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Research Project: Case Study based on an Electives Experience
An exploratory case study arising from practice (noticing) and investigated further through identified research tools. The assignment concludes with the identification of an intervention which can be piloted throughout Professional Teaching Experience and evidenced through reflection in the Professional Learning Standards.
This essay intends to discuss conflicting theories within literature and critically reflect on a small-scale study on the topic of child wellbeing, exploring the question: ‘To what extent does the learning environment impact the emotional wellbeing of year four pupils?’ 

Emotional wellbeing can be defined as good health and happiness, contentment with life and lack of poor emotions (Bautista et al., 2023). Unfortunately, Hampton (2020) highlights that child wellbeing in the United Kingdom has been deteriorating since 2009, with one of the most prevalent issues raised to the Children’s Commissioner for Wales being mental health (Welsh Government, 2023). This research seeks to address the concern of declining wellbeing, taking a different angle through the learning environment. The term ‘learning environment’ in this context refers to indoor and outdoor learning, and design such as lighting and seating. 

Education policies advocate that child wellbeing is vital, with health and wellbeing central to the curriculum. The four purposes are integral to this, one being to develop ‘healthy, confident individuals’, who progress mentally and emotionally, gaining confidence and compassion (Welsh Government, 2020). Rees (2010) emphasises the strong connection between the mind and body, underlining that emotions impact all physical systems, having both mental and physical effects. This implies that emotions can affect a learner holistically, accentuating the importance of this issue. This topic generates interest as it is important to understand how to positively transform my practice, to ensure that all pupils I teach are fulfilled emotionally and have the best chance to succeed.

The research took place in a junior school in Wales, with around two hundred pupils aged seven to eleven (Estyn, 2019). The enquiry concentrates on aged eight- to nine-year-olds, so the research involved the year four class consisting of twenty-seven pupils. One pupil within the class is enrolled in an emotional support intervention. This links to my Professional Learning Passport as it provides the professional experience of conducting small-scale action research, within the ‘professional networks and communities’ strand of QTS standards (Welsh Government, 2019).

The learning environment comprises of the setting and conditions where learning occurs, involving the social and emotional atmosphere, not just the physical environment (Isba, 2016). Sanoff (1995) insinuates a link between the environment and wellbeing, stating that an effective design can progress learning by aiding creativity, socialisation, and self-esteem. Self-efficacy is important for wellbeing as it affects whether people think positively or negatively, logically, or illogically, and impacts quality of life (Pajares, Urdan and Bandura, 2006).

The ‘Environment-Behaviour’ (E-B) model suggests that the environment created within school facilitates learning through three factors; naturalness, individualisation, and stimulation (Barrett et al., 2016). Naturalness refers to light, sounds, temperature, air quality and nature. Individualisation includes connection, ownership, and flexibility, and stimulation involves complexity and colours. Higgins et al. (2005) highlights the possible negative effects of these factors on wellbeing; fatigue and headaches from poor lighting, excessive noise ensuing physical effects such as raised blood pressure from stress, and poor air quality or temperature causing poor ventilation for those with asthma or allergies. This underlines the importance of an effectively designed classroom, and a variation of pedagogy that utilises different spaces, such as the outdoors. 

Outdoor learning strongly links to the ‘naturalness’ element of the E-B model, providing better air quality, natural light, and nature. Ulrich’s Psychoevolutionary Theory (1981) connects the outdoor environment with improved wellbeing, arguing that cortisol levels can be reduced from natural environments as humans have an innate connection with nature (Schweitzer, Glab and Brymer, 2018). Gladwell et al. (2013) supports that the outdoors can uplift mood and self-esteem whilst restoring mental fatigue, as nature does not necessitate tiresome focus and attention. This indicates that outdoor learning can benefit child wellbeing by encouraging happy and relaxed pupils.

