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Outdoor education is increasingly recognised as an important com-
ponent of contemporary education, yet little is known about how it
is institutionalised within teacher education, particularly in Central
and Eastern Europe. This study examines the presence of outdoor
education in Polish early childhood teacher education programmes
and interprets the findings within the context of selected European
models. A qualitative document analysis was conducted using cur-
ricula and course syllabi from selected public and private universities.
The analysis included both explicit references to outdoor education
and related content concerning experiential learning, environmental
education, and field-based activities. The findings indicate that out-
door education is not established as a distinct component of teacher
education but is represented primarily through dispersed curriculum
content and teaching approaches. Three levels of curriculum integra-
tion were identified — formal, content, and methodological — with
the latter two clearly predominating. Compared with Scandinavian
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models, the Polish approach remains fragmented and only weakly
institutionalised. The study proposes an analytical framework for as-
sessing the integration of outdoor education within teacher educa-
tion programmes and contributes to the broader discussion on its
institutionalisation.
StOWA KLUCZE ~ ABSTRAKT
@

edukacja  Edukacja outdoorowa jest coraz czgsciej uznawana za istotny element
outdoorowa,  wspdtczesnej edukacji, jednak niewiele wiadomo o sposobach jej in-
ksztalcenie  stytucjonalizacji w ksztalceniu nauczycieli, szczeg6lnie w krajach Eu-
nauczycieli,  ropy Srodkowo-Wschodniej. Celem artykutu jest analiza obecnosci
edukacja  edukacji outdoorowej w programach ksztalcenia nauczycieli edukagji
przedszkolna  przedszkolnej i wezesnoszkolnej w Polsce oraz interpretacja wynikéw
i wezesnoszkolna,  w kontekscie wybranych modeli europejskich. Zastosowano jakoscio-
uczenie si¢ przez  wa analiz¢ dokumentéw obejmujaca programy studiéw i sylabusy wy-
do$wiadczenie,  branych uczelni publicznych i niepublicznych. Analizie poddano za-
modele edukacji  réwno bezposrednie odniesienia do edukacji outdoorowej, jak i tresci
outdoorowej  zwigzane z uczeniem si¢ przez do§wiadczenie, edukacja $rodowiskowa
oraz aktywnos$ciami terenowymi. Wyniki wskazuja, ze edukacja out-
doorowa nie stanowi odr¢bnego komponentu ksztalcenia nauczycie-
li, lecz wystepuje gléwnie w rozproszonych tresciach programowych
i rozwiazaniach metodycznych. Wyodrebniono trzy poziomy jej obec-
nosci: formalny, tresciowy i metodyczny, z wyrazna dominacja dwdch
ostatnich. Na tle modeli skandynawskich polski model ksztalcenia na-
uczycieli pozostaje fragmentaryczny i stabo zinstytucjonalizowany. Ba-
danie wnosi propozycjg ram analitycznych do oceny stopnia integracji

edukacji outdoorowej w programach ksztatcenia nauczycieli.

Intfroduction

Educational systems increasingly recognise that meaningful learning extends
beyond the classroom, placing greater emphasis on experience, participation, and
authentic learning environments. This shift has redefined the teacher’s role — from
a transmitter of knowledge to a designer of learning environments that foster experi-
ential learning (European Commission, 2019). Within this context, contact with na-
ture is increasingly recognised as an important factor supporting children’s cognitive,
emotional, and social development. Research consistently demonstrates that learning
in natural environments enhances understanding, increases student engagement, and

promotes autonomy and psychological well-being (Rickinson et al., 2004; Chawla,
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2015; Kuo et al., 2022). Across many European education systems, growing interest
in outdoor education has been accompanied by efforts to embed it more systemati-
cally within curricula and teacher education (OECD, 2019). While the educational
benefits of outdoor education are well established, considerably less is known about
how future teachers are prepared to implement this approach, particularly in Central
and Eastern Europe. In Poland, research addressing the place of outdoor education
within teacher education remains limited. In particular, the extent and forms of its
integration into early childhood teacher education programmes — whether systemic or
fragmented — have received little scholarly attention (Michalak & Parczewska, 2019;
Michalak, 2023). Addressing this gap, the present study examines the presence of
outdoor education in Polish early childhood teacher education programmes and in-
terprets the findings within the context of selected European models. By distinguish-
ing between formal, content, and methodological levels of curriculum integration,
the study contributes to the broader discussion on the institutionalisation of outdoor
education in teacher education.

