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Outdoor learning on the edge of Europe: a systematic review of 
practice from Ireland
Tomás Aylward a,b, Maura Coulter b and Tom Farrelly a

aSchool of Health & Social Sciences, Munster Technological University, Kerry Campus, Ireland; bSchool of Arts 
Education and Movement, Institute of Education, Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland

ABSTRACT
Outdoor Learning (OL) programmes are a small but impactful part of the 
Irish educational landscape. This paper presents an overview of the sector 
through a systematic review of the literature published between 2012 and 
2023. The research had three aims: to 1) map the strands of practice where 
OL-related research is happening; 2) synthesise the reported outcomes 
and 3) indicate gaps in the research. Of the 157 papers screened, 13 met 
the criteria for inclusion. A hybrid method of review based on reflexive 
and meta-aggregative synthesis was utilised. Eleven lines-of-action find
ings were identified across four areas-of-action. These areas were: the role 
and function of schools and organisations; the professional educator; the 
flourishing of learners in the outdoors; and challenges to and develop
ment of the field. Research reported from post-primary and further educa
tion sectors presented a significant gap. Undertaking a large-scale 
quantitative study of the OL sector would complement existing research.
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1. Introduction

Ireland’s landscapes and seascapes have been a location for teaching, learning and adventure 
training activities since the mid-1960s (Hannon, 2018; Pierce, 2020). The organic and varied devel
opment of these educational activities has been through several periods of rapid growth, inter
spaced with periods of more lateral expansion in response to the country’s changing training and 
education landscape (Pierce & Telford, 2023). From the first seeds of an outdoor education (OE) 
curriculum in Ballyfermot Vocational School in the mid-1960s (Trant, 2007), outdoor learning (OL) 
activities have developed across several domains in training and education.

Internationally, the nomenclature associated with teaching, learning, training and education in 
outdoor environments is contested (Knapp, 2013; Smith & Walsh, 2019). Here in Ireland, several terms 
are commonly used including Outdoor Learning (OL), Outdoor Education (OE), Outdoor Adventure 
Activities (OAA) and Adventure Education (AE). Often these terms are based upon the interpretation 
of the organisations or pedagogues delivering programmes rather than having a consistent link to 
the education activities being undertaken (Pierce, 2020). In Scotland, educators advising on outdoor 
learning strategies regularly switch between the terms OE and OL when guiding teachers to improve 
their practice (SAPOE, 2023). Quay and Seaman (2013) identified that OE/OL can be considered to be 
either a curriculum or a form of pedagogy. Many assumptions go unchallenged in these definitions, 
not least that they are almost exclusively developed in Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and 
Democratic (WEIRD) societies (Henrich et al., 2010). In an effort not to develop a further term or 
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definition, in this paper, our concept of what is and is not OL was most closely aligned with Beames 
et al. (2023). They identified OL as involving many kinds of rich learning which (generally) happen 
outdoors, and which are specifically linked to a curriculum; be that early years, primary, post-primary 
or tertiary. We understand that these OL activities will have clearly articulated aims and specific 
learning outcomes.

In Irish OL, we see examples of teaching practices in some early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) settings (Abbott & Flynn, 2022); in primary education (Usher, 2022); in post- 
primary schools (Hunt, 2021); in further education and training (FET) colleges (Hannon & 
O’Callaghan, 2021) and in higher education (HE) (Aylward, 2022). We also find examples of 
OL teaching practices in non-formal education settings such as residential programmes for 
lower secondary students, environmental stewardship/education programmes and in youth 
work. While some of these programmes might not meet all of the criteria in the definition of 
OL by Beames et al. (2023), the providers of the programmes and the participants would 
identify these activities as OL. Outdoor Learning as non-formal education for the purposes of 
Personal and Social Development (PSD) would appear to be the most frequent form of state- 
funded interventions and programmes in this country (ETBI, 2022; Pierce, 2020). It is also the 
predominant function of privately-owned outdoor centres and among independent instruc
tors who work in the field of outdoor adventure activities. This is not surprising as our 
nearest neighbour, the UK, shows a similar predominance to much of the OL provision in 
that jurisdiction (Beames et al., 2019; Festeu & Humberstone, 2006; Nicol, 2002; Westphal,  
2011). There is some irony in this, as the position of PSD in British OE has been viewed as 
reflective of Victorian values of character-building as well as imperialist and militaristic 
concepts of conquest and hierarchy (Beames et al., 2019; Loynes, 2007). This contrasts with 
the concept of military neutrality and post-colonial statehood in modern Ireland. Some 
outdoor educators have strong feelings about the inherent positive impact and the value 
of OL which would be reflective of McDonald’s stance: ‘We don’t need independent research 
to prove the value of outdoor education; we believe in it’ (McDonald, 1997, p. 377). However, 
this review is focused on what we know about OL practice from the published literature 
based upon empirical research in Ireland.

This study adopted a systematic review of literature informed by Grant and Booth (2009) to 
better understand the nature of OL in Ireland. The purpose of this review was to identify which 
areas are being researched, and in particular, how OL practices are being enacted in formal 
education settings. This review also identified significant gaps in research activities and explored 
which aspects of OL in Ireland have not yet been reported in the academic literature. For clarity, 
this review is set in Ireland (sometimes described as the Republic of Ireland) and does not include 
research specific to Northern Ireland, which for education purposes is under a different 
jurisdiction.

