
 

Executive Summary 

Evaluating the outcomes of Exmoor National Park’s Moorland Classroom 

education programme 

www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk/learning/the-moorland-classroom 

A case study of the pupils of Willow class at South Molton Church of England 

Junior School, Devon 

The Moorland Classroom project is part of the Heart of Exmoor Scheme, funded by the 

Heritage Lottery Fund, the Exmoor Trust and Exmoor National Park’s Sustainable 

Development Fund.   

The Moorland Classroom project has published a web-based range of freely available cross-

curricular learning and teaching enquiries which have been written for primary school 

teachers to use with their children.  Each investigation is supported by a wealth of resources 

including films; maps; photographs and text.  Careful consideration has been given to 

ensuring continuity; progression and differentiation so that the enquiries can be used by all 

pupils and schools can therefore use them with maximum flexibility.  A very important 

feature of The Moorland Classroom is that each enquiry includes opportunities to learn 

outside the classroom at one of Exmoor’s very special places. 

To evaluate the impact of The Moorland Classroom programme on pupils in terms of their 

knowledge and understanding; attitudes and values and environmental  awareness; a four 

month study was made of 28 Year 4 and 5 (8-9 year old) pupils at a north Devon school.  A 

range of data generation methods were selected that combined both qualitative and 

quantifiable techniques which included a pre and post – programme pupil questionnaire; 

concept mapping; scrutiny of pupil’s work and the observation of the application of critical 

thinking skills by the children both inside the classroom and during learning activities on 

Exmoor.   

Analysis of the children’s concept maps which they updated on eight occasions during their 

Exmoor work, showed a clear progression in their knowledge and understanding of the 

issues they were studying.  In particular the evidence showed clearly a development in the 

children’s understanding of concepts rather than just discrete facts.  For example, one child 

who in the first week of the Exmoor study wrote rain and rivers on their concept map, later 

wrote making wet woods, levees and retention ponds are all ways that are used to slow 

water down to stop flooding on Exmoor. 

Throughout the study samples of the children’s work was assessed according to National 

Curriculum expectations for children at their stage of learning.  Overall in terms of 

http://www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk/learning/the-moorland-classroom


intellectual outcomes and the use of vocabulary, many of the pupils demonstrated a level of 

attainment in excess of national expectations.  In particular, the graphical work and written 

interpretations which followed a fieldwork day along the River Aller valley produced a 

number of exceptional outcomes for children at this stage of education.  For example, the 

following was written by an eight year old alongside a labelled diagram: the width of the 

surface water of the river along five places is random (no clear pattern).  At location 3 the 

river becomes wider because when water goes around a meander it speeds up on the 

outside so the faster a river flows then the more it will erode. 

Careful observation of the children during their work revealed that The Moorland Classroom 

learning activities encouraged children to develop and apply a wide range of thinking skills 

including some such as decision making; problem solving and synthesising which is a 

significant achievement for children at this stage of learning.   

Each child was asked to answer a multiple choice answer questionnaire about Exmoor and 

their feelings before their work commenced and then again at the end of the programme.  

Because the children answered the same questions before and after their study, it was 

possible to use the Wilcoxon statistical test to evaluate whether any difference in what they 

now understood and felt about Exmoor, was a significant one (i.e. most likely as a result of 

the work they had done) or not (i.e. most likely a chance occurrence).  In order to be 

significant any changes in knowledge and understanding and attitudes and values would 

need to be below the p-value of 0.002.  The combined pre and post-questionnaire 

responses for combined group of 28 children revealed a p-value of just 0.001 which provides 

a very strong steer that the positive changes that occurred in the children’s knowledge, 

understanding and attitudes and values about Exmoor, were directly the result of The 

Moorland Classroom work they had done rather than of chance factors.  Responses to the 

pre and post –programme questionnaire also revealed that the children were clearly much 

more inclined to behave in a more environmentally aware and sustainable way in the future 

having experienced the programme. 

It is rare for the outcomes of environmentally focussed education development 

programmes such as The Moorland Classroom to be rigorously assessed.  Too often 

evaluation consists of nothing more than anecdotal impressions.  By asking the question 

how will we know the impact on the children from the very outset of the development work, 

the project team were able to build in both qualitative and quantitative methods of 

evaluating just that.  Based on those methods it is fair to say that The Moorland Classroom 

learning programme that the 28 children at South Molton Junior School undertook, resulted 

directly in both a significant increase in their knowledge and understanding of Exmoor; a 

heightened awareness of environmental issues and an increased likelihood to behave in a 

more sustainable way. 

 


