
 

Field Studies Council  

1 Introduction 
Field Studies Council (FSC) is a UK wide environmental education charity. 
Our vision is to inspire everyone to be curious, caring, knowledgeable and 
passionate about the outdoor environment.  Last year we welcomed over 
165,000 learners of all ages to our network of 19 centres with many taking 
part in curriculum and environmental experiences with their school.  For over 
6,000 learners this experience was at one of our Scottish locations at FSC 
Millport and FSC Kindrogan.   
 

FSC welcomes this inquiry and is also pleased to see the Scottish STEM 
strategy’s central ambition of increasing diversity in STEM and ensuring 
equality of access and opportunity to study.  
 
2 The positive impact of teaching STEM in an outdoor setting and 
successful examples 
 
Outdoor learning has multiple benefits and is an effective way to engage 
learners in STEM. There is no substitute for first hand experiences in the real 
world.  A virtual reality rock pool cannot compare with the real thing. Hands 
on, practical science in an outdoor setting can really engage children in 
science and maths at an early age.  Spending time in the natural world, 
seeing creatures in their natural habitats and experiencing all the natural 
elements sparks awe, wonder and curiosity about how the world works.  
Outdoor learning – particularly in an inspiring landscape- can also re-engage 
those that struggle in a traditional classroom environment. One of our visiting 
teachers commented that “Many of our kids came out of their shells which we 
had not expected.”  
 
Outdoor learning also offers the opportunity to bring subjects to life and 
explain or demonstrate abstract concepts by making them both real and 
relevant.   As one of our learners put it, “When we were on the field trip, we 
did maths, English and science, but it was like we didn’t realise we were doing 
it”.  Applying STEM subjects to the real world also helps to demonstrate their 
applicability to real life situations. Using maths in everyday situations can 
reduce the fear of numbers. Gathering and submitting data to large scale 
citizen science projects can make learners feel part of something much larger 
whilst at the same time enhancing their digital and technical skills.  
 
A regular progression of age appropriate outdoor learning opportunities from 
visiting the local park, day trips, a first overnight and then to residential 
courses have a number of additional benefits for learners.  These can offer a 
more immersive experience as learners can both see and then explore the 
enormous and spectacular range of wildlife on the doorsteps of the residential 
centre.  They also stay in a centre that demonstrates sustainability from 
recycling, energy use to food choices.  All of this reinforces understanding 
about how our behaviour impacts our world.  
 



 

FSC is aware that the option of school trips and – when old enough- a 
residential experience is not available to every child.  The barriers to this are 
discussed in a later section, but FSC has been involved in delivering OPAL 
(Open Air Laboratories), a Citizen Science project that collects scientific data 
about the natural world in Scotland. This involved working with many schools 
in some of the most deprived areas in Glasgow and other urban areas and 
between 2014 and 2016 10,000 learners were involved and engaged with 
outdoor learning, often in their local environment.  
 
3 Broadening horizons and career choices  
 
Outdoor learning also helps build the skills that have been identified as 
essential to Scotland’s economy and as part of the 4th industrial revolution. 
The skills that cannot be easily done by robots include creative problem 
solving and the ability to cope with a fast-changing environment.  Outdoor 
science is carried out in the slightly unpredictable natural environment with a 
large number of variables to consider. There are also practical problems to be 
overcome, for example the weather, tidal changes or the natural behaviour of 
the living creatures being studied.  All these issues provide plenty of 
opportunities to develop problem solving, flexibility, adaptability and scientific 
enquiry skills but also the ability to deal with and interpret messy, real world 
data. 
 
STEM subjects can be perceived as “difficult” and this may lead to some 
learners being dissuaded from choosing them as a further study or career 
option. Research by Ofqual1 (which the committee might find interesting in a 
Scottish context) showed that subject choices in England are driven by three 
concerns – subject difficulty, enjoyableness and usefulness. However, making 
the subject both interesting and relatable for real life can help overcome 
concerns over subject difficulty. Therefore, teaching STEM outdoors from an 
early age can both enhance student enjoyment of subject and demonstrate 
that subject’s practical application in the real world, helping to encourage 
greater uptake and interest in a STEM related career. The scientific expertise 
needed in Scotland from marine biologists to marine engineers and green 
energy experts relies on enough young people being both aware and 
enthused about the possibilities of scientific careers which will require a 
thorough understanding of the natural world.  
 
4 Teaching skills and confidence 
 
It can take time to develop the skills and confidence to lead outdoor learning 
experiences. Teachers that have had little experience of outdoor learning in 
their own education may not feel confident in taking groups of children outside 
for STEM related learning.  Concern that they may be asked questions that 
they may not be able to answer is an issue.  As well as delivering teaching 
training, FSC also offers the opportunities to co-teach with our expert staff, 
publications that can help identify species and our sites offer a range of 

                                            
1 Ofqual Perceptions of subject difficulty and subject choices: are the two linked, and if so, how? 2017 



 

habitats to explore that have all been fully risk assessed. This also allays the 
health and safety concerns of both teachers and parents.  
 
5 Barriers to success 
 
Outdoor STEM opportunities both as part of the school day and as extra-
curricular activities are especially important for disadvantaged children who 
have less access to green and blue spaces, and fewer opportunities to travel 
and explore other environments than their more advantaged peers.  
 
The impact of poverty on attainment and achievement of school children was 
investigated in depth by the Education and Skills Committee last year2, but 
the comment of one witness that “When we are talking about the attainment 
gap, we are often talking about the experience gap” clearly demonstrates the 
added difficulties in engaging disadvantaged children in STEM. The costs of 
activities and school trips - even the wellies or outdoor clothing needed - could 
be prohibitive.  This is one reason why FSC centres provide all the clothing 
and equipment that schools may need to reduce the barriers to participation. 
As a charity FSC has funds and bursaries to help ensure that disadvantaged 
schools or individuals do not miss out, but we cannot meet the demand. 
 
The Wellcome Science Education Tracker 20173 explored what young people 
think about science. The research was carried out in England, but there are 
some useful insights that can be taken from it. In particular the role of families, 
with a Family Science Connection Index (FSCI) used to measure, for 
example, visiting science-related attractions or having high science attainment 
within the family.  Learners in families with a low FSCI are at a disadvantage 
when it comes to studying science or finding science related work experience.  
Therefore, the role that school, and school experiences have in providing 
opportunities to engage with STEM from an early age are even more critical 
for those children that are less likely to experience STEM opportunities 
anywhere else. 
 
6 Sharing best practice  
FSC welcomes the planned work on quality assurance relating to STEM 
related education materials for teachers set out under the STEM strategy.  
 
Joy Blizzard, Policy Officer 
Field Studies Council 
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school children experiencing poverty’ July 2018 
 


