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In partnership with the Institute of Outdoor Learning, the Blagrave Trust commis-
sioned Giving Evidence and The Evidence for Policy and Practice Information
and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI-Centre) at UCL Institute of Education to produce
a systematic review of the existing literature about outdoor learning (Www.giv
ing-evidence.com/outdoor-learning, accessed 12/02/2021). The Institute of Outdoor
Learning (a membership body of practitioners) and the Blagrave Trust (a funder)
wanted to understand the following in order to improve their co-ordination of
activities and their funding in this area:

1. Categorise the various outdoor learning (OL) activities being run in the UK, in
order to provide a coherent sense of the sector as a whole;

2. Identify the various outcomes which organisations running outdoor learning
activities are measuring, i.e., identify the outcomes which providers seem to be
seeking to achieve; and

3. Assessthe designs of individual evaluations (while aware that study designs vary
in their openness to bias and hence inaccuracy) and the standard of evidence
generally available for different types of outdoor learning. (Fiennes et al., 2015,
5)

From 3,536 titles and abstracts found, the authors finally included 4 UK surveys,
16 systematic reviews and 57 primary UK studies in their review (ibid., 48). I am
attempting here a concise summary of their review, in particular the third part which
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was concerned with assessing the quality of the research designs and the available
evidence.

However, the authors point out in the previous two sections that there is “no
comprehensive or regular (repeated) survey of the scale of outdoor learning in the
UK”. Disturbingly, they cite research which shows that, at least for the 30 years up to
2010, fieldwork and residential study have declined, not risen, in the UK (ibid., 11—
12), at least in Biology. The factors cited for this decline are time and cost pressure,
changes in curriculum and its assessment, as well as fears around health and safety
and a decline in teachers’ enthusiasm and expertise (ibid., 12).

With regard to the quality of research in the field, the authors found that the then-
current research base (the research was done in 2015) in the UK raised issues of
research ethics, the quality of systemic reviews available, and confusion between
interventions and outcomes in studies. In addition, the primary studies they found in
the UK are limited by the following factors:

e The studies are thinly spread across a wide variety of populations, age groups,
interventions, settings and outcomes, so “few topics have been researched more
than a handful of times.” (ibid., 6)

e Types of activities and participants are limited mostly to adventure or residential
activity; 11-14 year olds; and the general population.

e “The outcomes measured are mainly around °‘character development-type’
outcomes (communication skills, teamwork, self-confidence etc.). Very few
studies addressed interventions with strong links to core curriculum subjects.
(...) Looking internationally, only six of the 15 systematic reviews looked at
educational attainment, and only one addressed employability.” (ibid.)

e “Safety is little covered in the systematic reviews and was not measured as an
outcome in any of the primary studies. Safety is obviously a major issue in outdoor
learning since it can be dangerous.” (ibid.)

e In terms of the methodological quality of the designs of the studies, the review,
using a scale developed by Project Oracle,' found that many UK studies did not
even reach Level One of this scale. This means that they did not have an explicit
theory of change (“also known as a logic model: an articulation of the inputs,
the intended outcomes, how the inputs are meant to produce those outcomes, and

! The five levels are: “Project Oracle’s scale ‘rates’ what we know about interventions on whether
there are: (1) detailed project descriptions and logic models; (2) before and after studies; (3) eval-
uations with a control group, which one would expect for interventions beyond the pilot stage;
(4) replicated evaluations of impact; and (5) multiple independent evaluations in different settings,
which may imply that further evaluations are less useful.” (Fiennes et al., 2015, 9) More on the
Project: “Project Oracle is a children and youth evidence hub that aims to improve outcomes for
young people in London. We do this by building the capacity of providers and funders to develop
and commission evidence-based projects, creating an ecosystem in which evidence is widely gath-
ered, used and shared. We also work with specific ‘cohorts’ or sub-sets of the sector to embed
good practice, and at a national and international level to promote the wider use of evaluation and
evidence. Project Oracle is funded by the Greater London Authority (GLA), the Mayor’s Office for
Police and Crime (MOPAC) and the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC).” (ibid., 9, FN
2).
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assumptions about context, participants or other conditions”, ibid., 7). This might
mean that the practitioners had a poor understanding of their intervention, and
more seriously, it impedes other practitioners in assessing whether the intervention
might achieve the same outcomes in their context. “No UK study, or set of studies,
featured the more demanding attributes of Levels Four or Five”. This means that
no intervention had been replicated and studied in multiple contexts (ibid., 7).