Outdoor Education — Theoretical Framework

Outdoor education represents a pedagogical approach aligned with the broader
shift in learning paradigms that emphasise experience, student activity, and the envi-
ronmental context of learning. There is no single, universally accepted definition of
the concept due to its interdisciplinary nature and the diversity of educational prac-
tices (Michalak, 2023). The terms outdoor education and outdoor learning are often
used interchangeably, although distinctions are sometimes made: the former typically
refers to organised forms of education conducted outside the classroom, while the lat-
ter emphasises the learning process itself through direct interaction with the natural
and social environment (Waite, 2017). In both cases, the environment is understood
as an active component of learning rather than merely its physical setting.

One specific form of outdoor education is the forest school approach, developed
primarily in Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon contexts. It is based on regular engage-
ment with natural environments and emphasises exploration, experiential learning,
and the development of relationships with nature (Knight, 2013). Unlike occasional
outdoor activities, forest school is continuous and integrated into everyday educa-
tional practice. Consequently, outdoor education should not be understood simply
as learning conducted outside the classroom but as a distinct pedagogical approach
grounded in direct experience, learner agency, and meaningful interaction with the
environment (Michalak, 2023).
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The theoretical foundations of outdoor education draw on several complementary
pedagogical perspectives. Experiential learning theory conceptualises learning as a cy-
clical process in which knowledge is constructed through concrete experience, reflec-
tive observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation (Kolb, 1984).
From this perspective, authentic engagement with the environment becomes a pre-
requisite for meaningful learning rather than merely an additional teaching strategy.
Similarly, place-based education emphasises learning rooted in local environments
and communities, connecting educational content with learners’ everyday experiences
while fostering environmental awareness and responsibility (Sobel, 2004). Ecological
theories of development further highlight that children’s learning is shaped through
dynamic interactions between individuals and multiple environmental contexts
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Together, these perspectives position outdoor education not
only as a teaching method but as a pedagogical approach that integrates experience,
place, and social interaction into the learning process.

A substantial body of research demonstrates that outdoor education supports chil-
dren’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development. Learning in natural en-
vironments enhances understanding of phenomena, promotes causal reasoning, and
facilitates the integration of knowledge across domains (Rickinson et al., 2004). It
also contributes to the development of competences associated with STEM/STEAM
education, including observation, inquiry, and problem-solving (Barfod & Daugb-
jerg, 2018; Kuo, 2019). At the same time, outdoor learning promotes cooperation,
autonomy, self-efficacy, and psychological well-being, while regular contact with na-
ture has been associated with improved concentration, reduced stress, and increased
motivation to learn (Chawla, 2015; Dettweiler et al., 2017; Kuo et al., 2022; Riley
et al., 2024; Vasilaki et al., 2025).

From the perspective of teacher education, the critical issue concerns the compe-
tencies required to design and facilitate learning in diverse educational environments.
Implementing outdoor education demands not only subject knowledge but also the
ability to organise authentic learning experiences, respond flexibly to changing condi-
tions, and integrate environmental contexts into educational practice (Michalak &
Parczewska, 2019). Although teacher education programmes increasingly emphasise
active learning methods and learner-centred pedagogies, these assumptions do not
necessarily translate into systematic preparation for organising learning beyond the
classroom. Consequently, outdoor education remains particularly sensitive to the gap
between declarative curriculum assumptions and actual teacher preparation. Exam-
ining how outdoor education is represented within teacher education programmes
therefore provides insight into the extent to which these contemporary pedagogical
assumptions have become institutionally embedded in teacher education.
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Outdoor Education Models in Europe

Outdoor education is implemented across European education systems in diverse
ways, reflecting differences in educational traditions, curriculum design, and teacher
education. Rather than representing a single model, European approaches vary pri-
marily in the extent to which outdoor education is institutionally embedded within
teacher preparation. For the purposes of this study, two ideal types can be distin-
guished: a systemic model, in which outdoor education constitutes an integral com-
ponent of educational policy, curriculum, and teacher education, and a fragmented
model, in which outdoor learning is implemented inconsistently and depends largely
on institutional or individual initiatives.

