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Using outdoor learning to augment social and emotional
learning (SEL) skills in young people with social, emotional and
behavioural difficulties (SEBD)
Alan Price

School of Education, University of Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
Under-developed social and emotional learning (SEL) skills limit educational
progress and make it difficult for children and young people with social,
emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) to form effective relationships
with peers and ADULTS. This paper focuses on an SEL intervention set
within an outdoor learning context. The research was practitioner led and
used an action research (AR) approach to implement and evaluate the SEL
intervention. Research participants (aged 12–13 years) were recruited from
a UK special school and were all considered to have SEBD. The paper
provides evidence for the specific SEL skills that participation in outdoor
learning can enhance. The evidence suggests that outdoor learning can be
an effective approach for educators wishing to augment the SEL skills of
young people with SEBD.
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Introduction

Young people with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) find conforming to the social
constructs of schooling challenging; they have lower than expected attainment and find it difficult to
maintain positive relationships (Thomas, 2005). Increased social-emotional competencies are asso-
ciated with greater well-being, better behaviour, improved school performance, better relationships
between adults and peers and improved mental health (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, &
Schellinger, 2011). This paper demonstrates that participation in outdoor learning can enhance social
and emotional learning (SEL) skills, thus improving educational outcomes and life experiences for
young people with SEBD. SEL is an umbrella term that refers to students’ acquiring skills that help them
recognise and manage emotions, develop care and concern for others, make responsible decisions,
establish positive relationships, and handle challenging situations effectively (Humphrey, 2013).

The national population of learners categorised under the term SEBD is approximately 13,000 across
all special schools in England (Department for Education, 2016). Learners with SEBD are defined as
‘children and young people who demonstrate features of emotional and behavioural difficulties, who
are withdrawn or isolated, disruptive and disturbing, hyperactive and lack concentration; those with
immature social skills; and those presenting challenging behaviours arising from other complex special
needs’ (DfES, 2001, p. 87). For the purpose of this article, a young personwith SEBD is defined as, ‘a child
who is in receipt of an individual plan, that contains a specific target to enhance SEL skills’. The inclusion
of SEL targets on a SEN plan makes intervention a statutory requirement (DfE, 2016 DoH, 2016).

Delivering SEL intervention through outdoor learning maintains learner engagement by taking
learning outside of the confines of the physical school and into natural settings. The approach
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requires mental and physical challenge, problem-solving, working with others and natural enquiry.
The Manifesto for Learning Outside the Classroom recognises that ‘Learning outside the classroom
can often present the most memorable learning experiences, helping young people to make sense
of the world around them by making links between feelings and learning’ (DfES, 2006, p. 1). These
qualities are desirable for SEL skills augmentation.

Outdoor learning is a broad and difficult concept to define, but this paper recognises it as: ‘an
approach to learning that occurs predominantly outside of the classroom, encompasses a strong
emphasis on working with others and includes practical activities that provide opportunities to
learn about the self, others and the natural environment’. The definition acknowledges the
importance of making sense of the social and physical world and the role of self and others within
it (DES, 1975).

The project employed an action research (AR) approach because alongside the action of
implementing the SEL intervention was the dual purpose of developing professional practice and
empowering research participants. Qualitative data identified the augmentation of specific SEL
skills as a result of participation in outdoor learning activities.

Social and emotional learning (SEL)

Social and emotional learning is regarded as ‘a process for helping children and adults develop the
fundamental skills for life effectiveness. SEL teaches the skills we all need to handle ourselves, our
relationships and our work effectively and ethically. These skills include recognising and managing
our emotions, developing care and concern for others, establishing positive relationships, making
responsible decisions, and handling challenging situations constructively and ethically. They are
the skills that allow children to calm themselves when angry, make friends, resolve conflicts
respectfully, and make ethical and safe choices’ (Humphrey, 2013, p. 18).

Several key principles are evident; SEL is a process that can be taught to both children and
adults. Criticisms exist about the universal teaching of SEL, with concerns that children’s emotional
lives might be reduced to a series of checklists, subjected to assessment in a similar fashion to
academic subjects (Humphrey, 2013). The universal teaching of SEL within schools ‘promotes
a deficit model of children and young people because it gives them the message that they all
need to be taught about feelings and relationships in order to function properly’ (Ecclestone, 2007,
p. 465). This view reflects a ‘deeper cultural shift towards pessimistic images of people’s resilience
and agency’ (Ecclestone, 2007, p. 465) and may, in fact, devalue intellectually orientated curricu-
lums (Furedi, 2009). However, Bridgeland, Bruce, and Hariharan (2013) argue that instead of
devaluing academic learning, a central tenet of SEL is its ability to underpin learners’ academic
success Although both Ecclestone (2007) and Furedi (2009) advise against the universal teaching of
SEL skills, their advice is contradictory in an SEBD context because of the difficulties the young
people have relating to others, forming positive friendships and overcoming negative self-images;
these factors act as barriers to academic learning.

