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As we look to the future of outdoor 
education we are always keen to 
add extra value, diversification and 

new services to our traditional activities. 
We are in a strong position to promote the 
bigger picture and to connect our traditional 
outdoor activities with environmental issues. 
The national Open Air Laboratories (OPAL) 
project is an excellent opportunity to fulfill 
this and also to support Learning Outside 
the Classroom – it has already reached over 
500,000 young people across the UK.

n What is OPAL?
OPAL is a BIG lottery funded project 
launched in September 2009. It will run 
until the end of 2012 and aims to inspire 
everyone to explore, study and enjoy 
the natural world around them. A total 
of 31 partners are involved including 
the Natural History Museum, Field 
Studies Council (FSC) and Imperial 
College London. The 6 different national 
surveys forming the project explore 
the health of our soils, the quality of 
our air and water, the distribution of 
invertebrates in the built environment, 
the importance of hedges, and the 
ways in which we affect our climate. 
The activities are designed for KS3 
although can be adapted to Primary age 
pupils, KS4 and some of the surveys 
(Biodiversity and Air) have also worked 
well with post 16 students. Each survey 
involves participants monitoring an 
aspect of their local environment and 
then uploading their results on the website. These results 
are then analysed by scientists and will be included in a 
‘state of the environment’ report which is to be published 
at the end of the project.

n How to get involved?
Incorporating these surveys into your traditional outdoor 
activity can be easily done and can add value and interest 
to the activity or on the journey to your site whatever 
your mode of transport. For example why not look out 
for indicator lichens on the stones, soil and trees whilst 
walking to your activity site. Findings could be linked to air 
quality and reinforce the use of lichens as bio‑indicators 
of air pollution.

You could also be creative and flexible with the survey 
packs and adapt them to your own refinement or even 
use them as stand‑alone resources. The FSC‑style colour 
charts aid wildlife identification and could be used as a 
resource to hand out for the group to conduct their own 
self‑led discovery.

The OPAL website will be online until 
2017 and is packed full of teaching 
resources, quizzes, facts and also the 
downloadable survey packs. These 
packs include field identification charts 
and full instructions on how to conduct 
the surveys. Laminate these and keep 
them in your rucksack, who knows 
your group may be interested in the 
clouds as you take lunch on a river 
bank or in the mountains.

n Fieldwork
The surveys use a number of different 
scientific techniques used by field 
scientists including soil testing, lichen 
identification, pond invertebrate 
sampling and branch beating to collect 
invertebrates. The project can also 
be extended into a field investigation 
where skills such as hypothesis 

testing, sampling techniques, data processing & 
presentation, data analysis and evaluation can be 
conducted and assessed.
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n What happens to the results?
After results have been entered they will contribute 
to university based scientific research. The results are 
both instantly viewable to everyone on the website 
and also help create a scientific database. Findings 
from all the surveys will be highlighted in the ‘state 
of the environment’ report to be published at the end 
of the project.

In addition to the report scientists have used findings 
in a number of scientific papers focusing on the OPAL 
project in general (Davies et al 2011) and also more 
specific scientific issues such as soil quality (Bone et 
al 2010).

One example of how the 
results have been used 
is from the soil centre at 
Imperial College London 
where the soil and earthworm 
results were analysed by 
the soil team. Soil results 

collected were compared with published soil analysis 
data which showed good overall correspondence 
highlighting citizen science can be an effective tool to 
gather physical data. The survey also enabled scientists 
to gather data on the distribution of earthworm species 
on a national scale – something which (surprisingly) 
had never been done before.

Data collected by students and amateurs often has 
limitations so data verification has been included to the 
submitted results to improve the validity of findings. 
Identification of earthworms is not always easy to get 
right and the survey offered participants an opportunity 
to understand more about their biology, diversity and 
importance.

OPAL survey Total surveys carried out

Soil and earthworm 3853

Air 3482

Water 3973

Biodiversity 2634

Climate 2396

Bugs 4186

TOTAL 20524

n  The OPAL 
experience – an FSC 
perspective

The FSC has been involved in 
the development, promotion and 
delivery of OPAL and has been a 
lead partner in the development, 
production and distribution of over 
110,000 survey packs. A total of 
1810 state schools have received 
survey packs (39% of English state 
schools), 97 of these have received 
free outreach sessions through the 
FSC who have reached over 30,000 
young people so far.

Schools within each English region have received sessions 
with the majority receiving sessions for more than one 
survey. School groups within each key stage have been 
worked with along with colleges, pupil referral units and 
community groups. Teacher training sessions have also been 
delivered across the UK to enable teachers to feel more 
confident in using the survey activities within their school.

‘That was the best science lesson ever.’ (student)
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One highlight about OPAL 
is that it can usually 
be done within school 
g rounds  wh i ch  has 
enabled the activities to 
be done within an hour. 
Working within the school 
site has also minimized 
health and safety risks.

n Feedback
Feedback from the participants and teachers has 
been very positive with young people enjoying the 
survey activities and gaining greater environmental 
awareness.

Student....

‘That was the best science lesson ever.’ – Student, 
Blessed Edward Oldcorne, Worcester

‘This is a fun way to learn.’ – Student, Pendeford 
Business and Enterprise College, Wolverhampton

‘I enjoyed finding a centipede, hearing sounds 
and seeing bugs in their habitats.’ –
Student, Hanley Swan Primary School, Worcestershire

‘Miss, I have found a magical red bug.’ – Student, 
John Masefield High School

‘I enjoyed seeing lots of different things outside 
and I will do it more.’ – Student, Rolls Crescent 
Primary School, Manchester

Information:
To find out more about OPAL and getting 
involved:
‑ www.opalexplorenature.org
‑ www.field‑studies‑council.org/opal
‑ www.natureswork.co.uk  

Teacher....

‘What I like about the OPAL Project is that it opens 
learner’s eyes to the natural environment around them 
in a practical and engaging way. It is an opportunity 
to extend the National Curriculum into areas we don’t 
normally cover in KS2 and KS3 e.g. lichen identification.’ 
Teacher, Brooklands Middle School, Leighton Buzzard

‘I know it’s sometimes hard to tell but they really 
appreciated everything and were chuffed to think 
that they were contributing to a national database!’ – 
Teacher, Walford and North Shropshire College, Baschurch

‘Students have started to undertake a garden and 
wildlife area in the school grounds and I feel this is a 
direct result of participation with OPAL.’ ‑ Teacher at 
Oswestry Education centre, Walford and North Shropshire 
College. n

‘....it opens learner’s eyes to the natural environment around 
them in a practical and engaging way.’ (teacher)