The systemic model is characterised by the full integration of outdoor education
into both school curricula and teacher education. The natural environment is treated
as an equivalent learning space, and outdoor activities are planned regularly racher
than occasionally. This approach is most fully developed in the Scandinavian coun-
tries, where outdoor education is deeply rooted in educational philosophy as well as
institutional practice. In Denmark, the concept of udeskole involves regular teaching
outside the classroom and interdisciplinary learning in authentic environments (Bar-
fod & Daugbjerg, 2018).

In Norway, frilufisliv emphasises everyday contact with nature as an essential ele-
ment of children’s development. Similarly, in Sweden, outdoor learning is regarded
as a natural component of everyday educational practice regardless of weather condi-
tions, supporting children’s autonomy, resilience, and holistic development (Adam-
czewski & Nagae, 2022). Across these systems, outdoor education is understood not
as an additional teaching method but as a fundamental way of organising children’s
learning experiences.

In contrast, the fragmented model does not treat outdoor education as a distinct
component of teacher education. Instead, it appears indirectly within broader areas
such as environmental education, physical education, or active learning methodolo-
gies. Opportunities for learning outside the classroom therefore depend largely on
individual teachers, institutional priorities, or local conditions rather than on sys-
temic programme requirements (Waite, 2017). This approach is visible, for example,
in the United Kingdom, where learning outside the classroom is promoted primarily as
a pedagogical method rather than a compulsory element of teacher education.

Teacher education in many Central and Eastern European countries, including
Poland, is generally closer to this fragmented model. Outdoor education is present
mainly in declarative form, embedded within broader educational objectives but only
rarely operationalised through dedicated courses, structured practical experiences, or
explicit competence requirements (Michalak & Parczewska, 2019; Michalak, 2023).
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Consequently, its implementation depends primarily on institutional interpretation
and individual academic staff rather than on coherent national policy.

This distinction between systemic and fragmented approaches provides the inter-
pretative framework for the study, locating Poland early childhood teacher education
on a continuum between systemic and fragmented approaches and assessing the ex-
tent to which outdoor education is institutionally embedded.

Early Childhood Teacher Education in Poland — Systematic
Context

The analysis of outdoor education in early childhood teacher education pro-
grammes in Poland requires situating it within the broader institutional context that
shapes both the organisation and the priorities of teacher preparation. Study pro-
grammes are not solely the result of institutional autonomy but are strongly influ-
enced by national regulations, teacher education standards, and the dominant model
of teacher preparation. The primary framework is provided by the national regula-
tion defining teacher education standards (Rozporzadzenie..., 2024), which speci-
fies learning outcomes, the scope of subject-specific, psychological-pedagogical, and
didactic preparation, as well as the minimum number of teaching practice hours. Al-
though the standards promote an integrated model of teacher preparation that com-
bines theoretical knowledge with practical competences, they remain formulated at
a relatively general level. Consequently, preparation for organising learning in diverse
educational environments, including outdoor settings, is not explicitly addressed,
leaving its implementation largely to institutional interpretation.

The organisation of teacher education programmes reflects a continuing tension
between the declared integration of theory and practice and the realities of curricu-
lum design. Study programmes are typically modular, with a predominance of theo-
retical instruction complemented by methodological training and school placements.
Although teaching practice constitutes an essential element of teacher education, it is
conducted primarily in conventional classroom settings, which tends to reinforce es-
tablished teaching routines. As a result, opportunities to develop competencies related
to outdoor education depend largely on individual academic staff, partner institutions,
and local educational contexts rather than on coherent programme requirements.