Outdoor learning interventions for young people with SEBD

Studies situated within the United Kingdom (UK) pertaining to SEL augmentation and participation
in outdoor learning remain limited, more so in an SEBD context. However, there is evidence to
suggest that providing learning opportunities in natural settings can have a positive effect on an
individual’s mental health (Maller, 2009; Mirrahimi, Tawil, Addullah, & Usman, 2011).

A short-term (mean 13 h teaching time) outdoor learning programme that occurred one after-
noon a week across a half term reported that participation was associated with a reduction in
exclusion rates (Fox & Avramidis, 2003). Through applied systematic observation and in-depth
interviews with 11 participants with SEBD, the evidence suggested that ‘the programme was
successful in promoting positive behaviour’ (Fox & Avramidis, 2003, p. 273): following general
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rules, meeting individual behavioural objectives, and completing learning tasks. In particular, five
participants demonstrated consistently positive behaviour during outdoor education lessons in
marked contrast to their generally inconsistent, poor behaviour in other lessons. The observational
findings were supported by interview data from school personnel. Each ‘reaffirmed the success of
the programme in promoting positive behaviour’ (Fox & Avramidis, 2003, p. 275), although the
paper did not specifically refer to SEL skills, some of the reported outcomes are consistent with
Humphrey’s (2013) definition of SEL.

International research in the field of SEL development and outdoor learning is again limited.
Karppinen (2012) reports on a 40-week outdoor learning programme located in Finland. Although it
does not specifically report on SEL skill development, it is still relevant because of the similarity of the
participants, the learning approach and its recognition of emotional development. The report
describes the participants of, ‘average intelligence but having problems with their behaviour and
motivation for learning’ (Karppinen, 2012, p. 41). Karppinen, similarly working within an AR paradigm,
reports that outdoor experiences generated situations that enhanced the participants’ emotional life.
Taking the learning outdoors into ‘nature offered freedom, silence, calming down and space’
(Karppinen, 2012, p. 58) for the participants to develop holistically and that as an educator ‘it is
difficult to include dimensions of emotional life in traditional formal learning’ (Karppinen, 2012).
Outdoor learning is, therefore, valuable as a ‘rehabilitative and a holistic method to transfer knowl-
edge, personal development and social growth directly in everyday life and connect them with
formal learning by constructivist and reflective learning theory’ (Karppinen, 2012).

In a mixed method study conducted in Singapore (Ee & Ong, 2014) it was investigated if specific
SEL competencies could be enhanced through participation in a two-day, one-night SEL camp. Pre-
and post-camp questionnaires, a student daily reflective journal and teacher observation checklists
were used as sources of data. The participant group consisted of 93 secondary age students
(55 males and 39 females, mean age 14 years) participants were randomly selected from a popula-
tion of students involved in a larger SEL programme.

Some of the gains reported in the post-course data could be attributed to post-course euphoria,
generated by the nature of the situation, the enjoyment of the activities and course camaraderie.
The reported effects may not be applicable long term. Participants reported a greater sense of self-
awareness (49%) through participation in outdoor learning. Outcomes also reported; relationship
management (26%), self-management (16%), social awareness (5%) and responsible decision-
making (4%) (ibid.). Participants also felt more confident and reported a greater trust in their
own abilities. The importance of teamwork to develop supporting type roles and effective com-
munication was deemed significant to the process.

The limited research suggests this is an under-investigated area, particularly when additional
factors of participant group (e.g. Gender, age range, social economic factors, specific special
educational needs, etc.) are taken into account.

Research context

A local authority (11–16 years) special school in the UK (population 35) provided the context for the
research. All research participants had a statement of special educational needs: SEBD and specific
targets to improve social and emotional learning skills.

Participant recruitment

Recruitment was from a convenience sample (aged 12–13 years) of all learners in school year eight. The
intervention occurred on Tuesdays and lasted one academic year. Participant numbers increased over
the study period (September to July) from four to seven as new students joined year eight.