2. Context

2.1. Outdoor learning

While learning indoors is the norm in most educational settings, the outdoors has been the 
traditional venue for learning throughout the majority of human history (Mann et al., 2021). 
Outdoor Learning holds a central position in the education frameworks of a number of 
countries and states including Scotland (Christie et al., 2019); Singapore (Ho, 2011); and 
Slovenia (Dimec & Kokalj, 2018). In many other countries, OL is referred to in primary and 
post-primary school curricula and guidance notes for teachers, but it is rarely articulated as 
the preferred pedagogical approach. Outdoor Learning is often perceived to be on the 
periphery of teaching and learning practice. While many progressive curriculum changes 
have taken place in Ireland in the past quarter century (Gleeson, 2022), using outdoor 
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settings as a structured element of teaching and learning has yet to be fully established 
(O’Malley & Pierce, 2023). Weak connections between society and the landscape (Hannon,  
2015; Lysaght, 1998) and the under-development of place-based educational strategies 
(Pierce & Telford, 2023) would appear to have created an environment that, perhaps, has 
provided little encouragement of outdoor pedagogies as a strategy in curriculum design or 
for curriculum delivery.

Research outputs and publications in any discipline are often mediated by the existence of a large 
community of researchers and academics from that discipline. In Ireland, there is no dedicated 
research centre for OL as might be seen in countries or territories such as Denmark (the Outdoor 
Pedagogy research centre at VAR University), Quebec (the CRÉPA research centre at Université de 
Sherbrooke) or Singapore (OE department in the MoE). Undergraduate and taught postgraduate 
degrees in this discipline are available from just two Irish universities with a small number of 
academics teaching individual OL modules and researching in this domain at these and other 
universities. While international evidence supports the impact and value of OL in the curriculum 
and in teaching (Beames et al., 2023; Largo-Wight et al., 2018; Mann et al., 2022), the case for its 
consistent application in Ireland has not yet been established.

2.2. Rationale and aims

In the face of many claims made for the efficacy of OL in international settings, and in the 
absence of a large body of research on OL in Ireland, this paper sets out to provide an 
overview of reported teaching practice in the OL domain. The research had three aims. It 
aimed to 1) identify the specific sectors represented in OL-related research; 2) synthesise the 
outcomes that are reported in the academic literature and 3) indicate where gaps in the 
research were found. While these research aims formed the foundations of our research, we 
were cautious of taking an overly proceduralist approach. We adopted the stance of Eakin 
and Mykhalovskiy (2003) by interpreting the aims and research questions as a ‘compass’ that 
gave direction to our review rather than an ‘anchor’ which fixed the position of our research 
(p.190).

3. Methodology and methods

Reviews of literature have traditionally followed the scientific method of inquiry and can help in the 
construction of conceptual representations of phenomena or practices (Snyder, 2019). However, 
more recent approaches to literature reviews have moved towards the use of criteria to establish the 
rigour of the methods used and create a capacity for those studies to be more easily replicated, 
expanded or compared to other research (Butler et al., 2016). This more systematic approach to 
literature reviews is often delineated through the use of protocols, clearly defined parameters, and 
well-articulated criteria for inclusion in the studies and exclusion from the studies (Newman & 
Gough, 2020). This study has adopted a systematic review of literature approach (Grant & Booth,  
2009) to better understand the nature of OL in Ireland as it is reported in the academic literature. It 
embraces many aspects of the PRISMA 2020 reporting guidelines (Page et al., 2021) designed to 
improve the quality of systematic reviews and thus make them more coherent and comparable in 
the context of similar research set in other contexts or other geographic regions. While systematic 
review as a research methodology was originally developed in the context of the meta-analysis of 
large quantitative studies, this form of methodology has been expanded to report on research which 
uses mixed methods (Dixon-Woods et al., 2005) and to comprehensively report upon and analyse 
research studies which use primarily qualitative methods (Hannes & Lockwood, 2011; Majid & 
Vanstone, 2018).
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3.1. Searching for literature

As a developing discipline within a limited geographical area, OL in Ireland represents a small target 
for academic literature. Systematic literature reviews with a fixed research question would tradition
ally use a PICO or SPIDER approach. Cooke et al. (2012) noted that PICO does not perform well with 
qualitative studies and SPIDER, though better for qualitative studies, shows lower returns of valid 
papers. Thus, both were dismissed for this particular study. Initial searches of JSTOR; EBSCOhost/ 
Academic Search Complete, and Sage Journals and Taylor & Francis Online returned small numbers 
of publications. These searches used key terms with language and date filters (Page et al., 2021). The 
search terms were ‘Ireland’ AND ‘outdoor learning’ OR ‘outdoor education’ OR ‘adventure education’ 
OR ‘Outdoor Adventure Education’ NOT ‘Northern Ireland.’ At the commencement of the research, 
results were filtered for the period 2012 – 2022 and publications in the English language. As the 
research took some time, the filter was amended to 2012 – 2023 to include more current research. 
Usher (2022) noted the significant role of practitioner-led research and master’s studies in research 
on the practice of teaching geography in primary schools in Ireland. It was found that, with 
appropriate filters, Google Scholar was effective in capturing both the grey literature and the peer- 
reviewed literature during the initial scoping phase of the review, it became the main database for 
the literature search. A subsequent search using form delivered 1804 results.

3.2. Selection and initial screening processes

While the Google Scholar search delivered results from practitioner journals, reports and other grey 
literature, it also included sources which referred to literature less focused on our key terms. This 
included research activity based in other countries which cited research from Ireland, or which had 
been published in Ireland. In some cases, it even presented results where an author’s surname was 

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion

Forms of Education Formal education 
Non-formal education

Informal education

Educational Setting ECEC 
Primary Education 
Post-primary 
Further Education 
Higher Education 
Environmental outdoor education

Focus within OL Focus on professional practice 
Focus on pedagogy or teaching

Focus on student programmes 
Focus on student learning 
Focus on student attitudes

Non-formal Outdoor Ed. 
or Adventure Ed.