These characteristics contrast with broader international trends in teacher edu-
cation, which increasingly emphasise experiential learning, flexible learning en-
vironments, and the integration of education with local communities and natural
settings (European Commission, 2019; OECD, 2019; Waite, 2017; Kuo et al.,
2022). Against this background, the Polish model remains relatively formalised and
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curriculum-driven, which may limit systematic preparation for teaching beyond the
classroom. Consequently, the extent to which outdoor education is incorporated into
teacher preparation depends primarily on institutional interpretation rather than
explicit systemic requirements. This makes Polish teacher education a particularly
relevant case for examining whether outdoor education has become institutionally
embedded or continues to function as a fragmented element of teacher preparation.

Research Design and Methodology

The study employed a qualitative document analysis (desk research) to examine
how outdoor education is represented within early childhood teacher education pro-
grammes in Poland. Document analysis is widely used in educational research to in-
vestigate institutional frameworks, curriculum design, and the declared assumptions
underlying teacher preparation. It is particularly appropriate for analysing outdoor
education, which is often embedded implicitly within curricula rather than presented
as a distinct field of study.

A purposive sampling strategy was adopted to ensure institutional diversity. The
sample included both public and private higher education institutions offering pro-
grammes preparing teachers for early childhood education. Four major public uni-
versities (University of Warsaw, Jagiellonian University, Adam Mickiewicz University,
and Maria Grzegorzewska University) and three private institutions representing both
academic and practice-oriented profiles (WSB Merito University, the University of
Dabrowa Gérnicza, and Ignatianum University in Krakéw) were selected. This com-
bination enabled comparison across different organisational models of teacher educa-
tion while maintaining a focus on institutions with established teacher preparation
programmes. The research material comprised publicly available programme docu-
mentation, including curricula, module descriptions, and, where available, detailed
course syllabi. University syllabus databases were consulted when additional informa-
tion regarding course content, learning outcomes, or teaching methods was accessible.

The analysis was conducted in two stages. First, programme documents were ex-
amined to identify explicit references to outdoor education, such as outdoor learning,
learning outside the classroom, or nature-based education. Second, broader curricu-
lum content associated with outdoor education — including environmental education,
experiential learning, field-based activities, and place-related learning — was analysed
to identify implicit forms of its integration. Particular attention was paid to the or-
ganisational form of these elements (stand-alone courses, curriculum modules, or em-
bedded content), their theoretical or practical orientation, and their relationship to
teaching practice. The analysis was qualitative and interpretative, aiming to identify
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recurring patterns and differences in the conceptualisation of outdoor education rath-
er than to quantify its occurrence.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The study included a limited number
of higher education institutions and relied on documents that differed in scope and
level of detail. In some cases, access to complete syllabi was restricted, and the analysed
materials referred to different academic years (2022-2026). Furthermore, document
analysis captures the formal and declarative dimension of teacher education rather
than its actual implementation in teaching practice. Differences between institutional
profiles may also influence how outdoor education is represented within curricula.
Finally, the European models discussed in the theoretical part of the article were not
examined empirically but serve as an interpretative framework for understanding the
Polish case. The analytical focus was therefore not solely on the presence of outdoor
education but also on the extent to which it was systematically integrated into teacher

education programmes.

Findings: The Fragmented Presence of Outdoor Education
in Teacher Education Programmes

The analysis of study programmes and available course syllabi indicates that out-
door education is not established as a distinct and autonomous component of early
childhood teacher education in Poland. In most of the analysed institutions — both
public and private — it is neither offered as a separate compulsory course nor organised
as a coherent curriculum module. The only exception is Adam Mickiewicz Univer-
sity, where outdoor education is available as an elective course, making it an optional
rather than a mandatory element of teacher preparation. Nevertheless, the absence of
a formally defined component does not imply the absence of related content. Instead,
the analysis reveals that outdoor education is represented in fragmented and inconsist-
ent ways across programimes.

