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THERE IS A PLACE
WHERE CHILDREN WHO HAVE NEVER WALKED, FIND FREEDOM
WHERE CHILDREN WHO HAVE NEVER TALKED, FIND WORDS
AND MORE OFTEN THAN NOT, WHERE EVERY CHILD FINDS A SMILE

2

1. PROJECT CONTEXT
This Policy Brief is the result of the ERASMUS+ co-funded
project “Green Learning Environments – Taking advantage of the
Stimulating Green Environment for Non-Formal Learning with
Children with Cognitive Disabilities and Learning Disorders”. During
this project six specialised schools and four organisations working
with environmental education exchanged knowledge and developed
a toolbox with activities that facilitate non-formal learning
education for children with special educational needs.

Project goals:
• Collection, definition, exchange and dissemination of
examples of good practices in the field of education of
children with special needs in green learning environments.
• Identification of the benefits of (non) formal learning of
children with special needs in green learning environments.
• Development of innovative teaching materials for (non)
formal learning for children with special needs in green
learning environments
Who are children with special needs? The target group of
the project include: children with disabilities in cognitive
development, emotional and behavioural problems, children
with deficiencies in individual areas of learning, children with
disorders in the autistic spectrum, children with ADHD or ADD,
children with sensory integration disorders. It is important to
note that a lot of children in the target group combine several
of these disorders.
Children with special needs are "tireless, flexible seekers and
researchers" and we thus need to support and lead them
accordingly. Their motoric, neurological, psychosocial, cognitive
deficits should be taken into account when getting to know,
perceiving and exploring the natural environment (Vrhovski
Mohorič, 2018; Green Learning Environment Conference).
What are green learning environments? Green learning
environments in which the (non) formal learning of children in
the project was carried out includes all learning environments
containing natural elements: forests, ancient trees, botanical
gardens and other ecosystems important in terms of
biodiversity, urban parks, green playgrounds and school yards,
school gardens, orchards and farms. The most important
requirements are the provision of access to green learning
environments and, in particular, security and control (spacefree) of children with special needs.
What is non-formal learning? There are three types of
learning (Werquin, 2010):

a. formal learning, which is defined by a clear structure and
routine, and is regulated;
b. non-formal learning, not intended for obtaining a
certificate, diploma or a recognized degree of education,
but satisfying other interests and needs of the person; and
c. casual, lifelong learning. In the latter, we acquire
knowledge and skills from experience, examples, family,
everyday life, which is guided by an individual, family, or
social environment. In the curricula of all three countries
involved in the project, for the time being we do not yet
find sufficient defined non-formal skills and skills based on
learning in green learning environments.