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Birmingham and permission to conduct
the research was granted by the Head teacher. Research and personal practice were conducted in
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accordance with the safeguarding practices and policies of the research context. Individual consent
was obtained from participants and a primary caregiver. Participants remain anonymous; pseudo-
nyms are used to protect individual identities.

Additional ethical considerations ensured the emotional and physical safety of participants.
Participants were aware of their right to withdraw, without consequence. There were no refusals to
act as participants; however, the researcher was a teacher within the context. The insider position
might have obliged the students to participate; this was not felt to be the case.

Research methodology: action research

The selection of AR as the research methodology prompted reflection and questioning; what is
knowledge and how can social reality be understood? The process caused deep consideration
pertaining to the nature of knowledge, how people interrelate with others and the position of the
researcher/practitioner within the research context. Decisions at this stage were as much philosophical
in nature as they were technical. Ultimately, after pragmatic consideration about what really mattered
was that the research approach should enable reflexive action relating to the SEL intervention.

AR is a unique approach, it is practitioner-led; context-bound and involves action that is
designed to change local situations. Unlike traditional social science methodologies, AR demands
some form of intervention based on evidence and reflection. The research process involves the
researcher undertaking ‘cycles of action’ that consists of four parts:

(1) To develop a plan of action to improve what is already happening.
(2) To act in implementing the plan.
(3) To observe the effects of action in the context in which it occurs.
(4) To reflect on these as a basis for further planning, subsequent action and on through

a succession of cycles (Kemmis, 1982, p. 7).

Each cycle helps to increase the researcher’s understanding of the original problem (lack of SEL
intervention) and inform the solution (developing an SEL intervention). The process is one of self-
reflective problem solving (McKernan, 1988). In action cycle one, evidence from school documentation
supported the requirement for a specific SEL intervention. Knowledge of pedagogy, curriculum theory,
outdoor learning and social and emotional learning was acquired during the developmental phase of
action cycle two and informed the planning and implementation of the SEL intervention. A multiple
methods approach was employed for evaluation purposes because, no singular prescription for
a specific data collection method suited the research context; rather, the choice was about ‘fitness
for purpose’ (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 146). Qualitative data was obtained from reflective
diaries, semi-structured interviews and video capture.

Data analysis

The constant comparative method (CCM) (Glaser, 1965) was used for data analysis. The method
involves going through the data again and again (this is the constant bit), comparing each element,
phrase, sentence and paragraph with all the other elements (this is the comparative bit). ‘There is
nothing more complicated than that’ (Thomas, 2009, p. 198). CCM is a four-stage process, research
findings were generated during the first three stages; stage four is concerned with theory generation
and may form a subsequent paper.

Initial coding occurred during stage one; incidents of social interaction were noted, compared and
assigned a code. A list of social interaction skills (Kagan & Kagan, 2009) acted as a start point, inferred
codes were applied to interactions not described by the initial list. Record cards were maintained for all
interview transcripts and reflective diary texts. Video transcript records were also produced for each
short clip of video. On completion of initial coding, incidences of the same codewere collated together,
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allowing in-code comparison. This additionally acted as a checking mechanism maintaining consis-
tency between incidences. This was consistent with the first rule of CCM, ‘while coding an incident for
a category, compare it with the previous incidents coded in the same category’ (Glaser, 1965, p. 439).

Comparison within codes occurred in stage one. In stage two systematic scrutiny required
comparison across codes. To enable this, properties were assigned to codes providing a working
definition that describes the code and ensuring a systematic standard was applied throughout
comparison. Several initial codes were found to represent incidents with similar properties, in this
situation the codes were merged under a new code and its property amended to reflect the social
interaction it represents. The completed codes are now referred to as themes.

Findings

The final stage of data analysis required the further comparison between themes until the boundary of
each theme was established, this is known as delimiting. This continued until an overall conceptual
theme emerged. Table 1 shows the themes that comprised each conceptual theme. These are
presented under headings; self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills and
responsible decision-making because they are the elements of effective SEL programmes (Bridgeland
et al., 2013, p. 16). At this point, the conceptual themes can be considered as findings in their own right
because the constant comparison between themes ensured commonality (Harding, 2013).

Discussion

Key: Conceptual Theme
Theme
The discussion is structured under the five headings of effective SEL interventions as shown in

Table 1.