Three levels of its representation were identified. The formal level refers to stand-
alone courses or curriculum modules explicitly devoted to outdoor education; these
were found only rarely and primarily as elective offerings. The content level includes
environmental education, nature-related topics, and references to learning in local or
natural environments embedded within broader courses. The methodological level
encompasses teaching approaches based on experiential learning, student activity, and
the use of diverse learning environments, even where outdoor education is not explic-
itly named. Across the analysed programmes, the second and third levels predomi-
nated, whereas explicit curricular integration at the formal level remained exceptional.
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This pattern is reflected in institutional differences. At Jagiellonian University,
programme documentation includes explicit references to field trips, nature observa-
tion, school garden activities, learning outdoors, and elements associated with the for-
est school approach. These examples indicate a partial operationalisation of outdoor
education through both course content and teaching methods. At Adam Mickiewicz
University, the elective course is complemented by related content embedded in oth-
er modules, representing a combination of formal and dispersed integration. In the
remaining institutions — including the University of Warsaw, Maria Grzegorzewska
University, Ignatianum University, WSB Merito University, and the University of
Dabrowa Gérnicza — references appear mainly at the content and methodological lev-
els. They are typically expressed through environmental education, the organisation of
learning environments, or experiential teaching methods, without explicit preparation
for outdoor teaching or clearly defined competence development.

Across all analysed programmes, theoretical and declarative content cleatly pre-
dominates over practical preparation. Although curricula frequently emphasise the
importance of diverse learning environments, these declarations are only rarely
translated into structured educational experiences such as regular outdoor activities,
place-based learning, or field-based projects. Likewise, teaching practice — despite
constituting a compulsory element of teacher education — remains focused primarily
on conventional classroom settings. Opportunities to implement outdoor learning
therefore depend largely on individual initiative, institutional culture, and the specific

characteristics of placement schools rather than on programme requirements.

Towards a More Systemic Approach to Outdoor
Education: Conclusions and Recommendations

The findings of this study indicate that outdoor education occupies a fragmented
and only weakly institutionalised position within early childhood teacher education
in Poland. Rather than functioning as a coherent component of teacher preparation, it
is represented mainly through dispersed curriculum content and teaching approaches,
while explicit curricular structures remain exceptional. Although national teacher
education standards create opportunities for learning beyond the classroom, they do
not provide sufficient guidance for its systematic implementation. Consequently, the
integration of outdoor education depends largely on institutional interpretation and
the interests, experience, and expertise of academic staff.

Situated within the broader European context, the Polish case is positioned closer
to the fragmented than the systemic model of outdoor education identified in this
study. Unlike Scandinavian approaches, where natural environments constitute an
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integral part of educational philosophy, curriculum design, and teacher preparation,
outdoor education in Poland remains peripheral rather than institutionally embed-
ded. This comparison does not imply that Scandinavian models should be directly
transferred to the Polish context. Instead, it illustrates how different levels of institu-
tional integration shape opportunities for preparing future teachers to use outdoor
learning environments.

Beyond documenting the current state of teacher education, the study offers an
analytical framework for examining how outdoor education is represented within
teacher education programmes. The distinction between the formal, content, and
methodological levels of curriculum integration provides a conceptual lens that may
also prove useful in comparative research on teacher education across different na-
tional contexts. The findings further suggest that the principal challenge lies not in
the absence of outdoor education itself but in the lack of coherent mechanisms sup-
porting its systematic integration into teacher preparation. As a consequence, outdoor
education continues to function largely as part of the hidden curriculum, relying on
institutional interpretation rather than explicit programme design.

The findings also indicate several directions for strengthening teacher education.
Rather than introducing stand-alone courses, greater emphasis could be placed on
explicitly incorporating competencies related to planning, implementing, and evalu-
ating learning in outdoor environments within existing teacher education standards.
Practical experiences beyond the classroom could be more systematically embedded in
methodology courses and teaching placements, while partnerships with schools, envi-
ronmental education centres, and local organisations could create more opportunities
for authentic learning experiences. Equally important is supporting the professional
development of academic staff, whose expertise often determines whether outdoor
education becomes a meaningful component of teacher preparation.

In conclusion, strengthening outdoor education requires adaptation rather than
direct transfer of European models. Clearer curriculum expectations, more practice-
based learning, and support for academic stafl could foster more coherent teacher

education and better prepare future teachers to use diverse learning environments.
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