An element of ‘naturalness’ which can be provided both indoors and outdoors is natural lighting. According to Van Den Wymelenberg (2014), research has shown that naturally lit environments enhance comfort and productivity. Health and well-being benefits are estimated due to regulating the circadian system (Reddy, Reddy and Sharma, 2020). The circadian rhythm is the body’s internal clock regulating alertness and tiredness, and without it the body cannot function properly. Excessive exposure to artificial light can cause interference with this, and when affected can be linked to risks of depression and anxiety (Baker, 2022). Research by Aqbar Zakaria and Bahauddin (2015) supports this, arguing that fluorescent white lighting negatively affects a pupil by impeding their ability to learn, as pupils in their study became inattentive after one hour of learning in artificial light. They warn that cool fluorescent lighting can increase stress, irritability, lethargy, and impact health long-term. This evidence suggests that use of such lights should be limited, and that natural lighting is the optimal choice. Despite this, a case study comparing naturally and artificially lit environments was carried out to compare impact on mood and performance (Gou, Lau and Qian, 2013). Participants each entered a room for thirty minutes, in either natural or artificial lighting, whereby they completed a task. A mood rating was completed before and after, using Watson’s Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, rating different emotions on a scale of one to five (Watson and Clark, 1994). Results did not find a significant relationship between lighting and mood; however, the natural lighting group surprisingly showed a higher decrease of positive emotions (Gou, Lau and Qian, 2013). Although, this may be because this group had higher emotions upon entering the room. An additional limitation to the study is that the proposed effects of poor lighting are from a long period of exposure, but this was not a longitudinal study. In accordance with these findings, Li and Sullivan (2016) concluded that daylight itself does not progress student performance, however agreed that window views to nature can accelerate stress recovery. Aqbar Zakaria and Bahauddin (2015) recommend that when artificial lighting must be used, it should replicate natural lighting, for example being warmer in colour. This implies that softer lighting, for example lamps, could be a better choice for student wellbeing than harsh white lights.

Other considerations include classroom layout. This links to ‘flexibility’ within individualisation of the E-B model (Barrett et al., 2016). Warner and Myers (2010) state that to aid pupil creativity, furniture should be functional but also comfortable and appealing. This promotes that relaxed areas should be created in the classroom, for example a homely reading corner. Furthermore, Norazman et al. (2019) note that grouped seating is favourable for pupil communication and collaborative work, which is a learning style encouraged within the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020). Holfve-Sabel (2014) supports that peer relationships are linked to academic achievements and are vital for positive well-being, adding that a significant factor of class wellbeing is the teacher’s effort to facilitate social interactions. Despite this, Wheldall (2013) contests that row seating produces better productivity, though concludes there is not one best method and arrangements should suit the task.

Discussions focused on the learning environment’s impact on academic outcomes, which sparked a curiosity surrounding the effects on wellbeing. This essay hopes to contribute towards filling this gap by producing current literature which studies links between emotional wellbeing and the environment, looking further into effects on wellbeing of different environments and consideration of alternative seating options in a classroom where there appears to be limited research.

An enquirer seeks to understand a phenomenon and uncover answers to questions, by taking steps to add integrity to the research, for example through producing reliable data (Hancock, Algozzine and Lim, 2021). The chosen approach is a case study. This method confines a broad theme into a specific research question and can gather both qualitative and quantitative data for a more detailed observation (Heale and Twycross, 2018). Zainal (2017) highlights that a case study allows the researcher to explore deeper than numerical results, recognising real-life contexts and looking at this through the subject’s perspective. The researcher looks through a lens at the object of the study (wellbeing), through the eyes of the subject (the learners) (Thomas, 2021). This can lead to richer, holistic data as the subject may provide unanticipated insights from an insider perspective.

When designing a case study, a literature review should be completed to help to identify the research problem; this should add credibility and reveal literature scarcities which can then take focus (Baškarada, 2014). The literature review for this study provided abundant information discussing outdoors and the effects of nature and lighting, however little could be found regarding effects of classroom design considering different seating areas for different purposes. For example, a quiet and comfortable reading area, a separate workstation for different activities, whether chairs are preferential over standing desks or floor spaces to work in, or a combination of these. This led to the case study design taking focus on these areas in a classroom and the children’s perspectives of them.

A single case study gathers numerous data types to research one specific focus in depth, whereas a multiple-case study has more than one focus with multiple tests and experiments for comparing and contrasting (Heale and Twycross, 2018; Gustafsson, 2017). This research is an exploratory, single-case study. An exploratory case study aims to reach deep understanding of a subject without trying to find a solution or fixed answer to a question (Tardi, 2019). The purpose is to learn more about a topic of which little is already known. Yin (2014) argues that the biggest disadvantage to a case study is that researchers have more ability to be careless with the enquiry and could deviate from accurate practise; there are margins for uncertain evidence to be produced, as researcher bias could sway inferences made. In contrast, Gerring (2006) argues that the subjectivity of a case study can be an advantage due to the opportunity for an increased range of hypotheses.

Marshall et al. (2013) advises that single case studies have samples of fifteen to thirty interviews, whereas Subedi (2021) argues that any sample size from one, to twenty or more can be justified. Six interviewees were involved in this study. A broader sample size could not be achieved as six children had parental consent, so this was the maximum interview sample possible.