Relationship Skills

Agreement is concerned with the ability of individual group members to accept decisions,
negotiate, agree with and accept the contribution of others, without them it is difficult to achieve
an effective group. Agreement operated on several levels: between participants:

The raft building began with a planning session using a white board inside the sailing centre. All participants
agreed on a design for the raft they were going to build’ (Research diary three, p. 17). An error in the original plan
was soon discovered. ‘Once outside with the available equipment it became obvious that the original plan needed
amending. A new design was agreed by all. (Research diary three, p. 17)

Between outdoor practitioners and participants:

Teacher p (Tp) explained that the caving wouldn’t go ahead that evening but that it had been changed to the
following day because the group would be too late back. The noise would be unfair on the other campers. Instead,
Tp promised to tell the group about what they could see in the clear the night sky before hot chocolate and
biscuits. (Research diary two, p. 44).

Between outdoor practitioners:

The time had passed with each participant engaged in the productivity of the woodland crafts, so the plan was
changed. The plan had been to go orienteering, but the group wanted to play hide and seek, so remaining flexible
and learner-centred we changed the planning to incorporate the game.(Research diary one, p. 32)

As a cultural tool for developing ownership:

There was some negotiation of activity for the following weeks, caving proved most popular, so I have booked the
cave for the following weeks afternoon activity. I am hoping that by giving participants a choice over the activity

JOURNAL OF ADVENTURE EDUCATION AND OUTDOOR LEARNING 319



they might develop a sense of ownership for the programme, or feel that outdoor practitioners listen to them.
(Research diary two, p. 8)

Contributing was concerned with developing social interactions that positively benefited indivi-
duals, the social group or a situation:

The participants were much better than the previous week, unloading the kit into the outdoor education store. Tp
washed the canoes down while they were still on the trailer and working together everyone helped to unload them
into the canoe store. (Research diary one, p. 10)

End of day tasks helped the outdoor practitioners but also promoted the skills of working together
and helping. As contributing skills developed their effect became beneficial to the group:

‘Brandon and Declan used the billhook and mallet to spilt some of our wood from the dry pile that had been
brought from school’ (Research diary one, p. 28).

Crate stacking offers a good example of where it was necessary for all the group members to
contribute towards a successful outcome:

I decided to include the crate stacking activity because I felt it would get the group working together. I was
however worried that it might fall flat and that they wouldn’t engage in it. My worries were unfounded and I was
surprised how well the learners engaged with the challenge and worked together. Each taking a turn to be on top
of the crate stack as it grew. Those that wouldn’t go on top of the stack belayed and the remainder worked
together passing crates up to increase the height of the stack. At times, the group performed like the perfect team.
(Research diary two, p. 8)

Table 1. Shows the research findings presented as conceptual themes.

SEL Element Conceptual Theme Theme

Relationship Skills Agreement ● Accepting decisions.
● Agreeing
● Appreciating contributions
● Negotiating

Contributing ● Working together
● Taking turns
● Encouraging others
● Making friends
● Humour
● Contributing ideas
● Expressing an opinion
● Helping

Responsibility ● Reminder of rules
● Coaching
● Leading
● Asking questions

Responsible decision making Planning ● Using prior knowledge
● Building on others ideas
● Come to a consensus
● Using prior knowledge
● Spots safety issues

Problem solving ● Problem solving
● Improving ideas

Self awareness Anxiety ● No theme

Reflection ● No theme

Self management Coping with situations beyond individuals control ● Disagreeing appropriately
● Tolerance
● Staying on Task
● Excusing oneself

Social awareness Alternative perspectives ● Switching roles
● Taking different perspectives
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Preparation for a residential trip also provided contributing opportunities. Prior a camping trip,
participants practiced erecting a dining shelter:

‘Once the other group had returned from their walk, we began to put up the dining shelter. The group worked well
together and the shelter was soon up’ (Research diary two, p. 36).

Participants also needed to write a letter home about the camping trip:

‘It was observed that learners chose to work in pairs to put together a letter for the forth-coming camping trip’
(Field notes, p. 24).

The influence of agency is noticeable within this conceptual theme Responsibility; when partici-
pants were acting as leaders or coaches they relied on their social influence to enlist the aid and
support of their peers. Two crossing type activities are used as examples.

Early in the intervention it was possible to identify individuals that could naturally control
situations. Declan and Brandon, having already crossed over the span, could not physically attach
the bucket to the rope. Instead, they took responsibility by actively instructing Aidan who
remained with the bucket. Aidan was reminded not to cross with the bucket, but to make his
journey separately:

‘Declan, ‘Put the bucket on the rope’, (Line 23) Brandon, ‘Put the bucket through the (.) put the bucket through’,
(Line 24) Brandon, ‘Sling it (.) NO DON’T YOU GO WITH IT’ (Video transcript Record 3111, Line 27).

