Cashback for 
Communities provides funding to YouthLink Scotland to deliver outdoor activities to young 
people who are at risk of becoming involved in anti-social behaviour. 
 
 
 