Residential centre-based 
Environmental outdoor education 
Youth work settings

Wellbeing outdoors 
Forest school settings 
Adventure Therapy 
Youth Justice work

Sports and recreation 
settings

Adventure education or adventure 
activities within physical education

Sport/Sport development related 
Sports-science related research 
Outdoor recreation 
research based predominantly on Physical 
Education

Date of publication 2012–2023 <2012
Territorial Research on subjects/phenomena located 

in Ireland
Research on subjects/phenomena located in Northern 

Ireland and off the island of Ireland
Document Sources Peer-reviewed papers in academic 

journals 
Book sections or chapters in academic 
books

Magazines and practitioner journals 
Governmental and NGO reports 
Master’s and PhD theses 
Undergraduate research Newspaper articles

Content type Reporting of empirical research Handbooks; practice guides; 
conceptual pieces; literature reviews
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Ireland. Initial screening of the titles and abstracts allowed for the data set to be reduced to 157 
documents for processing. Documents which remained after screening were managed using Zotero 
(Vers. 6) to capture their full details.

3.3. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Criteria were established for the inclusion of research papers and documents as well as criteria for 
exclusion (See Table 1). As a discipline with many terms or titles used to describe teaching practice 
surrounding learning in the outdoors, it was necessary to make some decisions to narrow the scope 
of the study and create a stronger focus for the review guided by the aims. While grey literature was 

Table 2. PRISMA.

Outdoor Learning on the edge of Europe: a systematic review of practice from Ireland – PRISMA 
Id

en
ti!

ca
tio

n 

References from other sources  
Citation searching 
Grey literature   

Studies screened (n = 137)

Studies sought for retrieval (n = 124)

Studies assessed for eligibility (n = 124)    

References removed (n = 21)  
Duplicates identified manually (n = 5)
Duplicates identified by Covidence (n = 16)  
Marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 0) 

Studies excluded (n = 13)

Studies not retrieved (n = 0)

Studies excluded (n = 111)  
Wrong setting (n = 22)
Wrong date range (n = 5)
wrong population (n = 24)
Wrong intervention (n = 8)
Not empirical research (n = 6)
Predominantly PE focus (n = 5)
Wrong type of Publication (n = 23)
Not focused on practice or pedagogy (n = 18)

In
cl

ud
ed

 

Studies included in review (n = 13)    

Sc
re

en
in

g 

Studies from databases/registers (n = 158)
Google Scholar (n = 150)
Unspecified (n = 8) 
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identified in the initial scoping searches the final inclusion criteria were refined to include only 
empirical peer-reviewed academic journals and book chapters. The scope of practices which might 
be considered to be OL is very broad in Ireland. In order to pay closer attention to situations where 
OL is defined within formal and non-formal education settings (Council of Europe, 2025), research 
related to informal education settings where the learning is unstructured in its delivery or without 
a fixed learning outcome (Festeu & Humberstone, 2006; Jeffs, 2017) were excluded. Thus, outdoor 
recreation programmes and youth justice programmes were not included in this review. While Forest 
Schools branded OL activities are practised both in formal education settings and non-formal 
settings (Whelan & Kelly, 2023) they require external accreditation and therefore this approach is 
not immediately open to all teachers and practitioners. Thus Forest School-based research was not 
included in this review.

3.4. Full-text screening and data extraction

Covidence software (https://www.covidence.org/) was used in this review to track the systematic 
screening of literature and the rationale for the inclusion and exclusion of each text. It provided an 
effective audit trail of the decision-making processes in our research and a method for tracking 
progress through the review. Thirteen papers and book chapters were selected for inclusion in the 
study. The screening process followed in this research was captured in a PRISMA table (Table 2).

3.5. Quality appraisal

This review involved both analysis and synthesis activities. We evaluated the standard of the 
reporting of the qualitative and mixed methods studies using a tool developed by Maeda et al. 
(2022). Their 22-point inventory was used to establish if all the significant elements of the qualitative 
research methodology undertaken were reported in each publication. For each component sought 
by the inventory in the research paper/chapter, verbatim evidence was extracted. For quantitative 
research, we chose to use the Child Care and Early Education Research Connections (CCEERC) Research 
Assessment Tool (Child Care and Early Education Research Connections, 2023). This was the tool 
chosen by Becker et al. (2017) in their systematic review of literature on the effects of regular classes 
in OE. The 12-point inventory was graded in the same manner as the qualitative research with 
positive, neutral and negative scores. The adjectival description of the quality used the same metric 
as the assessment of qualitative research.

3.6. Hybrid synthesis method

An important aspect of systematic review is choosing an appropriate technique for the synthesis of 
research reports. In particular, the interpretation of qualitative research is a subjective process and 
the acknowledgement of the conceptual frameworks and context of each of the research studies are 
key (Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009; Lisiecka et al., 2022). This makes the comparison or synthesis of 
such research outputs challenging. As this review involved predominantly qualitative research with 
only one quantitative study included, we chose to adopt a novel hybridised approach to our analysis. 
As three researchers who are very invested in reflexive approaches to qualitative research (Braun & 
Clarke, 2019, 2023), we employed thematic synthesis (J. Thomas & Harden, 2008) in the initial phases 
of analysis to identify commonalities. This involved line-by-line coding and the construction of 
several phases of interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The process of Meta-aggregative synthesis 
(Munn et al., 2021) was selected as the primary method used to communicate the combined findings 
from the selected studies (Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009). Meta-aggregation was developed as an 
analysis method for qualitative systematic reviews which would replicate the rigor of quantitative 
studies. In the latter stages of the review, we applied this interpretive strategy based upon the work 
of Hannes and Lockwood (2011) to derive areas-of-action and the final interpretation as lines-of- 
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action for research and practice. We followed the example of Dunn et al. (2024) in pragmatically 
employing Meta-aggregative synthesis in reviewing papers featuring both qualitative and quantita
tive methods. We chose to take an integrative approach which derived lines-of-action outputs 
(Hannes & Lockwood, 2011) that maintained a close link to the findings of each research study 
and their original research context (Lockwood et al., 2015).