Declan had worked out a possible solution, by taking responsibility he was able to ensure the tasks
completion:

‘Brandon come across’ (line 12) ‘Brandon come across (.) then get Henry across and then Aidan goes too’ (Video
transcript Record 3113, line 15).

During the year the more confident learners took responsibility for their peers, either by encoura-
ging them in this instance to try new routes in an artificial cave:

‘In the cave Brandon took on a leader role and encouraged the others to try different tunnels’ (Research
diary 1, p. 21).

Or by helping resolve difficult situations:

‘Even Brandon tried to persuade Henry to wear the waterproofs, having recognised the sense in wearing them
when it’s appropriate’ (Research diary one, p. 39).

Brandon knew that Henry did not see the sense of wearing waterproofs and tried to encourage him
to wear them, knowing he would be more comfortable in the bad weather.

Responsible decision-making

Decision-making is about individuals developing their ability to make constructive and respectful
choices about personal behaviour and social interactions based on consideration of ethical stan-
dards, safety concerns, social norms, the realistic evaluation of consequences of various actions,
and the well-being of self and others (Bridgeland et al., 2013). It is unsurprising that planning
emerged as a conceptual theme because of the emphasis placed on participants to formulate
a plan before beginning each problem-solving task. However, what was surprising was the set of
sub-skills required in the planning process; application of prior knowledge, building on the ideas of
others and having the ability to come to a consensus with others. The participants rarely developed
detailed plans prior to an activity, instead plans emerged out of activity; as participants experi-
mented to reach a solution, this impulsivity could be attributed to SEBD.

In another crossing type activity problem-solving skills were required for the group to remain
dry. Given limited equipment; two ropes, a sling and a karabiner and the assistance of a passer-by

JOURNAL OF ADVENTURE EDUCATION AND OUTDOOR LEARNING 321



(outdoor practitioner) on the far riverbank if asked. The group realised a bridge was required, but
difficulties securing the rope to each tree were experienced:

Steffan, ‘Well they could put it there and (.) that one there’ (Video transcript Record 4122, Line 51).

A little later, Steffan had refined his thinking:

‘No that has to go there (.) no actually we need to clip this on and then that’ (Video transcript Record 4122,
Line 88).

With two ropes in position, one below the other, participants became distracted with
attaching their safety lines to the higher rope as they crossed. The river could be simply
crossed keeping feet on the lower rope and hands on the upper rope. Aidan realising the
sling was a decoy:

‘Go on (.) What you doing (.) actually you could go without that thing (.)’ (Video transcript Record 4122, Line 146).

Throughout the river crossing activity, the participants remained actively focused, experimenting with
different approaches to creating a safe bridge over the river. Although the group neglected any prior
planning, their active approach was not reckless. Attention to fall prevention and general safety was
observed:

‘What if it snapped? (.) You have to be careful man’ (Video transcript Record 7124, Line 58) hence the theme
spots safety issues.

Practical experimentation remained the dominant modus operandi in situations that required
planning and problem-solving skills.

Self-awareness

Self-awareness is described as, ‘the ability to accurately recognise one’s emotions and thoughts
and their influence on behaviour. This includes accurately assessing one’s strengths and limita-
tions and possessing a well-grounded sense of confidence and optimism’ (Bridgeland et al.,
2013, p. 16).

The conceptual themes anxiety and reflection emerged out of the data for self-awareness, with
the property for anxiety understood as, ‘participant demonstrates behaviour/speech that shows
a state of anxiety’. Changes in behaviour were usually accompanied or began with, the onset of
a defiant attitude and defensive language, such as the simple flat refusal:

‘No’ (Video transcript Record 1122, Line 60).

Sometimes the language was threatening:

‘If I fall, I’ll kill you’ (Video transcript Record 1124, Line 22).

Over time outdoor practitioners became adept at recognising the sometimes subtle changes in
behaviour that were attributable to anxiety within a participant. A cave trip was one experience
that invoked anxiety. After entering the cave the participants progressed along a stream passage:

‘The moving water in the cave had increased the noise adding to everyone’s anxiety’ (Research diary one, p. 52).

At the furthest point on the trip, the water dropped vertically for 10 meters, forming a cascade.
A safety line, allowed participants to view the water descending into the depths of the cave:

‘The noise of the water got Aidan very excited, he wouldn’t stop talking while Tp tried explaining how the safety
line worked’ (Research diary one, p. 52).

