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National Association of Field Study Officers, Outdoor Education Advisers' Panel, 
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                                      Lobbying toolkit
MPs respond most positively to approaches from their own constituents.  If the outdoor sector is to gain the parliamentary profile that is necessary to achieve the change that is needed, we must get a greater number of committed outdoor enthusiasts engaged in lobbying their own MP.  This paper is to support that work: it gives advice on contacting your MP, includes a list of key issues that could be the focus of your lobbying and summarises the wealth of evidence that is available in support of outdoor education.

Influencing parliament  There are various ways of influencing parliament, including Early Day Motions, Adjournment Debates, Westminster Hall Debates, Select Committees, All Party Parliamentary Groups and 
E-petitions.  Full details of these are available at www.parliament.uk.  However, this paper focuses on the simplest form of influence – direct contact with MPs from their constituents.
How to contact your MP  It is not difficult to set up a meeting with your MP – contact details are found at http://findyourmp.parliament.uk/.  Simply ask for an appointment, either at a constituency surgery or at Westminster.  You can also write with a specific question.  Your MP may pass your question on to a Minister - that has the advantage that the Minister must respond – although replies are drafted by civil servants and are often very bland.  You may raise a more general question, in which case your MP might table it as a written Parliamentary Question (PQ).   A PQ will also get a response from a Minister but the answer may be similarly bland.  However, the drip feed of questions on a topic does help to raise the profile of an issue.
Your MP will be expecting you to ask for a specific action in response to the meeting.  You will need to decide what issue to focus on and use local examples to prepare your argument and place it in a constituency context.  A number of possible issues that you might focus on are listed below.   To help you to develop your argument, pages 2-3 of this paper give advice on a possible approach.  Pages 4-8 give a summary of the evidence – please feel free to cut and paste this into whatever you produce.  
Possible key issues that you might focus on
· We must find a way to ensure that outdoor education is embedded into the formal school curriculum.
· The curriculum should not only focus on basic literacy and numeracy but also concern itself with a broader concept of personal growth and development.
· All young people should have a progressive range of outdoor learning experiences during their time at school, including at least one residential experience.
· There must be a way of ensuring that these opportunities are available to those young people who could not afford to participate without financial support.
· In order to counter the negative effects of the cotton wool culture, sensible acceptance of risk should be welcomed and balanced against the benefits arising from an activity.
· High expectations of pupils are vital to counter pessimistic “lowest common denominator” attitudes and the challenge of adventurous activities allows pupils to experience real achievement as a result of rising to meet those expectations.
· It is essential that teachers are competent and confident to venture outside the classroom.
Do feel free to contact me if you have any questions.  Randall Williams, randall@avius.org, May 2012.
Tips on structuring your argument

· Explain the context.  Don’t assume that your MP has heard about the issue that you want to raise.  A couple of sentences about the history and current situation will set the scene.

· Provide evidence where possible, as well as giving your opinion.  You can draw on pages 4 to 8 of this document for supporting evidence.


· Be clear about what you want them to do – be specific about whether you want them to write to a named person in their constituency or raise a point of detail with a Minister or ask a PQ.


· Be polite – angry tirades are counter-productive.


· If writing, be brief – two sides of paper at the most, possibly plus an appendix giving evidence.  
Please help us to keep our database up to date

EOC is developing a database of MPs to help in planning future lobbying.  If you make contact with your MP, please let us have the details, including your MP’s response, by using the contact form at www.englishoutdoorcouncil.org/contact.  Thank you.
An example of a short document that might be used as a basis for discussion with MPs
Like many services, outdoor education is fighting for survival in an unforgiving climate.

Many local authority centres have closed or are under threat of closure.  Although they are also under pressure, the private and charitable sectors have grown in partial compensation.  We are not opposed to change and recognize the need for a squeeze on public funding.  Moreover, we support the existence of a level playing field across sectors.  However, we have very real concerns about the impact of the squeeze on more disadvantaged young people, particularly in terms of access to residential programmes.
Children whose parents can afford to pay continue to benefit from the experience of outdoor education.  However, withdrawal of local authority subsidies means that there is a risk that children whose parents cannot afford to pay miss out on a very powerful developmental experience.  

There is strong support in principle from DfE and OFSTED.  However, that support does not extend to practical steps to help schools to participate.  DfE does not issue guidance to encourage the use of outdoor education.  OFSTED has not found a way to comment specifically and routinely on the extent of outdoor education offered by a school.

In theory, the Pupil Premium could be used to support pupils whose parents cannot afford to pay.  We support the allocation of funding to schools and allowing them to choose how to use it.  However, there are many pressures on the use of that funding and DfE has not yet published guidance on its use.