4. Findings of the systematic review

4.1. Characteristics of the literature

In order to address the first aim of the research, to map the strands of practice where OL-related 
research is happening, the following characteristics were extracted from the 13 selected texts; 
Title, year, author, setting or sector, sample size, form of OL, and research methods used (Table 3). 
Through the analysis of research-reporting quality assessment, the principal findings from each text 
were extracted (Table 4). Ten of the studies used qualitative research methods varying from case 
studies, interviews and self-studies. The median number of participants in these studies was eight. 
Two of the studies used mixed methods with a range of participants numbering from 67 to 26,265. 
The latter was a study of data collected over a 10-year period. One study used a quantitative survey 
with responses from 1,013 primary school teachers.

As previously discussed, OL takes many forms in Ireland. In this review, six of the studies related to 
primary-level curricular OL with a further four of the studies focused on adventure education. These 
adventure education programmes took place in post-primary and vocational education for young 

Table 5. Reporting quality assessment.

Study ID code Mean Std. Dev. Initial Interrater reliability Level of concensus after discussion

Mean I-R-R 82% 95%
Abbott and Flynn (2022) 0.00 0.98 86% 95%
Bird et al. (2022) 0.50 0.74 82% 100%
Coulter and Woods, (2012) 0.64 0.66 55% 91%
Dillon (2016) 0.82 0.50 86% 100%
Finnerty and Murphy (2023) 0.27 0.88 68% 82%
Hunt (2021) -0.05 0.84 73% 95%
Kelly (2022) 0.14 0.94 91% 100%
Kelly et al. (2022) -0.32 0.95 91% 95%
Leo et al. (2018) -0.18 0.96 95% 100%
O’Carroll and Scanlon (2023) 0.86 0.47 91% 95%
Peirce and Beames (2022) 0.91 0.29 78% 100%
Tindall et al. (2017) 0.00 0.98 91% 91%
Usher (2022) 0.58 0.79 84% 100%

Table 6. Descriptive themes.

Descriptive Themes from the findings of the reviewed papers

Agency of the learners
Attitudes and Affect
Culture
Future policy
Policy issues
Gaps in research and practice
Pedagogical practices
Reflective Practice
Regulation and organisation
Relationships
Research agenda
The quality of the educator
Theory informed practice
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adults with a disability. The two mixed methods studies were both environmental education pro
grammes. The setting or context of the studies also showed variety in the focus of the studies. Only one 
study in this review related to early years, This contrasts with the international literature where OL in 
early years education features strongly. Four studies related to either initial teacher education or 
continuing teacher education associated with universities and the professional development of primary 
school teachers. Two of the studies were set in the network of public provision outdoor education and 
training centres (OETC) funded directly by the Department of Education. The importance of equality, 
diversity and inclusion (EDI) is the focus of an increasing volume of professional development pro
grammes for teachers and pedagogues working in the education sector. It was positive to see that two 
of the studies related to supporting the engagement of persons with a disability in OL programmes.

4.2. The quality of research reporting

Utilising the assessment tool by Maeda et al. (2022), each qualitative and mixed methods research 
paper was evaluated. Where an inventory item was present, it was scored as  +  1 (YES). Where an 
inventory element was absent, it was scored  − 1 (NO). Where there was ambiguity, the criteria were 
scored 0 (UNCLEAR). The mean score and the standard deviation were calculated for each publica
tion. In keeping with Maeda et al.’s work, where the mean score was greater than .66, the paper was 
deemed to possess a high level of quality in its reporting. Where a publication scored .66 < .30, it was 
deemed to have a medium level of quality. Where a publication scored <.3, it was deemed to have 
a low level of quality for the reporting of qualitative research.

One paper selected in the review used a quantitative research method and here we used the 
CCEERC Quantitative Research Assessment Tool (Child Care and Early Education Research 
Connections., 2023). This 12-point inventory was graded in the same manner as the qualitative 
research with positive, neutral and negative scores. The adjectival description of the level of quality 
reported used the same metric as the assessment of qualitative research.

The 13 papers were evaluated for quality by Author 1. A process of inter-rater reliability was then 
conducted where Author 3 assessed each paper against the two quality assessment tools. Next, 
results were compared before discussion and reappraisal. When initially compared, there was an 85% 
level of agreement between the reviewers. Following discussion and reappraisal, the level of 
agreement was 95% (Table 5).

4.3. Synthesis of the research data

This analysis process was managed using the NVivo (Ver.14) software package. The 13 research studies 
were uploaded to NVivo and reviewed line-by-line for details related to their respective findings. 

Table 7. Areas-of-action.

Areas of Areas-of-action Description Reach

The role and function of 
schools and organisations

The organisational culture, administrative systems and regulation of schools 
and other educational institutions where outdoor learning takes place.

9 research 
studies

The professional educator The attributes of the educator including their capacity to engage in reflective 
practice. Their Professional Development (PD) experiences and future plans. 
The extent to which theory informs their practice and what factors 
determine the quality of the practice.

13 research 
studies

The flourishing of learners in 
the outdoors

The agency of the learners and the capacity of the learners to develop and 
grow through learning relationships. The attitudes and mindset of the 
learners and how outdoor learning supports growth in their affective 
domain.

13 research 
studies

Challenges to and 
development of the field

The scope of the research agenda is associated with outdoor learning within 
formal education settings and how future policy-making will direct outdoor 
learning practice. This also includes the identification of gaps in the research 
strategic targets for new research in the field.

11 research 
studies
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Table 8. Lines-of-action from the findings.

Lines of action Description
The Areas of Action to which 

these relate

Developing Outdoor Pedagogy If Outdoor Pedagogy can be acknowledged as 
a genuine pedagogical model or genre of 
teaching, then ITE and CTE programmes 
can support teachers and pedagogues 
more effectively to develop their practice 
in this domain.

