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GUIDE TO...  
Building key skills through school trips 

The freedom to take risks
Children love sleep-overs. The excitement of a 

get-together with friends, sleeping in the 
same room, and muffled conversations so as 

not to wake the adults, has become a firm favourite 
among youngsters of all ages. Taking pupils away 
for a residential trip to enjoy the outdoors builds on 
that early social experience, but with the additional 
benefits of confidence-building activities, a bit of 
risk-taking, and breathing in fresh air.

Studies suggest there are multiple ways in which 
children grow – physically, socially, and 
emotionally – when learning outside, vital not just 
for their general health and wellbeing but also for 
enhancing their academic success (e.g. Sheldrake et 
al, 2019).

“In academic terms it’s called bio-psycho-social 
development,” explained Dr John Allan, head of 
learning and impact at the award-winning 
company Kingswood. “Playing outside has a 
natural engagement for children, and it develops 
their fine and gross motor skills.

“But their ability to adapt and change to meet the 
demands of the natural environment has been 
increasingly mechanised in the past few decades. I 
call this generation “bucket car children”. From an 
early age, they are transported by car or coach to 
school, clubs, and sporting activities instead of 
walking or cycling.

“Young people must be allowed the freedom to 
fall, stumble and climb, and to explore their own 
physicality and ability to interact with others, while 
negotiating the environment around them. In many 
ways, we are setting them up to be over-fragile and 
believing there will always be someone there to pick 
them up, when this won’t be the case. The 
generation of parents who were allowed these 
freedoms as children now seem to want to cocoon 
their own youngsters.”

The residential element is crucial even at an early 
age, and children come out of themselves in a 
different environment. Dr Allan continued: “Kids 
staying over with friends, and the whole experience 
of looking after themselves: packing a bag, making 
sure they take a toothbrush and towel, ensuring 
they have their pyjamas – all of this is important for 
their self-determination, autonomy, and 
responsibility for themselves. Any homesickness 
disappears in a few hours when they’re involved 
and engaged in activities.”

Bio-psycho-social development
Dr Allan’s research study into the effectiveness of 
outdoor activities and residentials, Getting the right 
fit (Allan et al, 2014), found that such activities 
promoted self-determination, high levels of 
autonomy, resulting in feelings of independence 
and control, as well as motivation, which were all 
vital to children transitioning to a new phase of 
their education.

Indeed, carefully constructed and facilitated 
outdoor learning can bring lasting benefits to 
primary children, especially when it comes to 
preparing them for transition (Slee & Allan, 2019; 
Allan et al, 2014).

The benefits of the outdoors boost three main 
areas of a child’s development – the physical, 
psychological, and social; and all three are 
interlinked.

The freedom to move around allows children to 
become aware of their bodies in time and space, 
and enhances their proprioception – which is their 
ability, for example, to know what it’s like to be 
upside-down or back-to-front.

“This can’t really be achieved from activities such 
as structured, competitive sports and games, and 
relies on the freedom to explore, move around and 
take risks,” Dr Allan explained.

“Activities such as climbing trees, picking up 
leaves and sticks, and getting muddy and dirty, all 
help to develop the fine and gross motor skills that 
children need to be able to hold a pencil and to 
achieve academically. Trying to negotiate obstacles 
and uneven ground is about risk-taking but in a 
supervised and safe setting.”

The psychological benefits include clear 
thinking, problem-solving, concentration and an 
improved attention span. A child who fidgets and is 
inattentive in the classroom might suddenly find 
themselves completely immersed in an activity 
when outdoors. It feeds children’s curiosity and 
inquisitiveness, which are crucial elements of 
creative thinking.

It is also about perseverance and bouncing back 
from failure. If the roof of the den they’ve built falls 
down the first time, then another method needs to 
be found.

“Primary children are very creative in their play, 

but we teach it out of them to some extent – the 
older they get the more they are expected to 
conform and meet academic targets,” said Dr Allan.

Socially, being outdoors helps children develop 
skills around collaboration, team-work and mutual 
support. The bonds of friendships strengthen in 
times of challenge and mutual joy. 

“Sharing of information is how we learn best,” Dr 
Allan added. “We learn in collaboration with others 
and not on our own. We bounce ideas around to 
seek solutions, test our capabilities, and to enjoy the 
feeling of success and, sometimes, the 
disappointment of failure.”

When away together on a residential, there is a 
need for reliance on others, which can build 
feelings of altruism. Children learn quickly who 
they can (and cannot) rely on and who has hidden 
skills and knowledge.

“Children learn to take turns, identify the leader 
in the group by asking questions, or the one who 

Activities such as climbing 
trees, picking up leaves and 

sticks, and getting muddy 
and dirty, all help to develop 

the fine and gross motor skills 
that children need
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For 40 years, Kingswood has been running 
transformative trips, encouraging both 
adults and young people to build 
confidence and resilience. It runs activity 
centres across the UK and beyond. 
Kingswood is part of the Inspiring Learning 
family of outdoor learning and residential 
organisations. Visit www.kingswood.co.uk 
and www.inspiring-learning.com

INTRODUCING KINGSWOOD



The cost of residential courses around the 
country are slowly coming down, but they 
remain a stumbling block for many families. 