2. BACKGROUND/
SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE
Human evolution has been situated in natural
environments for thousands of years. Only
recently, the human development is taking place
indoors and in built environments. During human
evolution, learning has been mainly informal
– and for children through play and hands-on
experience. This evolutionary background is still
influencing the functioning of our brains and
explains why learning in natural environments is
so effective (van den Berg et al., 2010). Recent
neurological research has proven that nature
is a priceless therapeutic and developmental
environment that promotes cognitive, social,
emotional and motoric development and
strengthens children’s abilities (Fjortoft & Sageie,
2000). In the case of children with ADD syndrome
(Attention Deficit Disorder) and ADHD syndrome
(Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder),
spending time in a natural environment improves
their ability to concentrate, finish their tasks
and follow instructions after playing in natural
environments (Taylor et al., 2001; Kuo & Faber
Taylor, 2004; van Den Berg, 2012).
Spending time in a natural environment improves
children’s cognitive development, namely
by improving their attention, reasoning, and
observation skills (Pyle, 2002). A beneficial
correlation between exposure to natural
environments and cognitive development among
schoolchildren between the ages of 7 and 10
has also been demonstrated by the research
conducted by Dadvand et al. (2015). What is
especially important for children with special
educational needs is that in natural environments
learning takes place in a multisensory way –
including all the senses – which enables holistic
receiving of information. As sensory perception
increases, the ability to observe and to perceive
details strengthens. Children with profound and
severe multiple disabilities may be unable to
learn from general teaching methods (Pagliano,
1999); perceiving, observing and experiencing
nature in green learning environments enables
learning with these children (Cerar et al., 2004).
Specific research on the advantages of green
environments for non-formal learning with
children with special educational needs is
limited, but research shows that non-formal
learning in nature impacts positively on areas
such as cognition, perception, social interaction,
reduction of aggressive behaviour and improved
ability to concentrate (e.g. Kim et al., 2012,
Sempik et al., 2005). Individuals with learning
difficulties are almost four times more likely to
die from cardiovascular disease than the general
population. Therefore, increased physical activity
that occurs as a result of outdoor activities may
contribute to improvements in cardiovascular
health, as a result reducing the mortality rate
(Harris & Barraclough, 1998). Recent research
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in which young people (aged11-16) and staff at a special
educational needs secondary school in Greater Manchester, UK,
were interviewed and observed demonstrated that both staff
and pupils recognised the benefits of interacting with natural
spaces (von Benzon, 2017). Kemple et al. (2016) also found that
the rate of stress decreases in children in one minute after
contact with the green environment.
Children with special educational needs often have needs
related to these areas, so research supports our starting point
that children with special educational needs benefit even more
from non-formal education in green learning environments
than children without specific needs.

3. PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH FOR
CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL NEEDS
BASED ON THREE BASIC BASIC
PREMISES:
1. Playing and learning in green environments is suitable for all
children, regardless of their abilities
2. Green environments are excellent therapeutic and
developmental environment, particularly for children with
special educational needs.
3. Green environments are a source and place of learning for all
curriculum areas.

4. OBSTACLES
Obstacles should not be a barrier for visiting green learning
environments.
• Ensuring safety and a risk assessment always come first.
New activities should be tried out in a way that is safe. The
adult's task is to advise the child on what risk is reasonable
(Vrhovski Mohorič, 2018; Green Learning Environments
Conference).
• Organisation of work in schools: additional suitable
professional staff and escorts are needed; the norm of a
large class size can be met with cross-curricular integration;
the fear of not having enough time to fulfil the objectives
in all the required areas is unwarranted, as has been
corroborated by the experiences of Slovenian teachers.
• Special attention should be placed on barriers in natural
learning environments in relation to a child's special
needs: sensory overload, forms of unwanted behaviour,
a deterioration of the child's medical condition, a child's
fear of animals and of the unknown environment, the
child's resistance, the child's fitness (Podobnik, 2018; Green
Learning Environments Conference).

• Remoteness from the natural environment (Podobnik, 2018;
Green Learning Environments Conference), which we can
make up for by planting greenery in school playgrounds, by
setting up a school garden, orchard or farm, etc.
• The professional teaching staff having little experience
with teaching outside of classrooms, and a member of the
professional staff needing more time to prepare (Györek,
2012).
• Special attention should be placed on gaining support
from the management and professional colleagues, and on
presenting the positive effects of (non-)formal learning in
natural learning environments.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
PRACTICE
• The safety of children in the open space is the top
priority, this is particularly important for children with
developmental disorders as they have underdeveloped
spatial orientation.
• We should always proceed from the child’s preserved
abilities, and not from the impairment. Activities in nature
can be shaped so that each child with special educational
needs can achieve success.
• The possibilities for using green environments for
development and learning differ among different groups of
children with special educational needs. For children with
more severe disorders, simply coming into contact with soil
in a green schoolyard, or working in the school garden can
be beneficial.
• The optimal development and learning of children with
special educational needs is influenced significantly by
spending time in natural environments, which has a positive
impact on motoric functions and movement, through
natural play and being creative in the natural environment
(Jelen, 2017).
• Employing a multisensory and experiential approach will
encourage children to enjoy emotional, physical, aesthetic,
spiritual and cognitive experiences as part of their learning.
• Teachers and carers who are integrating green learning and
who are looking for adjustments and solutions for individual
children and their needs, experience and observe nature
more deeply. Nature provide the opportunity for staff to
develop creative and adaptive experiences for children.
• Nature transforms professional workers into observers,
listeners, creative searchers of solutions in the environment
and designers of ideas. Teachers and professionals often
include natural environments in learning and at the same
time looking for them individual adaptations and solutions
for children and their children needs, they experience nature
in a positive way.

