
 
 

Wilderness Schooling is a 6 week outdoor learning programme  for primary school 
children delivering the core curriculum in Maths, Science, English Reading and Writing. 
 
The aim of the programme is to re-present the curriculum to children whose socialisation 
experiences have led to re-enforcements of disengagement and disruption.  

Selection criteria: Schoolchildren from one 
year group (usually one class group) whose 
attainment in the core curriculum fell below 
expectations were selected and sorted into 
pairs. One from each pair was placed into the 
Wilderness Schooling group and the other 
for normal curriculum delivery (control) 
group by their class teacher.  
 
This resulted in two groups of children:  
 
• ‘Intervention’ group who received 

Wilderness Schooling (n=223)   
 
• ‘Matched control’ group of children who 

remained in school and received normal 
curriculum delivery (n=217).  

 
Groups were matched on age, gender, mean 
educational attainment and behaviour 
ability. 
 
In total nine schools from the North East 
were involved in the Wilderness project. 
Children were aged between 8 and 11 years 
old and there were 218 males and 222 
females.  

As a result of a structured outdoor learning programme…  
 
1) Can children’s educational attainment levels in core curriculum areas be 

significantly improved?  
2) Can children’s behaviour difficulties be significantly improved?  
3) Can children’s literacy in targeted domains be significantly improved?  

Educational Attainment: 
 
There was a significant group difference 
for all three core subjects, with the 
Wilderness Schooling group improving 
more between pre and follow up time 
points than normal curriculum delivery: 
English Reading, p = .000,  
Writing, p = .000,  
Maths, p = .033. 
 
Reading  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Mean attainment scores across pre, post 
and follow up time points in English Reading for 
both groups.  

 
Writing 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Mean attainment scores across pre, post, 
and follow up time points in English Writing for 
both groups.  
  

Maths 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3: Mean attainment scores across pre,  
post, and follow up time points in Maths for both 
groups. 
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The Wilderness Schooling project has 
presented a comprehensive amount 
of evidence that supports the efficacy 
and utility of outdoor education 
programmes for children.  
 
Evidence allows for the case to be 
built for delivering the core 
curriculum outdoors to address 
attainment gaps that could be 
attributable to the effects of poverty.  
 
 
 
 
 

What is Wilderness Schooling? 

Research Questions 

Methodology 

Wilderness Schooling took place one day 
a week for 6 consecutive weeks at local 
National Trust sites.  
 
Wilderness days were structured to each 
have an individual curriculum flavour; 
two days were science days, two English 
and two maths. 
 
Outdoor tasks included searching, 
gathering data, measuring, collecting 
experiences and sense-impressions, 
creative expressive time, presentation of 
group learning, campfires, storytelling 
and art activities. Learning was 
formalised in a written record.  
 
Tasks were delivered by two Wilderness 
Practitioners. A teacher from the school 
was also present. 
 
Children who were not assigned to 
Wilderness Schooling received normal 
curriculum delivery remaining in school 
and not completing any outdoor 
learning activities.  
 

Educational attainment:  
 
Naturally occurring core curriculum 
educational attainment scores were 
collected at pre-, post and follow-up (6 
weeks after intervention) time points. 
 
 

A between-groups case-
controlled design was used . 

Design and Participants Wilderness Schooling Programme 

A structured 6-week 
programme 

Assessments 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ, Goodman, 1997).  
 
The SDQ measures behavioural difficulties; 
total difficulties, emotional symptoms, 
conduct  problems, hyperactivity , peer 
problems, and pro-social behaviour. Teacher 
reported SDQ data was collected at pre-, 
post and follow up time points. 

Analysis and Results 

One-way ANOVAs were conducted to compare groups on gain scores between 
pre-intervention and follow-up time points from assessments.  

Statistically significant findings 
are… 
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Conclusions 

Teacher Reported Behaviour: 
 
There were significant group 
differences in all areas of teacher 
reported behaviour between pre and 
follow up time points with the 
Wilderness Schooling group 
improving more than normal 
curriculum delivery:  
Total difficulties, p = .000,  
Emotion, p = .016,  
Conduct, p = .026,  
Hyperactivity, p = .000,  
Peer problems, p = .000,  
Pro-social behaviour, p = .002.  
 

Total Difficulties 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Mean scores across pre, post, and 
follow up time points in teacher-reported 
Total Behaviour Difficulties  SDQ scores for 
both groups.  

Implications for Policy and Practice 

Wilderness Schooling has clear implications for raising standards and reducing the 
attainment gap for children who are under-performing at school. Outcomes are 
being incorporated into individual school policies, but further dissemination 
processes will be necessary to inform policy at regional and national level.  
 
This research provides excellent support to those promoting dialogue between 
policy and research at national and international level.  

Wilderness Schooling research was funded by a grant from the Tudor Trust. 
Ongoing practice is sustained by commissions from schools, and  fundraising by 
GPCD.  
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