The role and function of 
schools and organisations 
The professional educator 
Challenges to and 
development of the field

Becoming reflective outdoor teachers and 
pedagogues

If PD and theory-informed practice were 
valued more by the educational 
institutions (and schools) then the practice/ 
theory divide might be bridged, with 
teachers and pedagogues more likely to 
adopt reflective practices.

The role and function of 
schools and organisations 
The professional educator 
Challenges to and 
development of the field

Theory-informed practice can become more 
prevalent if more teachers and 
pedagogues were engaged as researchers 
or co-researchers with others

If more research on outdoor learning practice 
was happening across the sector with 
more practitioners being active agents and 
co-researchers in the investigations, then 
the theory being generated might be more 
easily adopted into practice by the 
teachers and pedagogues. This evidence- 
based practice would be in the best 
interest of the learners.

The professional educator 
Challenges to and 
development of the field 
The flourishing of learners in 
the outdoors

Evaluation methodologies need to be 
applied across the sector to capture good 
practice and to improve the quality of 
teaching

There are no universal, structured systems for 
evaluating outdoor learning programmes 
reported. Evaluating outdoor learning 
programmes would improve practice, 
support research and understanding of the 
field and provide evidence for institutions 
about the efficacy of programming.

The role and function of 
schools and organisations 
The professional educator 
Challenges to and 
development of the field

Active, affective and engaged learning has 
been reported in Irish outdoor learning

These studies have provided evidence of 
outdoor pedagogies which have delivered 
active, affective and engaged learning for 
participants in the reported programmes.

The flourishing of learners in 
the outdoors

Local areas and place-based pedagogies 
should take a more central role in outdoor 
learning practice

The role of local places and place-based 
pedagogies should be articulated in 
policies and in curricula. This would 
support education for sustainable 
development and the achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

The role and function of 
schools and organisations 
Challenges to and 
development of the field 
The professional educator

PD for outdoor learning needs to be 
contextualised

If more PD programmes were situated in the 
learning context of ECEC practitioners, 
teachers and outdoor pedagogues, then 
the professionals would be more confident 
and better prepared to deliver outdoor 
learning in those educational settings

The role and function of 
schools and organisations 
The professional educator 
Challenges to and 
development of the field

The cross-curricular opportunities afforded 
by outdoor learning should be promoted

Outdoor learning can create affordances for 
learning across curricula and across 
thematic areas in formal education. It can 
also be highly effective in communicating 
broader pro-social and eco-centric values

The professional educator 
The role and function of 
schools and organisations 
Challenges to and 
development of the field

Outdoor learning is more impactful in the 
affective domain of learners

If we are seeking to optimise the impact of 
outdoor learning practices, then we should 
focus on the potential for affective growth 
and development afforded by outdoor 
learning and not just the physicality of the 
experiences.

The flourishing of learners in 
the outdoors 
Challenges to and 
development of the field

There is a need for greater clarity about the 
nature of outdoor learning and its use as 
a teaching method

If we want to improve practice in outdoor 
learning among pedagogues and teachers, 
then we could focus on the development 
of theory and practice concurrently by 
fostering greater pedagogical content 
knowledge (PCK).

The professional educator 
Challenges to and 
development of the field

(Continued)
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Flemming and Noyes (2021) noted that findings from research papers were generally in the ‘Findings’ 
section. However, they also noted that important aspects of the findings are sometimes described and 
articulated in other parts such as the ‘Discussion’ section. The coding activity was completed by 
Author 1. There were 57 findings identified from the 13 studies. After a period of familiarisation with 
the data (Table 4) and leaning into a reflexive thematic approach (J. Thomas & Harden, 2008), 12 
descriptive themes were identified by the authors (Table 6). In the subsequent phase of coding, four 
analytical themes were developed. These defined the areas-of-action (Ojeda & Del Rey, 2022) identi
fied in the papers. Finally, lines-of-action (p. 1661) were aggregated from the 13 papers by Author 1 
and Author 2. As noted by Flemming and Jones (2019), this iterative process of extraction, analysis and 
synthesis involves moving both backwards and forward in a manner that is not always linear.

4.4. Areas-of-action

The meta-aggregation of findings generated 12 descriptive themes which led to the formation of 
four distinct areas-of-action. These areas were identified as domains where policy or practice might 
be changed in order to improve outcomes for the learners, the teachers/pedagogues involved and 
wider society (Table 7). While this review was primarily focused on the practice of OL by teachers/ 
pedagogues, the first area-of-action acknowledges that this practice is situated in schools and other 
educational contexts. As such, their institutional policies, procedures and most particularly, their 
organisational culture, can be an enabler of practice or a disabler of practice. The second area focuses 
on the individual practitioner. The findings highlighted areas which influenced their professional 
capacity and the quality of their practice. The third area identified findings which had a direct 
relationship to the outcomes for learners. This area included actions which supported the flourishing 
and personal growth of the learners (Seligman, 2011). The final area-of-action related to challenges 
in and development of the field of OL.

4.5. Lines-of-action

Meta-aggregated synthesis statements were drawn directly from 57 findings extracted from the 
papers in this study. These findings were clustered thematically in the four areas of action. The 
synthesis statements were divided into two formats. They are presented in either a declamatory form 
or with an if-then structure (Hannes & Lockwood, 2011). These statements propose direct action for 
the advancement of policy or of practice. Each of these 11 lines-of-action are further elucidated with 
a description and are linked to multiple areas-of-action identified in the findings of the original 
research papers (Table 8). These lines of action impacted many areas of practice. Here we present 
them within the context of the area-of-action in which they have most impact. While the individual 
studies in this review had findings about particular populations and operations, there was 
a challenge to identify how the voice of individual researchers can be interpreted in the context of 

Table 8. (Continued).