• Two important factors for the successful implementation
of (non-)formal learning in natural environments are the
opinion and concerns of parents (Podobnik, 2018), which can
be improved by better informing the parents and carers, and
by communicating with them more often.
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6. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
• Non-formal learning activities in green learning
environments should become part of the educational
system for all children in Europe.
• The education system will have to integrate several
teaching hours, including the creation of awareness
regarding immediate natural environment, the creation of
premises for external teaching, subsistence free time and
movement (Jelen, 2018).
• Learning and spending time in green learning environments
can make an important contribution to the increased social
inclusion of children with special needs. Green learning
environments promote the skills and competences that are
important for lifelong learning and the social inclusion of all
children.
• Accessible green should be provided close to schools. Where
possible it should be provided within school grounds to
allow as many children as possible to enjoy a green learning
environment.

The safety of children in natural environments must be in
the first place. An adult must know the environment and the
child's abilities. When preparing activities with vulnerable
groups, we carry out a risk assessment continuously, in order
to anticipate the necessary measures and to minimize the risk
of children and increase their self-confidence in the successful
implementation of the activity. In this way, we strengthen the
freedom and independence of children and ensure a sense of
security, which positively affects participation in activities,
internalization of acquired knowledge and strengthening
of informal skills. It is important to discuss the fears and
convictions of professional workers and parents who may have
a negative impact on the performance (Vrhovski Mohorič, 2018;
Conference Green Learning Environments).
Social skills are the key to the future success of children (Jones
et al., 2015). The foundation of these skills is social integration,
contact and play with all children, which was already
established by the Russian developmental psychologist, the
father of social cognition Lev Vigotsky. The easiest way to
stimulate and shape them is through play and learning in
natural environments.
A green environment is an excellent setting for (non)formal
learning of children with special needs, which at the same time
has a rehabilitation and therapeutic effect.

7. PROJECT FINDINGS
The percentage of children with special needs is increasing,
partly because of the fact that we have excluded natural
environments from children's development in recent decades.
74 percent of the English children between 5-12 years of age
spend less than one hour a day in the open air. 25 percent of
children do not play outdoors daily (Jakovljević, 2018; Green
Learning Environments Conference). It is important to find a
link between learning, research, development, play and nature.
We know that movement and research play a significant role in
the cognitive and emotional development of all children. Green
learning environments calms tension, negative emotions,
intensify their attention, stimulate the acquisition of sensory
experiences needed for the development of higher cognitive
functions and facilitate experiential learning (Györek, 2018;
Green Learning Environments Conference). We no longer
want to adapt the environment to the child and the growing
inputs of adults, but to increase the activity of children,
which enables learning in green learning environments. Green
learning environments for children with special needs enable
the neurological ability of learning and education (Jakovljević,
2018; Conference Green Learning Environments) and have
a positive impact in all areas of child development. In green
learning environments, it is possible to teach all the subjects of
instruction, and the pedagogical expert constantly develops his
own competences.

8. CONCLUSION
When working with children with special education needs
throughout the project, we noticed that children develop more
independence, self-reliance, self-confidence, cooperation
and adapt easier in changing environments. Environmental
organisations can support teachers as they develop their
skills in outdoor teaching and provide signposting to teaching
resources. Green learning environments enable development
of personal and social skills. The persistence of teachers, carers
and children to experience green learning environments will
be reflected in the children’s calm behaviour, willingness to
participate, a longer attention span, reduced restlessness and
sensitivity. For children with special educational needs these
skills can denote a rucksack for inclusion in society.
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