Aidan’s behaviour was exacerbated by the external stimuli, increasing his anxiety. Recognising this,
Aidan could have returned to safer, less noisy part of the cave, but he wanted to see the cause of the
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noise, so he was secured to the safety line by an outdoor practitioner, rather than independently like
the other participants. This action speeded up his attachment and allowed Aidan to view the waterfall
safely, once he could see what was making the noise he relaxed.

Exposing young people to adventurous situations like the cave trip can develop confidence, but
experiences that provoke anxiety can have a detrimental effect. Rather, challenges should allow the
participant to build on and extend their skills and attributes possibly to the point where ‘the participant
maywish to explore areas that initially feel uncomfortable, but they aremaking the choice of how far to
extend themselves, rather than someonemaking the decision for them’ (Beames & Brown, 2016, p. 90).

A canoe trip provides another anxiety example. During a previous canoe trip, Steffan and Calum
had capsized:

‘They were not keen to go … to ease their fears they were encouraged to paddle with an outdoor practitioner and
each had a good day’ (Research diary three, p. 28).

The fragility of the participants’ confidence was acknowledged, yet they were still encouraged to
function at their potential development level.

Reflection on experience is necessary for learning to occur. Reflection on action enables the key
events of an experience to be replayed and captured before the applications of issues arising from
reflection are considered (Panicucci, 2007). Through reflection, individuals can be helped to
recognise the effect of their actions, emotions and thoughts on behaviour.

Reviewing remained a difficult and underdeveloped part of the intervention. Many constraining
factors acted against quality review times; time pressure, the need to be back at school to catch
transport home, over running of activities, participant behaviour and the underdeveloped com-
munication skills of the participants:

‘Managed to include a simple review, each participant said what they were proud of from the day’ (Research diary
three, p. 11).

Although it was often difficult to conduct reviews at the end of each session, alternative
approaches were developed. The most effective was the use of video or photos, with the images
acting as visual prompts:

‘There we go if we’d listened to Steffan we’d have been there by now’ (Video transcript Record 7124, Line 108).

And:

‘See if we’d done it like this we’d be there’ (Video transcript Record 7124, Line 116).

Encouragement was also offered:

‘Aidan was describing what he saw and what was going on in each photo’ (Field notes, p. 15).

He was supported:

‘… to help him structure his responses’ (Field notes, p. 15).

Two places became significant for naturally facilitating reviews. The first was evening time on
residential trips:

‘So have you learnt anything about yourself during the trip? Did you surprise yourself about anything? I surprised
myself about the walking, but I guess I could have done a bit more if I’d put my mind to it’ (Transcript of Review of
Residential 2 16 April 2012 with Steffan, p. 3).

The second significant place was around a campfire:

… with drinks in hand the review of the day began. Aidan was the first to speak, answering, teamwork, to every
question. He was asked what made up teamwork. He thought, then replied; “communication, giving ideas and
helping.” So the direction of the review moved to consider ways that each learner had helped the group. (Research
diary one, p. 10)
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Occasionally reflection occurred on the minibus:

On the return journey a conversation briefly occurred between participants about spare clothes. Iain’s idea of spare
clothing was to wear two sets, one on top of the other. This enabled him to take off the outer set once they became
wet. The wearing of two sets of clothes is common practice amongst the participants. It is a tactic to avoid Police
recognition when they are up to no good. Iain hadn’t considered the need to keep a set of clothes back in the
minibus to change into after the activity. The participants had now processed this idea and were suggesting what
they should bring in the future, underwear, towel, trousers etc. (Research diary two, p. 16)

Self-management

Self-management is defined as the ability to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts and behaviours
effectively in different situations. This includes managing stress, controlling impulses, motivating
oneself, and setting and working towards achieving personal and academic goals (Bridgeland et al.,
2013). Coping with difficult situations outside individual control was the only conceptual
theme to emerge under this heading.

When participants disagreed appropriately with each other their language was brief and
simplistic:

‘No it needs pulling out’ (Video transcript Record 1112, Line 16.1).

‘No Henry don’t (.) no’ (Video transcript Record 5113, Line 19).

Occasionally language was more complex:

‘… it still could be extended and that’s just wasting distance’ (Video transcript Record 7123, Line 24).