Nevertheless, many schools continue to provide an adventurous outdoor experience for their pupils, despite the barriers.  Many headteachers remain enthusiastic, possibly because they understand the powerful impact that it has.  

There is in fact incontrovertible evidence for the effects of outdoor education.  It

· raises educational standards in schools, often leading to a dramatic change in self-confidence,

· helps to address health problems and enhances wellbeing,

· offers for many pupils their first contact with the natural environment,

· builds cross-cultural understanding,

· helps reduce anti-social behaviour, disengagement from education and the proportion of NEETS,

· helps young people to manage risk and encourages them to welcome challenge,

· is a significant employer of young people, providing “starter” jobs and training.

That evidence is laid out in the appendix to this document.

Politically, there is substantial support for outdoor education.  There was a massive response to an Early Day Motion in 2010.  The Education Select Committee is strongly supportive – it considers there should be an entitlement and financial support - some of its recommendations are quoted in the appendix.  However, the priorities of the coalition government do not allow direct support, either in financial terms or in terms of clear guidance to schools.  

Ironically, both the coalition government and the previous administration have committed substantial resources to outdoor-based personal development for 16 year olds, targeted on social rather than educational objectives.  The Labour government launched several large programmes, including Uproject and Do It 4 Real.  In turn, the National Citizen Service programme is one of the coalition government’s flagship policies.  All these programmes have or had at their heart a residential adventure-based personal development experience.  Clearly, there is cross-party consensus that it works.

However, there is a strong argument that leaving an intervention until age 16 is too late for many and that an earlier intervention would have far greater pre-emptive effect.  Successive governments have resisted creating any form of entitlement within the curriculum in England.  In contrast, Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence through Outdoor Learning provides explicit guidance on outdoor learning and, in Wales, adventurous activities are an integral part of the National Curriculum.
Although outdoor education is a powerful developmental tool, it is not a single identifiable subject but is more an approach to learning which can be applied across all subject areas.  This may be one reason why it has not yet become embedded within the curriculum – why there is not yet an expectation that all pupils will experience it – why it remains a Cinderella.

We would appreciate your support in raising the following key issues with the relevant Minister: 
· Outdoor education should be embedded within the formal school curriculum so that there is an expectation that all pupils will experience its benefits.
· A progressive range of outdoor learning experiences should be provided, starting in the immediate school surroundings and progressing to more ambitious projects, including a residential experience.
· This experience must be available to all pupils, including those who could not afford to participate without financial support.
An example of a possible parliamentary question

If you choose to suggest possible PQs, you may like to focus these on issues in your own constituency.  The example below is a more generic one.

“Now that local authority subsidies for disadvantaged pupils to participate in outdoor education are largely a thing of the past, what steps are the government taking to ensure that those pupils whose parents cannot afford to pay for them to participate continue to receive the necessary financial support to ensure they do not miss out on that powerful developmental opportunity?”
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Hard evidence in support of outdoor education
Learning outside the classroom raises educational standards
OFSTED published a thematic report on learning outside the classroom in October 2008 (1). Among its key findings was: 

"When planned and implemented well, learning outside the classroom contributed significantly to raising standards and improving pupils' personal, social and emotional development." 

It recommended that schools and colleges should: 

"ensure that their curriculum planning includes sufficient well structured opportunities for all learners to engage in learning outside the classroom as a key, integrated element of their experience" 

and "ensure equal and full access for all learners to learning outside the classroom" 
The Teaching and Learning Research Programme is a large scale research programme (2) that has concluded as one of its ten principles for effective teaching and learning that: 

"Informal learning, such as learning out of school, should be recognised as at least as significant as formal learning and should therefore be valued and appropriately utilised in formal processes." 

Outdoor activity helps to address health problems and enhances wellbeing 

The 2009 Department of Health publication “Be Active, Be Healthy” (3) estimates the annual cost to the NHS of physical inactivity at between £1 and £1.8 billion.  It recognizes the importance of the outdoors:

“Natural environments offer important settings for health-enhancing physical activity.”  “Contact with nature has been shown to improve people’s physical and mental health.”

There is an increasing emphasis on wellbeing as a key indicator of societal progress (4).  The New Economics Foundation emphasises five actions to enhance wellbeing – connect with others, be active, take notice of what is around you, keep learning and give to others (5).  Outdoor activity is a superb way of enhancing wellbeing in this way.

DEFRA’s review of evidence (6) made the point that: 

"The natural environment provides physical, mental and social wellbeing benefits. There are synergistic effects between these benefits." 