The authors make a very effective plea for research quality (see Box 3, ibid., 28-29;
reprinted as Box 1 below):

Box 1: Why we evaluate research methods

(i) Because different research methods give different answers

“Two men say they re Jesus: One of them must be wrong” (Dire Straits lyric!)

Table 1 shows the effect of a reading programme in India measured using
several research methods (Innovations for Poverty Action). These methods all
used the same outcome measures, but the experimental designs were different.

The answers vary widely: some suggest that it works well, others show it
to be detrimental. Clearly there can only be one correct answer! All the other
answers are incorrect: and could mislead donors or practitioners to implement
this programme at the expense of another which might be better.

Table 1 Different methods and impacts

Method Impact estimate
(1) Pre-post 26.422

(2) Simple difference —5.05%

(3) Difference-in-difference 6.824

(4) Regression 1.92

(5) Randomized experiment 5.872

4 Statistically significant at the 5% level

The answers vary because research methods vary in how open they are to biases
(i-e., systematic errors). For instance, suppose that a medical trial involves
giving patients a drug for two years. Suppose that that drug has horrible side-
effects such that during the two years, some patients can’t stand taking it so
they drop out of the trial (or worse, perhaps the drug kills some of them). If the
trial only collects data on patients who are still in the trial after two years, it
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will systematically miss the important insights about those side-effects. This
‘survivor bias’ will make the drug look more effective than it really is.

Somebody reading the trial results without knowing that detail wouldn’t
be able to distinguish the actual effect of the drug from that of this survivor
bias. Similarly, if a study only looks at the outcome (in the example above,
it’s reading level) before the programme and then afterwards (i.e., is a pre-post
study), it won’t be possible to distinguish whether any improvement in reading
levels was due to the programme or just to the fact that children learn over time
anyway.

{As an aside, contrary to popular myth, it is not invariably the case that
robust research is more expensive than unreliable research, nor that randomised
controlled trials (the most reliable design for a single primary study) are
invariably terribly expensive: many are cheap or free. See Appendix 12, ibid.,
73}.

(i)  Because weaker research methods allow for more positive findings

The UK National Audit Office searched for literally every published evaluation
of a UK government programme (National Audit Office, 2013: Evaluation in
Government). Of those, it chose a sample, and ranked on one hand, the quality
of the research method (‘robustness’ on the x axis, i.e., how insulated the study
is from bias), and on the other, the positive-ness of the programme (‘claimed
impact’).

The trend line on the resulting graph below would slope diagonally down-
wards. It shows that more robust research only allows for modest impact claims
whereas weak research allows much stronger claims.

Bad research can be persuaded to say almost anything, and won’t allow
researchers to distinguish the effects of a programme from other factors (e.g.,
the passage of time, the mindset of participants, other programmes) nor from
chance.

Most social interventions have a small effect and a reliable research method
will show what that is: bad research is likely to overstate it. The highest estimate
for the reading programme above is from the pre-post study which is a weak
study design (Fig. 1).
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1 Robustness assessed on Maryland Scale. Assessed effectiveness, rated low to high.
Low = Small orinsignificant effects.

Mixed effects, positive for some, negative or insignificant for others.

Positive effects, with some caveats or uncertainties noted.

Significant positive impacts, no or only minor caveats or uncertainties noted.

Source: National Audit Office analysis of axternal assessment by London School of Economics

Relationship between robustness and claimed impacts in evaluations

High

Fig.1 Robustresearch allows for modestimpact claims, weak research allows much stronger

claims

This relationship between weak research methods and positive findings has
been shown also in medical research. We found it in the studies of outdoor

learning too.
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It is therefore very important, and should certainly be a future aspiration both
for practitioners and for researchers to adhere to robust and rigorous research
designs. The authors note: “We were unable to find replicated studies that took
into account differing contexts and that were sufficiently well documented for wider
implementation.” (Fiennes et al., 2015, 30)

Box 5 (reprinted as Box 2 below) shares guidelines for describing interventions
from medical research which might help the outdoor learning sector to improve
replicability of good practice (ibid., 33).