And with already crippling budgetary constraints, 
schools can’t always make up the shortfalls, as 
much as they try to – often using Pupil Premium or 
other funding sources.

Dr Allan explained: “It is often the children who 
need these activities the most who are at risk of 
missing out. As such, some schools use Pupil 
Premium funding to supplement activities for 
those who are unable to afford them, to ensure that 
no-one misses out. Or there might be another pot 
of money for this purpose.

“However, it doesn’t need to be about spending 
lots of money. Primary schools can bring nature to 
the pupils by the way they use their local grounds 
and facilities – we need to get teachers more skilled 
up about how they do this.”

Kingswood is now working on a CPD package 
for schools intended to help teachers embed 
outdoor learning into their curricula. They want to 
measure and evaluate the benefits of outdoor 
learning in education and the value that these 
experiences have for pupils, their learning 
outcomes, and the life of the school as a whole.

The company and its educational partner, Enrich 
Education, have already developed an Enrich 
School Orienteering and Outdoor Learning Digital 
Hub which is a bank of more than 200 cross-
curricular physical activity plans.

Dr Allan explained: “Each activity links with one 
of the six Kingswood curriculum categories – 
challenge, play, explore, discover, social, reflect - 
and all activities contain a teacher’s activity plan 
and children’s resource sheets where required.

“Many schools mention outdoor experiences in 
their mission statements and values, but they often 
just don’t have the time and wherewithal to make it 
work,” Dr Allan continued. “We want to develop a 
relationship with schools where we don’t just 
provide the facilities and experiences but we share 
our know-how with the schools too so that they can 
take these ideas and techniques away with them.”

By this, he means, for example, equipping 
teachers with a “bag of tricks” – ideas, lesson plans 
and resources – that they can use during a trip to 
the local woods or nearby park.

This might also mean looking at curriculum 
integration and taking a geography lesson 
outdoors, or collecting materials in the woodland 
for use in art, or just making a habit of taking pupils 
outside with their reading books into the fresh air.

Dr Allan calls these “authentic experiences” that 
can be shared and which create a seamless link that 
removes the distinction of teaching indoors or 
outdoors.

But there is also another side to this conundrum 
which demonstrates the complexities of young 
people’s lives: “I once spoke to a farmer who 
pointed out that there are children out there with 
outdoor space and beautiful countryside around 
them, but they don’t have anyone for social 
interaction. We know that there are mental health 
issues in many rural areas, with loneliness and 
solitude a contributing factor, so we need to try to 
find ways of striking a balance.”

Further information
	fTo access the Enrich School Orienteering and 
Outdoor Learning Digital Hub, visit  
https://enricheducationuk.com/outdoor-
learning-and-orienteering/

Cost-effective outdoor learning

needs a bit of extra time to complete a task. The 
answer to the problem might be the little kid at the 
back who never says anything in class but suddenly 
has a platform to show what they can do.”

The three elements develop and work in unison: 
“We really should spend the first few minutes of 
school every day getting children active and 
moving around. It would do wonders for their 
concentration and attentiveness in class.”

Building trust
For a number of children, home relationships are 
challenging, with poor familial relationships and a 
lack of support. And the green spaces in which they 
might find comfort and a breathing space can be 
distant, or non-existent in their neighbourhood.

In 2020, the Office for National Statistics 
highlighted that one in eight households do not 
have access to a garden or shared outdoor space in 
the UK, rising to one in five in some urban areas. 
And the Fields in Trust Green Space Index shows 
that 2.8 million people in the UK are not living 
within a 10-minute walk of green space.

“Teachers need to understand that the outdoor 
freedom we think of as desirable and natural for 
children can be imposing for some if they are not 

used to it,” Dr Allan explained. “The relative room 
for growth is greater for these children but it does 
need to be managed so that they don’t feel 
overwhelmed or even frightened. Some of our most 
pleasing outcomes have been with children who 
live in urban areas and it is wonderful to see 
children benefit from being in a different place.”

Dr Allan also said that when teachers take part 
in activities, rather than simply observe, this also 
builds relationships with the pupils while giving 
educators “the skills and ideas to replicate some of 
these activities in their own settings”.

Further information
	fAllan et al: Getting the right fit: Tailoring 
outdoor adventure residential experiences for 
the transition of schoolchildren, Physical 
Education Matters (8), 2014.
	fFields in Trust: Green Space Index:  
www.fieldsintrust.org/green-space-index
	fSheldrake, Amos & Reiss: Children and nature: A 
research evaluation for The Wildlife Trusts, 2019: 
http://bit.ly/3xaL9Je 
	fSlee & Allan: Purposeful outdoor learning 
empowers children to deal with school 
transitions, Sports (7), 2019.

https://enricheducationuk.com/outdoor-learning-and-orienteering/
https://enricheducationuk.com/outdoor-learning-and-orienteering/
https://enricheducationuk.com/outdoor-learning-and-orienteering/


For Ysgol Bryn Coch in North Wales, the 
local Kingswood centre is 15 minutes’ drive 
away – but it might as well be on the other 

side of the world for the variety of experiences 
pupils can access there.