This study employed a mixed-method approach, utilising both qualitative and quantitative research (Halcomb and Hickman, 2015). Qualitative research aims to gather a detailed comprehension of a social matter within its real-life context, whereas quantitative research collects numerical data for statistical evaluation (Ahmad et al., 2019). Qualitative research is holistic, using non-structured techniques to explore and incite meaning from the subjective data. This requires reflexivity from the researcher, by being aware of the effects of their positionality and making attempts to avoid biased conclusions (Oflazoglu, 2017; Gubrium, 2012). Quantitative research is more narrowly focused, using structured techniques to gain measurable data (Ahmad et al., 2019). Ahmad et al. (2019) highlights that qualitative research cultivates initial understanding, while quantitative research makes a deduction of what action should follow. This infers that mixed-method research is an effective approach, allowing the researcher to gain a rich understanding of the phenomena before producing data to compose a more substantial conclusion.

Observation provides research within the natural setting. Multiple different techniques can be selected for observation such as a participant or non-participant, and direct or indirect observer (Houser, 2018). A non-participant observer maintains the position of an outsider and should remain at a distance, uninvolved in the activity (Ciesielska, Boström and Öhlander, 2017). However, Baker (2006) adds that this observation is from a different environment altogether, whereas a ‘complete observer’ takes the stance of an outsider but is present in the same environment and does not participate or interact with the insiders also. Therefore, the role presumed by the researcher in this study was a direct, complete observer. Bernard (2020) explains that direct observation involves seeing and recording the information in the moment, and that this can take different approaches: reactive, or unobtrusive and non-reactive. Reactive observation participants are aware that they are being observed, which is the route taken in this study for ethical reasons. However, Bernard (2020) notes that a disadvantage of this is the risk of participants acting in an unnatural way to ‘perform’ to their audience, resulting in data of what participants want you to see rather than an insight to their natural self.

Six children were selected for observation and were observed three at a time, during both an outdoor and indoor learning session. The outdoor session took place in a forest area and the indoor session in the beanbag area of the classroom. To measure pupil wellbeing, the Leuven scale was used. This is a five-point scale which can be used to measure wellbeing or involvement from the following five points: extremely low, low, moderate, high, and extremely high (Georgeson and Payler, 2013). Each observed session was thirty minutes long, with a ranking on the scale selected for each child at the beginning, middle, and end, with notes recorded detailing their temperament throughout (see Appendix C).

Questionnaires can be self-administered on paper, online, or completed with a researcher during a structured interview (Williamson and Johanson, 2018). They can be anonymous, which is significant as this can elicit more truth from the respondents (Patten, 2016). Question style can vary. A closed question offers a limited number of responses, whereas an open question allows an opinion to be expressed independently (Reja et al., 2003; Acharya, 2010). A closed question can be either fact or opinion, such as those that require a “yes” or “no” answer, or a Likert scale which requires a selection on a spectrum. An open question has multiple possible answers, such as “What is your opinion on...?” (Acharya, 2010). Some research recommends that questions are short, to avoid confusion, however opposing evidence argues that longer questions can result in better responses due to the questionnaire appearing more important (Lietz, 2010). Foddy (1993, in Lietz, 2010) highlights that respondents can be made to feel foolish by overcomplicated questions, increasing the likelihood of unanswered questions or socially desirable answers. This implies that simplicity is a vital component of question design.

The purpose was to gain staff perspectives of wellbeing in different learning environments. Both open and closed questions were asked, in a variety of ways such as tick boxes and Likert scales (see Appendix E). It was online, anonymous, and sent to all staff. Williamson and Johanson (2018) underline that questionnaires can only ask simple questions, and even still there are risks of misunderstandings. In addition, the researcher has no control of how and when the questionnaire will be completed. This flexibility could cause respondents to disregard the questionnaire or lack care in their answers. However, the advantages appear to outweigh the limitations: using questionnaires in this way allows the enquirer to reach a larger audience in a short space of time, being highly time and cost effective, with more truthfulness encouraged by guaranteed anonymity (Mcleod, 2023). 