Lines of action Description
The Areas of Action to which 

these relate

The use of outdoor learning strategies for 
children with Special Education Needs and 
disability (SEND) merits more exploration

Children with SEND have the potential to 
benefit substantially from the application 
of outdoor learning practices. The area is 
not reported extensively and the 
integration of outdoor learning and 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
approaches could have an even greater 
impact.

The flourishing of learners in 
the outdoors Challenges to 
and development of the 
field
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the entire sector. Here we outline the synthesis statements associated with the four areas-of-action in 
the previous section.

5. Discussion

The lines-of-action identified are each linked to multiple areas-of-action in a rhizomatic fashion, 
which is reminiscent of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of the Rhizome which envisages 
knowledge as a decentralised, non-hierarchical fashion system. For clarity, these lines-of-action are 
discussed in the context of the four over-arching areas of action identified in this review. The 
implications of the quality of research reporting are also discussed.

5.1. The role and function of schools and organisations

The practice of OL by teachers/pedagogues is of primary importance in this review, but where they 
work and how their work is administered have major implications for every individual teacher and 
pedagogue. Therefore, the role and function of schools and organisations is the first area-of-action we 
address. One aim of this review was to establish gaps in the research of practice. As OL practices 
occur across many formal and non-formal areas of education in Ireland, they are not routinely and 
systematically evaluated. While some structured evaluations are reported (Bird et al., 2022; Hunt,  
2021), there is a lack of structured programme evaluation (Pierce & Beames, 2022) that could 
contribute to improved practice and could build an evidence base to support policy change. 
Evidence from Denmark (Nielsen et al., 2016), the UK (Quibell et al., 2017) and New Zealand (Hill 
et al., 2020) indicate how this could be approached. Therefore, the first line-of-action statement is 
that evaluation methodologies need to be applied across the sector to capture good practice and to 
improve the quality of teaching.

The second line-of-action statement relates to the role of place-based education in OL (Mannion & 
Lynch, 2015). Local areas and place-based pedagogies should take a more central role in outdoor 
learning practice. The role of local places and place-based pedagogies should be articulated in 
policies and in curricula. This would support education for sustainable development and the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), most specifically Goal 3 Good Health 
and Wellbeing; Goal 4 Quality Education; Goal 13 Climate action; Goal 14 Life below water; Goal 15 Life 
on land. The importance of place-based learning and connection to place was reported in several 
studies (Bird et al., 2022; Kelly, 2022; Usher, 2022). The capacity of this form of learning to connect to 
broader issues of sustainability was also noted (Hunt, 2021; Leo et al., 2018). However, some OL 
programming can be overly focused on the physical tasks and activities involved without acknowl
edging the setting and context of learning in a natural environment. This can lead to what Relph 
(1976) called placelessness. This aspect of OE was noted by Pierce and Beames (2022). As OL 
programming can be viewed as serving broad themes within the Irish curriculum (Finnerty & 
Murphy, 2023), increasing the role of ‘place’ may provide the opportunity to widen the relevance 
of OL activities across the curriculum.

Several studies in this review were linked to the professional development of teachers, pre-service 
teachers and practitioners. Their capacity to adopt an outdoor pedagogy was the focus of a number 
of studies (Abbott & Flynn, 2022; Coulter & Woods, 2012; Dillon et al., 2016; Kelly, 2022). The 
professional practice of these pedagogues and teachers was also noted in other studies (Pierce & 
Beames, 2024; Usher, 2022). However, outdoor pedagogy is not a pedagogical model or genre of 
teaching that exists universally in initial teacher education (ITE) or continuing teacher education 
(CTE) programmes. Therefore, the third line-of-action from this review relates to developing outdoor 
pedagogy. If outdoor pedagogy can be acknowledged as a genuine pedagogical model or genre of 
teaching, then ITE and CTE programmes can support teachers and pedagogues more effectively to 
develop their practice in this domain. Other researchers and academics have identified outdoor 
pedagogy as distinctly different (G. Thomas, 2015) and some have noted how its pedagogical 
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approach might offer insights into more mainstream education (Blenkinsop et al., 2016). Neville et al. 
(2023) have proposed such a model for outdoor pedagogy that counters the traditional notions that 
a teacher or practitioner must first be a highly skilled ‘outdoors person’ before developing their 
teaching skills for that domain. Several researchers have drawn on the work of Shulman (1986) to 
better understand their teaching outdoors through the concept of Pedagogical Content Knowledge 
(Dyment et al., 2018; North & Dyment, 2021; Sutherland et al., 2016). This emphasis on ‘how to teach’ 
a particular concept or skill focuses on the teacher as an expert in teaching that subject outdoors 
rather than being an expert at being outdoors.

5.2. The professional educator

In the second area-of-action, we identified the professional educator as a focus of several synthesised 
findings. While many findings in this review link to several of the four areas-of-action, we took 
a reflexive approach in interrogating those findings in order to situate them in the domains where 
we believe they may be most impactful. The cross-curricular opportunities afforded by outdoor 
learning should be promoted. This declamatory statement is equally relevant to the entire field of 
OL, but we believe that such a policy decision would have the greatest impact on the work of the 
professional educators. Several studies in this review identified the opportunities to link to the 
curriculum and to use OL to deliver cross-curricular or interdisciplinary learning (Finnerty & Murphy,  
2023; Kelly, 2022; O’Carroll & Scanlon, 2023; Usher, 2022). This reflects findings internationally where 
a number of studies have highlighted the opportunities and efficacy of cross-curricular teaching 
outdoors (Beames et al., 2023; Faskunger et al., 2018; Neville et al., 2023). The next synthesis finding 
in this area was: If professional development and theory-informed practice were valued more by the 
educational institutions (and schools) then the practice/theory divide might be bridged, with 
teachers and pedagogues more likely to adopt reflective practices. The concept of reflective 
practices is well-established in a number of professions including teaching and nursing. Schön 
(1983) referred to reflection on practice, in practice and for practice in teaching. Reflecting on 
practice and activities such as journaling about one’s teaching featured in several papers from this 
review (Abbott & Flynn, 2022; Bird et al., 2022; Dillon et al., 2016; Kelly, 2022; O’Carroll & Scanlon,  
2023).