A practice that aided the assessment of learning in this area was doing the unexpected:

At a path junction Tp deliberately took the wrong turning to see if any of the learners were paying attention, after
some hints from Tp, Iain again had the confidence to say that Tp was wrong, so the group turned around to rejoin
the correct path. (Research diary two, p. 33)

In the research context, it was often difficult to engage learners inside the classroom for
meaningful periods of time. But, by taking them outside it was noticed that participants showed
greater perseverance to complete outdoor challenges. The following selections exemplify inci-
dences of participants showing determination. The artificial cave comprised a series of restrictive
tunnels:

Henry was worried about this, “the tunnels are small” learners have to mostly slide on their fronts, but in places
they can sit up or stand when there is a climb. There are, no walkthrough sections. Henry became more confident
as he engaged more with his peers.(Research diary one, p. 21)

A mountain bike trail provided a different challenge, half way around there was:

… a long tough section of uphill, Brandon the only learner to ride all of it, collapsed on the floor at the top, Henry
did the same. Declan also collapsed but twenty metres from where the group waited, Aidan kept walking till he
reached the group. No complaints were heard. (Research diary one, p. 23)

On a residential, participants were dropped off at a point unknown to them (accompanied by two
outdoor practitioners) the aim being to walk back to the campsite:

‘Brandon and Iain continued to their credit. They did extremely well because it was a very hot day and the walk
had taken about two and a half hours longer than expected’ (Research diary two, p. 43).

During the final residential the participants were faced with their toughest challenge:

‘There is no doubt that the climb to the summit of Cader Idris is the most serious test for each participant. Steffan
took the most encouraging, but each outdoor practitioner was really pleased that everyone reached the summit’
(Research diary three, p. 26).
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The theme tolerance was not concerned with the ability of an individual to tolerate others but was
about tolerating difficult environmental situations, such as poor weather. The participants experi-
enced their fair share of inclement weather during the intervention:

‘It was a very cold day, but the participants did exceptionally well, even during the brief hail shower’ (Research
diary one, p. 51).

Woodlands were used regularly as learning spaces; the participants became very competent at
erecting tarp shelters to create an operational base. On one particular afternoon, the session plan
had been to make hot drinks, boiling the water on small fires. It was particularly wet that afternoon,
but the participants had been looking forward to the activity. So even in the pouring rain they
persisted with their fires until all the dry wood was exhausted:

‘Henry, “I lit it four times and it still went out”’ (Video transcript Record 4111, Line 8).

After such effort, reserve flasks provided the hot drinks.
On occasions, things simply got too much for individuals, hence the theme excusing oneself.

Sensibly managed outdoor spaces allow individuals the space to develop coping strategies for
situations they find difficult, by walking away and finding some where to calm down. During an
earth walk activity:

I was trying to get the participants to tell me what sounds they had heard in the wood when I noticed that
Brandon’s’ face had changed. ‘Tell him!’ Referring to Aidan. I didn’t see what Aidan had been up to, possibly pulling
faces. Brandon’s’ response was to storm off into the woods, both myself and Th shouted for him to stop, but he
wouldn’t’, so I followed him at a safe distance. Eventually, I found Brandon sitting on an old fallen tree trunk with
his hands in his face. I didn’t say anything but just sat down on the trunk a little way from him. I had expected that
he was going to walk off again, but he didn’t. I then reasoned that if I just sat there he might say something to me.
Five minutes passed and he began playing with the fallen leaves on the ground in front of where he was sitting.
I watched looking for mini beasts because I thought spotting something might help break the ice. Next I heard
Brandon saying, ‘Can we go back now sir?’ ‘Yes if you want’ I replied. Then off he went back to our base walking
ahead of me. On the way, I said to him, that I had followed him because I was worried about where he might have
gone, but the use of time out can be a positive way of managing anger. (Research diary one, P.39)

Social awareness

The conceptual theme alternative perspectives recognises when a role exchange occurred within
the group. During ‘construction of a square’ task, participants were required to construct a three-
meter square on the ground with a rope. The responsibility for measurement was exchanged
between two participants. The measurement tool, a trundle wheel was also exchanged for a meter
rule. The switching of roles at first appeared trivial, but the act gave those who complained about
progress the opportunity to experience the complexity of the other person’s task. The simple
exchange of roles helped to build empathy.

The theme taking different perspectives defined as; participant understanding another person’s
point of view is similar to switching roles but is distinguished by action. Individuals experience the
role of another person, but taking different perspectives is about understanding the other person’s
viewpoint, without actively experiencing the situation.