Box 2: Describing an intervention

Medical research has guidelines for describing interventions such that some-
body else can replicate them accurately. They have a 12-point checklist for
describing interventions, the Template for Intervention Description and Repli-
cation (TIDieR) (Hoffman et al., 2014), which is helpful and could easily be
adapted for outdoor learning. It has been adapted elsewhere, e.g., by mental

health charities (Kent County Council, 2014):
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The name of the intervention (brief name or phrase)

The way it works (rationale, theory, or goal of the essential elements)

What materials and procedures were used (physical or informational)

What (each procedure, activity, and/or process)

Who provided the intervention (e.g., nurse, psychologist, and give their

expertise and background)

e How was it delivered (e.g., face to face, online, by phone, and whether it
was provided individually or in a group)

e Where it took place

e When and how much (the number of sessions, schedule, dosage and
duration)

e Tailoring (what if anything could be adapted to the individual, why and by
how much)

e Modifications which happened after the study started
How well was adherence to the plan assessed (i.e., the process for assessing
adherence)

e The extent to which implementation adhered to the plan.

Given these limitations, it seems fair to suggest that the findings, implications and
recommendations of the review about the effectiveness of interventions should be
treated with caution. They might qualify as indications and trends, rather than
established truth. The most solid findings were:

e “[The systematic reviews] almost all report that the various outdoor learning
activities have positive effects on all their various outcomes, e.g., attitudes, beliefs,
interpersonal and social skills, academic skills, positive behaviour, re-offending
rates and self-image.” (Fiennes et al., 2015, 17)

e “The effect attenuates over time: the effect as measured immediately after the
intervention is stronger than in follow-up measures after a few months. This is
common for social interventions. However, one meta-analysis found that effects
relating to self-control were high and were normally maintained over time.” (ibid.)

e “Longer programmes tend to be more effective than shorter ones. This fits with
practice-based knowledge that length can allow for a more intensive and integrated
experience and is obviously important given the pressure to cut length in order to
reduce costs.” (ibid.)

e “Strong benefits are also associated with well-designed preparatory work, and
follow-up work.” (ibid.)

For the following types of intervention, there was less or mixed evidence, consider-
able variation in effect sizes or only evidence for certain findings:

e Positive benefits on academic learning
e (Creative development, emotional development and social skills. (ibid.)
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For some interventions, such as mountaineering or rock climbing, evidence was
weak, absent or there even was evidence of harmful impacts (ibid.).

In our context it is worth noting that the review found only “very few studies (...)
of interventions with strong links to core curriculum subjects” (ibid., 21). In addition,
there seemed far fewer studies looking at outdoor-based learning in a regular school
day setting, compared to residential experiences (ibid., 22). In terms of age of the
pupils researched, most concern 11-18 year olds.

“Strikingly few studies looked at educational attainment” (ibid., 23), whereas
“non-educational outcomes”, such as curiosity, relationship with nature, self-
awareness, self-esteem, self-responsibility, communication or teamwork, health and
well-being, healthy lifestyles, employability, youth leadership, community inte-
gration or community leadership, “have received much more research interest”
(ibid., 24). The authors sanguinely state: “We take no view here on whether non-
educational outcomes are important, but rather notice the mismatch between research
topics and the pressure schools face to achieve those educational outcomes.” (ibid.,
26)

Given that effect sizes of 0-0.2 are considered small, 0.5 is considered moderate,
0.8 or more is considered large, the average effect sizes in some of the systemic
reviews of between 0.26 and 0.35 have to be considered small to moderate.

Recommendations

In terms of developing a coherent, robust agenda for practitioners and researchers of
the outdoor-learning sector, I would translate the authors’ recommendations into the
following four strategies:

e On the level of practitioners of outdoor-based learning, they need to be enabled
to create and use theories of change, i.e. they need to be clear about their opera-
tional models (see ibid., 32 and Box 4, reprinted as Box 3 below). Practitioner’s
organisations also need to have systems in place to collect relevant data but also
to “support ethical practices for monitoring and research, particularly the storage
and sharing of data from evaluations” (ibid., 8).

e On the level of researchers, they need to “create a system to regularly capture
data on the types and volumes of activity”. Only with a decent set of baseline
data can the sector, funders or government agencies trace (positive or negative)
developments.

e Researchers, practitioners, funders and government bodies need to reflect together
on the important research topics and prioritise them deliberately. This includes