In a field where definitions of what constitutes theory and appropriate practice are contested, 
reflective practice creates an opportunity for practitioners to build knowledge by critically examining 
their work. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) noted that ‘it is assumed that teachers learn when they 
have opportunities to examine and reflect on the knowledge that is implicit in good practice’ 
(p. 262). However, for reflective practice to be widely adopted, it must be accepted as having 
value. As Abbott and Flynn (2022) in this review noted, the ECEC sector does not provide funding 
or pay practitioners for non-contact time. This presents a problem for staff who would like to engage 
in this form of practice but do not feel supported. Pierce and Beames (2022) noted the lack of 
visibility of reflective practices in public outdoor education and training centres; they urged that the 
sector ‘become more critically reflective of their important work’ (p. 11). Thus, for a shift to greater 
reflective practice in the field, there must first be a shift in the values and policies of the institutions.

The third finding in the area of the professional educator was that If more professional develop
ment programmes were situated in the learning context of ECEC practitioners, teachers and outdoor 
pedagogues, then the professionals would be more confident and better prepared to deliver out
door learning in those educational settings. A number of studies have identified that teachers and 
pedagogues can struggle to access suitable professional development that will build their confi
dence and self-efficacy in the area of teaching outdoors (Christie et al., 2014; Kerr, 2020; Waite et al.,  
2016). Bortolotti et al. (2014) reported that a number of benefits accrued to children, including 
improved social skills, when they were facilitated outdoors by kindergarten pedagogues who had 
completed relevant professional development. As the position of OL is weak in Irish schools and 
educational institutions, it is particularly relevant that Christie et al. (2014) found that officially 
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organised professional development led to a ‘legitimisation of learning outdoors’ in the eyes of 
teachers (p. 56). Situating professional development programmes in ECEC settings, school grounds 
and local parks where the teachers and pedagogues work would be a practical solution. It would 
allow the practitioners to fully contextualise their experiences and make it easier to transfer their 
learning to their practice. Coulter and Woods (2012) noted the importance of professional develop
ment for teachers while based in the schools and which had pupils present. Such professional 
development could then be focused on the kind of pedagogies best suited to their local OL context. 
Pierce and Beames (2022) found that low-level, inappropriate pedagogical experience of practi
tioners in the public provision OET Centres had allowed for ‘irrational practices to take hold and 
become normalised’ (p. 8). In a study based in Northern Ireland, Kerr (2020) identified a creative, 
pragmatic and social-constructivist approach to professional development programming for teach
ing science outdoors where the practitioners became co-teachers. They ‘learned together in the 
workshops before they coplanned and cotaught’ (p. 32) programmes in schools with pupils. This 
approach built confidence, situated the learning and created the potential for a future co-support 
network of the teachers.

5.3. The flourishing of learners in the outdoors

This review found that active, affective and engaged learning has been reported in Irish OL. The 
papers have provided evidence of outdoor pedagogies which have delivered active, affective and 
engaged learning for participants in the reported programmes. These positive educational processes 
were reported across all the studies in this review. This is encouraging and correlates with the 
findings of international research regarding the positive effect of OL on school-going children and 
preschoolers (Becker et al., 2017; Frances et al., 2024; Mann et al., 2022). OL/OE is a pedagogical 
domain without fixed definitions and the full attributes of an established academic discipline (Potter 
& Dyment, 2016), establishing facts about the practice of OL in Ireland is important as only with such 
data can the sector legitimately press for a greater role in the school lives of children from birth to 18 
years. In this area-of-action focused on the flourishing of learners in the outdoors, our remaining 
findings are more propositional. Outdoor learning is more impactful in the affective domain of 
learners: If we seek to optimise the impact of outdoor learning practice, then we should focus on the 
potential for affective growth and development afforded by outdoor learning and not just the 
physicality of the experiences. Finnerty and Murphy (2023) noted that, while physical education 
(PE) is more traditionally associated with the physical domain; outdoor adventure activities within PE 
are aimed at the affective domain. Studies in this review identified the prominence of attitudinal 
change among learners (Bird et al., 2022; Hunt, 2021) and the development of social skills (Leo et al.,  
2018; Tindall et al., 2017) in OL programmes. There appear to be some juxtaposed opinions of OL. It is 
perceived by some teachers and practitioners as activities that are physically demanding; challen
ging to manage; or challenging to teach (Dyment, 2005; van Dijk-Wesselius et al., 2020), while this 
review has identified more affective development with less emphasis on the physical demands.

The second finding in this area of action is that theory-informed practice can become more 
prevalent if more teachers and pedagogues are engaged as researchers or co-researchers with 
others. If more research on outdoor learning practice was happening across the sector with more 
practitioners being active agents and co-researchers in the investigations, then the theory being 
generated might be more easily adopted into practice by the teachers and pedagogues. Of the 
thirteen articles in this review, four were led by practitioner-researchers who were supported by co- 
authors/academic supervisors from the HE sector. The other nine reported on research led by HE 
academics who were researching practices in schools and educational institutions.
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5.4. Challenges to and development of the field

The final area of action from this review includes findings related to the formation of future policies; 
the research agenda; and gaps in the application of outdoor teaching practice and its associated 
research. The first line of action in this area is that there is a need for greater clarity about the nature 
of OL and its use as a teaching method. If we want to improve practice in outdoor learning among 
pedagogues and teachers, then we could focus on the development of theory and practice con
currently by fostering greater pedagogical content knowledge (PCK). Many of the authors from this 
review have identified low levels of confidence among pedagogues and teachers in educational 
institutions when it comes to taking their teaching outdoors (Abbott & Flynn, 2022; Kelly, 2022; 
Usher, 2022). The privileged knowledge of how to teach outdoors has been identified as a significant 
gap in the professional competence of teachers and pedagogues both in Ireland and abroad 
(Dyment et al., 2018; Usher, 2022).