The school has developed a relationship with the 
centre going back four years and the proximity was 
a key factor, ensuring that pupils who only do day 
activities rather than the residential don’t miss out.

Fay Hughes, year 4 teacher, explained: “We 
wouldn’t want them to feel left out when their peers 
come back and talk about what they’ve been doing.

“For many of the children it is their first time 
away from home which can be daunting, so that in 
itself is a huge experience. But we feel that year 4 is 
the right age to get out there and try new things. 
The children are emotionally ready for a challenge 
and to spend some time away from their families.”

During their two-day stay the pupils participate 
in a range of activities designed to build confidence, 
encourage team-work, and which let them 
experience risk-taking in a safe environment. 
Among the favourites are abseiling, climbing and 
the zip-wire, with children encouraged not only to 
participate but also to support their friends.

“There is no standing around and waiting for 
someone to take their turn,” Ms Hughes continued. 
“The pupils hold the ropes for each other and help 
with the equipment, as well as being mutually 
encouraging and supportive.

“In one activity, on the long ropes, they are all 
blind-folded and have to lead each other through 
the obstacle course. It is great for building 
friendships and bonding and learning about trust 
and relying on one another.”

Staff see increased confidence and self-worth 
when the children return. For some, the impact is 
even more marked: “One child, whose language 
and ability to communicate was quite poor, came 
back with lots of stories to tell and would talk about 
what he did. It obviously had a huge impact on him.

“We’ve also had a child in a wheelchair attend a 
residential. The staff at the centre made sure they 
were able to access as many activities as possible, 

including changing bedrooms around so they were 
on the ground floor.

“What is so great about being outdoors is that 
children can make mistakes in a safe place. It’s not 
the same as being in the classroom, where they 
might feel self-conscious or embarrassed about 
getting something wrong. Outside, with hot 
chocolate by the campfire or in the woods, there is 
an element of freedom about the whole experience 
and it’s okay not to get things right the first time, 
because the experience is so new.”

As in every school, a residential course away 
from home can be expensive and prohibitive for 
some families. Bryn Coch uses its Pupil Premium 
and dips into its own funds as far as possible to 
ensure no-one misses out: “Some parents are on the 
edge of the financial thresholds for free school 
meals and need some help. It also means we might 
need to source waterproofs and other clothing for 
those children who don’t have them.”

So, what do the teachers see when children 
return from their adventure? “We notice the 
children reflect on their experiences and discuss 
what they’ve done,” Ms Hughes said. “It’s important 
to keep that momentum going. If they have a 
wobble in the classroom, we remind them how 
brave and adventurous they were while away, so we 
try to instil that confidence back at school. 

“We see a difference in the way they play, often in 
new friendship groups that emerge while they are 
away. They have shared experiences that have 
helped them to bond. And when they feel good 
about themselves, it can make a massive difference 
to their health, sense of wellbeing, and their 
academic performance.”

Making mistakes in a safe place

What is so great about 
being outdoors is that  

children can make mistakes  
in a safe place

This supplement has been produced by Headteacher Update with sponsorship from Kingswood. It was written to a brief agreed  
with Kingswood and published in March 2023. Download the pdf at www.headteacher-update.com/knowledge-bank/

Planning ahead will ensure every child gets the most 
out of the residential trip experience. Here are six 

things to consider for your pupils:

Ensure young people have the time, space and 
intensity to be fully immersed in learning: Combining 

academic and adventure/fun activities gives pupils 
time to reflect on and process what they have 

learned, with physical and challenging activities 
allowing them to hone their skills.

Make sure that no child feels left out: Participants 
should have equitable access to facilities and 

resources, so that existing barriers can be broken 
down. Consider, for example, how you might meet 

clothing needs. Does the centre provide 
waterproofs? Can Pupil Premium funding help?

Consider how existing pupil-pupil and teacher-pupil 
relationships may be impacted: The sense of 

community intrinsic to a residential means that new 
friendships are forged – but sometimes old ones may 

wither. Be prepared to support pupils who need it. 

Choose the right programme: Why are you taking 
pupils away? As a reward for good work? To mark a 

milestone in their education? To boost academic 
performance? Or building skills? Discuss with your 

centre the appropriate activities to suit pupils’ needs.

Post-trip, reflect on new ways of engaging pupils 
with learning: A residential trip can be a ‘lightbulb 

moment’ for some pupils, as they suddenly find 
something they excel at. How will you ensure this 

new-found confidence pays dividends in the 
classroom? What lessons can you bring back to 

school to build on this engagement and motivation?

Make residential and outdoor learning an integral 
part of your curriculum: Consider how outdoor 
learning can support classroom learning, pupil 

outcomes, their transition to year 7, and the calibre 
of young people your school will produce.

Planning a residential:  
Six top trip tips


