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Injury Insight
Outdoor schools: a different way of learning
Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way children and
youth are being educated. When possible, public health
officials recommend moving activities outdoors.1 This can
be challenging, as schools often have issues finding spaces
large enough to allow for social distancing, and traditionally
curriculums do not include a large outdoor component.
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, a different way of learning—
in “outdoor schools” or “nature schools”—was on the rise.
Outdoor schools provide a unique educational setting that
operates primarily outdoors year-round. Across Canada,
enrollment in outdoor schools for the 2018-2019 school year
was estimated to be between 40,000 and 65,000 students.2
These schools may also provide a beneficial approach to
learning within the current restrictions of the COVID-19
pandemic.
One of the goals of outdoor schools is to foster a relationship
between the child and nature through outdoor activities.
All academic subjects and disciplines can be covered, while
children spend time outdoors in natural environments, such
as woodlands, parks, natural playgrounds, green spaces, and
outdoor classrooms.4
This style of education fosters children’s natural desire to
explore and experience their surroundings and build strong
relationships with nature, with each other, and with their
educators. Forest and nature schools put a strong emphasis
on learning through experience. Daily activities provide
students with a range of experiences that they can reflect
upon afterwards and apply to multiple disciplines.4,5

Examples of spaces for outdoor schools:

Parks

Greenspaces

Outdoor injuries at schools
Overall, injuries that take place in school settings
are considered to be minor, and often do not require
medical treatment. The leading causes and types of
injuries that occur outdoors at regular schools (both
during and outside of school hours) vary by the age
of the students, according to data from the Canadian
Injury Reporting and Prevention Program (CHIRPP) at
BC Children’s Hospital Emergency Department. Younger
children are often injured when playing on playground
equipment, and older youth are injured when struck
by or against objects—these are usually sport-related
injuries. Fall-related injuries that lead to emergency
department care are often fractures.

Table 1: Rankings of Leading Injury Causes and Types by
Age Group (years), BC CHIRPP 2014-2018
Injuries occuring outdoors
at regular schools

Ages
5-9

Ages
10-14

Ages
15-19

Falls from playground
equipment

1

3

3

Falls

2

1

2

Struck by/against object

3

2

1

Leading injury causes

Leading types of injuries
Fracture

1

1

2

Superficial injury

2

2

1

Open wound

3

3

3

Playgrounds
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their abilities to manage these risks.

Outdoor schools:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Foster relationships between the child and nature
Are available full-time or part-time
Take place in a variety of environments
Adapt to the changing seasons
Are appropriate for children and youth of all ages
Facilitate play-based learning—from creative play to
risky play
Deepen connection to the land, and can support
Indigenous ways of knowing

Benefits, risks, and hazards of outdoor
learning
Despite the many positive outcomes associated with outdoor
schools, there is often a concern that children at higher risk of
injury when outdoors.
Outdoor schools provide a unique learning environment.
Studies show that outdoor play and education benefit
children’s cognitive development through improved problemsolving ability, emotional regulation, and self-control. Outdoor
play also encourages the development of gross motor skills,
spatial orientation, muscle strength, and endurance.4,8,9
Understanding and managing the risks and hazards associated
with outdoor schools can help support learning.
Risk is not inherently bad. Outdoor schools encourage
risk-taking among students to support learning and skill
development. By comparison, outdoor schools have unique
hazards compared to traditional classroom settings—these
should be assessed and appropriate actions should be taken
to protect students.
Risks may include:
opportunities for climbing or jumping involving heights

•

negotiating rough terrain with branches, logs, etc.

•

slippery surfaces, such as wet logs or mud

•

being near bodies of water

•

working with tools

Risks versus hazards
•

•

Risks are things that the student can identify and
use to test their own abilities and comfort levels
(how high to climb, how muddy to get), and may
result in minor injury (scraps, cuts, bruises)
Hazards are things that the student may not
be aware of and need to be educated about or
protected against (branches at eye level, falling
trees, bears), and may result in more severe injury

Learning in the outdoors
The approach to learning at outdoor schools strongly
emphasizes activities that promote a child’s social, emotional,
and physical development.4,6,7 Students are encouraged to
expand their knowledge and experiences by engaging in
emergent, experiential, and inquiry-based learning.
Learning is largely through self-direction rather than the
provision of expert knowledge. Instructors develop a rough
day-plan, but allow the individual interests of the children to
guide daily activities, encouraging academic engagement and
participation.
This self-directed environment allows children to set their
own pace for learning and address issues using process-based
problem solving. This involves exploring challenges that can
be addressed in a variety of ways. Time is provided for children
to make mistakes and reflect upon their experiences, allowing
them to come up with answers to their own questions.
Shutterstock/Hurst Photo

•

Managing hazards involves identifying hazards, assessing the
students’ understanding of the hazards so that they know
what to keep an eye out for, and understanding their ability to
avoid identified hazards.

Hazards may include:
•

branches at eye level

•

being hit by falling debris

•

allergic reactions to plants or insects

•

extreme weather leading to heat stroke or frostbite

•

encounters with wildlife

Supporting appropriate risk-taking among students in an
outdoor education setting involves assessing the capabilities
of each student, their understanding of the risks present, and

Outdoor learning allows children to make mistakes
and to reflect on and learn from them.
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Nature schools originated in Denmark
and Norway in the 1980s and have since
expanded throughout Scandinavia, Europe,
China, Oceania, and North America.3,4

Resources
•

Child & Nature Alliance of Canada: https://childnature.ca/

•

Outdoor Play Canada: https://www.outdoorplaycanada.ca/

•

BCCDC COVID-19 Public Health Guidance for K-12
School Settings: http://www.bccdc.ca/Health-Info-Site/
Documents/COVID_public_guidance/Guidance-k-12schools.pdf

For parents considering an outdoor school program, inquiring
about an institution’s risk management protocol can provide
peace of mind as your child learns to navigate these natural
environments.

•

The Hospital for Sick Kids - Covid-19: Guidance for
School Reopening: https://www.sickkids.ca/PDFs/AboutSickKids/81407-COVID19-Recommendations-for-SchoolReopening-SickKids.pdf

The Child & Nature Alliance of Canada recommends a
risk-benefit assessment, where educators anticipate or
observe risks and navigate them in real time. They also
encourage involving students in this process to further their
understanding of risk.5

•

BCIRPU Injury Insight - Child’s play: why it is time to pop
the bubble: https://www.injuryresearch.bc.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2015/02/Injury-Insight-February-2015.pdf

Considerations for parents

Risk-benefit assessments help schools to mitigate risks in
the outdoor education. This enables educators to include
elements of risky outdoor play as they assess the most likely
and significant benefits and risks of the activity.5
A risk-benefit assessment toolkit was developed to help
schools conduct risk-benefit assessment and document and
assess risks prior to engaging in activities. These include:
•

site assessments

•

staff training and certification

•

assessing individual risk

•

dynamic risk assessment – continuously identifying
hazards, accessing risk, taking action, monitoring, and
evaluating

Risk-benefit assessment is a valuable
part of helping mitigate risk in
outdoor education.
Although managing risks and avoiding potential hazards is
activity-specific, it is recommended that educators be ready
with safety measures—such as always carrying an emergency
kit and contact list, maintaining safe child-to-adult ratios, and
ensuring proper communication protocols are set up in the
case of an emergency.4
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