The last finding in this review was that the use of OL strategies for children with special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND) merits more exploration. Children with SEND have the 
potential to benefit substantially from the application of outdoor learning practices. The area is not 
reported extensively and the integration of outdoor learning and UDL approaches could have an 
even greater impact. Only two of the papers in this review (Kelly et al., 2022; Tindall et al., 2017) 
focused on the application of OL practices with children with SEND. With Special Education teachers 
comprising 17.5% of all teachers in the country and with more than 18,000 Special Needs Assistants 
(SNAs) employed to support them (DES, 2023), there is evidence of government efforts to meet its 
obligations under the UN (2006) CRPD1 charter and the Salamanca Statement and Framework for 
Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994). However, teaching a person with a disability in 
OL settings continues to be considered a specialism within the work of OL practitioners and teachers 
(Aylward, 2020). OL can provide rich multi-sensory learning experiences that should not be primarily 
for those without disabilities and special needs.

5.5. Reporting quality assessment

As can be seen in Table 5, papers and chapters included in this review were found to show high, 
medium and low levels of quality when compared to the criteria set by Maeda et al. (2022) and 
defined in the CCEERC Quantitative Research Assessment Tool (Child Care and Early Education 
Research Connections, 2023). While six papers were deemed high or medium, seven research reports 
were deemed to show low levels of reporting quality. These assessment tools appraised the 
reporting of the research against specific criteria and should not be confused with a judgement 
on the quality of the research methodology or research activity undertaken. A unified approach to 
the reporting of empirical research on OL has been proposed by the editors of the major OE/OL- 
related journals in recent years (Seaman et al., 2020) and a specific appraisal of reporting quality in 
quantitative studies of nature-based adventure interventions was undertaken by Rosa et al. (2024). 
The majority of the research reported in this review used qualitative methods. While qualitative 
research can be diverse in its methods and underpinning conceptual frameworks, common practices 
for reporting could improve the impact of this research from Ireland.

6. Conclusions and recommendations

This research is the first systematic review of OL in Ireland to be published. The application of this 
research methodology has identified several specific lines of action for the enhancement and 
development of practice and policy. We hope this will inform OL practitioners and researchers and 
ultimately benefit outdoor learners. Drawing from the review’s findings, four specific conclusions and 
concomitant recommendations were identified.
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The first conclusion is that more research surrounding OL in Ireland is required. If this could 
involve closer collaboration between practitioners and researchers, there are substantial opportu
nities to have more practitioners involved in published research on OL. While the voice of practi
tioners as participants and, to a lesser extent, as co-researchers is present in the review, the voice of 
students, pupils and participants, is less prominent. We believe a ‘Participative Action Learning and 
Research: PALAR’ (Kearney et al., 2013) approach might enhance the quality of research outputs for 
the sector and ultimately benefit learners.

It would appear that small-scale and predominantly qualitative OL research studies are the ones 
most commonly published from Ireland. While qualitative research methods can deliver rich data 
and insights into specific settings, there was an absence of broader, quantitative studies about OL in 
the country. Only one large-scale quantitative study was identified in this review. In the context of 
the broader educational sphere, results from large-scale comparable research initiatives such as PISA 
and the HBSC study can influence education policy makers. Greater nationwide reporting of OL 
practices could strengthen the position of the sector by creating an evidence base which could 
better contextualise and describe the nature of the sector and inform policy developers and funders. 
While initiating large-scale research can be a costly endeavour, we would recommend replicating an 
existing study such as that undertaken in Scotland by Mannion et al. (2022). This study explored 
outdoor-based teaching, learning and play provisions in early years and in primary school. If this 
approach was replicated, with the inclusion of post-primary and FET settings, it could increase our 
knowledge of the sector and create a data set to compare with other countries of similar size where 
OL is used in formal education settings.

This review identified research happening across the sector from early years education to 
higher education. However, there is little indication of research about OL taking place in the 
post-primary and further education (FE) sectors. With the structural changes seen in recent 
years in junior cycle, and senior cycle within post-primary education and the exponential 
growth of the FET sector, the lack of publications on OL in these sectors would seem to 
indicate a gap in the research. We believe that these sub-sectors are under-researched. Future 
research studies in these areas might indicate the impact that these substantial changes in 
post-primary and FET sectors have had on OL. Utilising the guidelines for reporting empirical 
research in OL recommended by Seaman et al. (2020) could further increase the impact of that 
research.

Finally, it is worth noting that the application of systematic review methodology in OL or OE 
research is not common. However, it has become more popular with some significant publications in 
recent years (Becker et al., 2017; Mann et al., 2022; Mygind et al., 2019; van Kraalingen, 2023). OL and 
OE form a very diverse discipline (Potter & Dyment, 2016). The nuances of its variety are often 
captured in quite contextualised and generally qualitative research outputs. The use of aggregative 
approaches to synthesise findings (Hannes & Lockwood, 2011; Munn et al., 2021) might provide an 
opportunity for researchers to identify commonalities, connect and contrast the wealth of interna
tional research on the outdoors while maintaining fidelity to the original context and culture in 
which those research studies are set.

Note

1. Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, adopted 13 Dec. 2006, G.A. Res. 61/106, U.N. GAOR, 61st 
Sess., U.N. Doc. A/RES/61/106 (2006) (entered into force 3 May 2008) [hereinafter CRPD]. The CRPD text, along 
with its drafting history, resolutions, and updated list of signatories and states parties is posted on the United 
Nations Enable website, available at http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/rights/convtexte.htm.
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