2 “Other outcomes included: creativity, commitment to learning, respect for self / others, sense
of social responsibility, sense of belonging, addressing fear, tenacity, confidence, social skills,
motivation, concentration, physical skills, resilience, social behaviour, direction, mindset, enjoy-
ment, inspiration, impact on schools, family and community, critical thinking, self-determination,
competence, relatedness, task approach, task avoidance, ego approach, ego avoidance, Relative
Autonomy Index (RAI), interest effort, value autonomy-support, metacognition, problem-solving
skills, optimism, pedagogical skills.” (Fiennes et al., 2015, 24).
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the need for “creating a more shared language around the categories of activity”
(ibid., 32).

e A new open-access culture needs to be developed which ensures that “both
interventions and research are described clearly, fully and publicly” (ibid., 8).

Box 3: Theories of change
What is a theory of change?

A theory of change (or logic model: we use the terms interchangeably) is what
is meant by Project Oracle’s Level 1’s ‘we know what we want to achieve’ and
‘project model’ (i.e., articulation of how the activities are supposed to create the
intended impact). It lays out the assumptions behind an intervention, and links
between activities and intended impacts (i.e., how the activities are supposed
to produce those impacts, and what is assumed, e.g., parental engagement,
weather...). They allow organisations to find and cite evidence suggesting that
their activities are likely to produce their target outcomes.

A clear theory of change also helps other organisations considering running
the intervention to see whether the assumptions are likely to hold in their
contexts, i.e., whether they’re likely to get similar results. It also helps other
organisations make good decisions about what outcomes to try to achieve by
showing what’s involved in the interventions which ostensibly deliver them.

The diagram below shows the constituent pieces of a logic model (Fig. 2):

Problem statement
A desaription of the problem that the project seeks to solve

=
The intended aim or impact over the lifetime of the project

. witnin
\u'\ﬂg’mne prqﬁd u'gam:ﬂu_qns .
activbes wi communities
produce the The changes or systems
desired results | :\Z"gﬂ; “;‘:j' The actions The tangible, expected to that are the
Shmcireodmrddsole - funds . the project ‘ direct ‘ results from ‘ ultimate
dedonted takes to products of the project — consequence
" :ead achieve the project e.g. benefits of the project
What factors g consum desired results activities to project
necessary for y the project beneficiaries
success are
already in place

External factors
Other influences on project results , drcumstances beyond project control

Fig. 2 Logic model
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Why does having a clear logic model matter?

A clear logic model is important/essential to intelligent programme design
because it enables predictions about whether a type of intervention is likely
to work (for a specific population). An evaluation without a clear logic model
simply shows whether a programme worked and the extent to which it worked:
it gives no indication of why it worked (or not)—why it gets those results.
That is, without a logic model, the intervention is like a black box: we gain no
insight into whether it’s likely to achieve those results again, nor elsewhere. It
adds nothing to the ‘science’ (i.e., understanding) of these interventions. By
contrast, if a provider starts with a clear logic model, they can use the existing
research to see which parts are likely to be true, which are not evidenced, and
therefore can:

(a) make an educated estimate of whether, when and for whom the
intervention is likely to work,

(b) identify major risks and unsupported assumptions,

(c) change the design to make it more likely to succeed. It may transpire that
the proposed logic model is totally fanciful and implausible, and hence
this work will prevent them running a pointless intervention, or even a
harmful intervention. And

(d) identify what needs testing. Maybe very little needs testing and so the
practitioner is spared all the cost and hassle of evaluating.

In short, it enables practitioners to use existing research, rather than solely to
produce research. Clearly this is more efficient. The focus on impact has led
many organisations (particularly charities) to often produce research of bad
quality), when (i) they are not set up nor incentivised to be researchers, and
(i1) it might be more useful for them to leverage the (better quality) research
which already exists.

Even though the review is a few years old, I think it is very useful indeed to sharpen
our focus on what we need to do to improve the quality of outdoor-based learning
provision as well as the quality of the research assessing its impact,’ and thereby
guiding future practice and policy development.

3 Interestingly enough, this review reaches similar conclusions as the systematic review by Becker,
C., Lauterbach, G., Spengler, S., Dettweiler, U., & Mess, F. (2017). Effects of regular classes in
outdoor education settings: A systematic review on students’ learning, social and health dimensions.
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 14(5), 1-20. http://doi.org/10.
3390/ijerph14050485).
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