A recent literature review on children in the outdoors (7) states: 

"It is generally reported that being outdoors contributes to higher levels of wellbeing ​bringing physiological benefits such as stress reduction.” 
The Countryside Recreation Network (8) finds that: 

"There is substantial evidence that links the natural environment with good physical health and psychological wellbeing." 
It offers for many their first real contact with the natural environment
Arguably the single most important lesson for the future is an understanding and respect for our environment and an awareness of our responsibility to behave towards it in a sustainable way.  There is no better way of developing such understanding and respect than first hand experience.  This is particularly so for those who live in towns and cities.
Natural England’s research (9) shows that today’s children spend substantially less of their time in a natural environment, in comparison with the previous generation and argues that there is a need to make natural spaces more available for children today.

A report by the Sustainable Development Commission (10) adds to the rationale for encouraging access to the outdoors by explaining the role of the environment in building resilience, responsibility and employment chances.
It builds cross-cultural understanding 

In terms of community cohesion, the contribution that outdoor recreation can make to combating discrimination and promoting cross-cultural understanding has been highlighted in a report by the Countryside Agency and the Black Environment Network (11). 

It helps to reduce disengagement, anti-social behaviour and crime
A recent DEMOS report (12) shows how serious the problems of disengagement in our schools is and considers that 

"there is a good deal of research linking participation in out-of-school activities characterised by high quality adult-child relationships with better outcomes." 

A New Philanthropy Capital report (13) highlights the success of outdoor activity in helping to re-engage the one in ten 16 to 18 year olds who are not in education, employment or training (NEETS).

“Sport, outdoor activities and creative activities such as dance, can all be used as a ‘hook’ to motivate young people to participate. As many young people have had a bad experience of formal education, alternatives need to be different.”

A DCSF report on attitudinal barriers to engaging young people in positive activities (14) reports the views of young people themselves:

“Sports and outdoor activities, in particular, were seen as the most fun and helpful in developing confidence.”
It helps young people to manage risk and encourages them to welcome challenge
There is a growing groundswell of media and public opinion that recognizes that risk is an inescapable aspect of life and that, instead of wrapping our children in cotton wool, we should help them to take greater responsibility for managing their own safety.  Cotton Wool Kids (15) explains why learning about risk is essential to prepare young people for the uncertainties of life, to develop a “can-do” attitude and to encourage creativity and innovation in society.
Within our own sector, we have published guidance to teachers (16) which encourages them to take a reasonable and proportionate approach to safety and reassures them that a degree of risk, properly managed, is positively desirable in helping young people to learn to manage their own safety.  A risk-averse approach is discouraged.  Instead, readers are encouraged to balance the risks and the benefits from an activity. 

Unnecessary risk aversion is an insidious influence which is damaging to enterprise and initiative.  Sociologist Frank Furedi (17) considers that:

“The worship of safety represents a profoundly pessimistic attitude towards human potential.”

Outdoor education teaches young people to face real risk in a sensible way and to welcome challenge.

It is a significant employer of young people, providing “starter” jobs and training

SkillsActive’s guide to the UK outdoor sector (18) demonstrates the value of the sector in economic terms and illustrates the breadth of employment opportunities, which have a strong focus on training and are particularly attractive to young people, often as a first job.
An entitlement makes economic sense

There is a huge amount of evidence which brings home the cost of doing nothing.  Backing the Future (19) demonstrates vividly that proactive investment in pre-emptive measures to tackle social problems could save £1.5 trillion spent on picking up the pieces after it is too late.  For every £1 invested in targeted services designed to catch problems early, the authors estimate that society would benefit by between £7.60 and £9.20.

Of course, outdoor activity is only one of the range of interventions that can be used to contribute to solving these social problems.  However, its effectiveness is clearly recognized: the Sutton Trust (20) notes that summer camps that mix learning with fun:

“have shown substantial improvements in participants’ reading scores … which disproportionately impacts on those from lower socio-economic groups”

The report concludes that there is a cost-benefit ratio of 13:1 for such camps.

Select Committee recommendations

In its 2010 follow-up report (21), the House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Select Committee noted the very strong body of evidence that has been established to show the benefits of learning outside the classroom and expressed concern that children are spending less and less time outside.  It expressed disappointment in the lack of progress made, recommending that:

“Learning outside the classroom is important, and the Department must provide

adequate funding to achieve maximum impact.”  
“We call on the Department to ensure that families’ ability to pay is not a deterrent to schools offering or pupils participating in school trips and visits.”   

“There should be an individual entitlement within the National Curriculum to at least one out of school visit a term.”
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