Normally at the climbing wall, participants would climb in pairs, on this occasion they were to
climb as a triad. This caused Iain concern, so:

I explained to him that the addition of the extra climber gave each person in the group a chance to have a small
rest between climbs. Meaning that you won’t get worn out so quickly because of the physical nature of rock
climbing. Iain seemed OK with this. (Research diary two, p. 11)

Explaining the rationale enabled Iain to consider the decision from an alternative perspective.
After a tough day walking participants were rewarded with a hot chocolate at a café:
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Sat at the table next to our group were two older people, sharing the little bit of cover there was from the rain. The
participants demonstrated their politeness, there was no swearing expect from Callum who slipped up just before
we left, ‘We’re going to get fucking drown” he said referring to the heavy rain. It appears that the visits to
cafés over the year have helped the group to develop social awareness. Perhaps hot chocolate can be justified after
all. (Research diary three, p. 21)

Discussion

The qualitative data showed that all the research participants had augmented their SEL skills in the
core areas of Relationship skills, Responsible decision-making, Self-management and Social-
awareness. However, changes in Self- awareness remained the least observed. There is recognition
that learners with special educational needs commonly have difficulties with social relationships
that include; difficulties interacting with peers and adults and being accepted by peers (Gresham
et al., 2003). To build relationship skills requires more than just modelling from more competent
peers, although it was observed that participants sometimes took on an informal peer mentor role.
It also requires a cycle of instruction, rehearsal and practice, followed by reflection that includes
feedback (Elias, 2004). In a mixed methods study of an SEL camp, Ee and Ong (2014) reported that
the effect size was largest for relationship skills and also for self-awareness, however, the latter
finding was not observed in this study, but that could be accounted for by the difference between
non-SEN and SEN populations.

Responsible decision-making was another area in which participant skills were noticeable;
participants could draw upon prior knowledge from other areas of the school curriculum and be
able to develop the ideas of other group members. As progression was made participants were
also observed identifying potential risks, a valuable life skill.

There is recognition that all the SEL core skills are closely related, whilst retaining some
distinction, each competency is built upon another (Payton et al., 2000). Therefore, to make
responsible decisions, the foundations of comprehending one’s feelings and values, showing
respect for and valuing others, alongside goal setting are required. Participants engaged in outdoor
learning use core SEL skills in combination rather than in isolation, as may be the case in classroom-
based programmes. This approach was recognised as effective in other SEL interventions (Durlak,
Dymnicki, Taylor, Weissberg and Schellinger, 2011). The data from which the theme planning
emerged confirms this. Participants actively applied the sub-skills; application of prior knowledge,
building on the ideas of others and having the ability to come to a consensus with others during
problem-solving tasks.

Two other distinct advantages of SEL interventions delivered via the medium of outdoor
learning are the reliance on group work in natural settings. The use of groups affords important
opportunities for developing effective social interactions, communication and relationships (Elias,
2004). Whilst learning in natural settings provide a holistic learning experience, not only by hearing
and seeing but also through tasting, smelling, touching and feeling (Mirrahimi et al., 2011).
Providing opportunities for young people to spend time in natural settings may be of growing
importance. It was reported in an Australian study (Maller, 2009) that the ‘majority of opportunities
for modern children to experience contact with nature appear to be occurring at school’ (p.538). If
a reduction of contact with nature continues, it may have consequences for the mental, emotional
and social health of young people.

Conclusion

Studies by Fox and Avramidis (2003) and Karppinen (2012) recognised the potential of outdoor
learning to improve social and emotional learning. But it was not the intention of either study to
identify specific SEL skill enhancement. However, participants in the year-long SEL intervention
were found to have developed the social-emotional skills of; agreement, contributing, responsibility,
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planning, problem-solving, coping with difficult situations outside individual control and alternative
perspectives. Ee and Ong (2014) also found evidence to support the growth of specific SEL skills
during participation in an SEL camp. Thus, supporting the notion that outdoor learning has the
potential to be an effective medium for SEL intervention. The advantages of the approach are that
it provides opportunities for SEL skills to be taught, practiced and reflected upon, in combination
rather than in isolation. This is achieved through lived group experiences in natural settings.

It is suggested that further research is required to strengthen current understanding into
outdoor learning SEL interventions. This study found that Self-awareness was the least developed
SEL skill, therefore research that could help support effective practice in this area would further
practitioner knowledge.

There is currently a shortage of research relating to SEL skill development in UK non-SEN
populations and other categories of SEN (Moderate learning difficulties, Specific learning diffi-
culties, Autism) so further knowledge is required about the effectiveness of applying SEL
interventions to other SEN contexts. Finally, it would greatly assist researchers and practitioners
to have a validated SEL assessment tool that could be used for the evaluation of future SEL
programmes.
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