Two interviews were conducted, each with groups of three children following a semi-structured interview style. For semi-structured interviews, the researcher needs to have some knowledge of the topic through which a set of questions are created, however unlike structured interviews this plan can be drifted from to explore other relevant dialogue (Kallio et al., 2016). An advantage is that the researcher can probe for more information and add improvised questions to gain richer data (Adeoye‐Olatunde and Olenik, 2021). There is opportunity to interpret non-verbal cues such as pauses or hesitation and facial expressions (Kakilla, 2021). Despite this, there are limitations from the researcher being present. Participants are more likely to feel pressured to answer questions they may not want to or give responses that they think want to be heard (McIntosh and Morse, 2015). There are challenges for the researcher to interview effectively, as it can be difficult to maintain a balance of following up themes mentioned whilst also keeping the focus of the interview purpose (Scanlan, 2020). The benefits of being in-person can also be argued, as this allows the chance to ask more in-depth questions as any misconceptions can be rectified; it is arguably the most ethical form of interviewing, as discomfort can be noticed so the interviewer can suggest stopping for a break or discontinuing (McIntosh and Morse, 2015). It could be debated that a group interview helps to create a more natural conversation, although Acocella (2011) opposes that the company of others may influence the attitudes and opinions expressed by a person, affecting their honesty. The interview questions asked were mainly open-ended, to prompt a more detailed response and encourage deeper discussion to emerge between the interviewees (see Appendix D).

Wholey, Hatry and Newcomer (2010) highlight the significance of data presentation, as it accumulates the full set of data, inviting the opportunity for hypotheses to be confirmed or denied, and critical thinking to transpire. Making appropriate choices for the selection of research tools and data collection processes is key to providing validity in research; the methods should be suitable for investigating the research question, and the results should be relevant to the context (Leung, 2015). The data will be triangulated by making connections across the results of the three research methods to find a well-balanced conclusion (Ndanu and Syombua, 2015). Lauri (2011) argues that reliability of results is increased by data triangulation, as if the same inferences can be drawn from multiple different data sets, interpretations are likely to be accurate. 

The interview conversation will be developed into a transcript, highlighting responses which connect to the same conclusions, to draw themes from discussions. Grouping the data helps anomalies to be noticed as well as patterns, which can then be discussed in the findings. According to Flick (2014), useful transcription involves the acknowledgement of its limitations. For example, the interviewees may have been a group of friends who all agreed with each other. It could be suggested that most respondents shared the same idea and that this was evidence of a strong, popular opinion shared by all. However, the transcriber should consider that perhaps one person suggested an opinion and the rest followed as it was their friend, or they were worried of being ‘wrong’. It is a strength of transcription to allow scrutiny of the data to this extent, provoking criticality rather than acceptance.
To present the questionnaire results, quantitative data can be developed into graphs or pie charts to demonstrate commonalities or inconsistencies clearly and concisely. This numerical data will provide the opportunity for statistical analysis. The qualitative data can be transcribed, highlighting recurring patterns or themes to aid the researcher with examination. A benefit of presenting quantitative data in graphs is that it supports data visualisation, which helps the reader to understand the data better (Islam and Jin, 2019). The observation schedule data will be presented in a table showing the Leuven Scale ratings for each child, with an average overall score. This will be accompanied by notes detailing their demeanour throughout and providing reasoning for the scores provided. The average scores from the observations can be formed into a graph showing each learning environment observed. This will clearly demonstrate which environment detected better pupil wellbeing on average. 

BERA (2018) emphasise that researchers have a responsibility to conduct their studies with ethical care, for the safety and protection of everyone. Listening to opinions of children is imperative, which is underpinned by the UNCRC rights of the child, whereby article twelve confirms a child’s legal right to have their views heard and respected (UNICEF, 2023). Informed consent must be gained from all participants, which is when a person has information about what their involvement entails, and the ability to comprehend this to make their own choice to agree or disagree (Lambert and Glacken, 2011). Children are viewed as unable to provide consent, and so this must be gained from their legal guardian; the child’s personal choice is then a matter of assent (Dockett and Perry, 2010). To acquire consent for this study, a letter was written to parents attached with a form requesting consent for their child’s involvement (see Appendix B). Only children with parental consent were then asked to participate in the study. Children were informed, then asked for their assent before, during and after the research took place. This was in line with BERA guidelines which declare a participant’s right to withdraw at any time (BERA, 2018). An ethics form was completed beforehand, explaining the research purpose, for approval by the module lead (see Appendix A). Risks were considered, as it is the researcher’s responsibility to consider potential harm and work to minimise this (BERA, 2018), so the ethics form included ideas to reduce possible issues. Safeguarding was also considered; interviews were conducted in small groups so that the children were never alone, in a quiet but open space. Confidentiality was assured to all participants, and anonymity could only be guaranteed for questionnaire respondents. This is because anonymity describes untraceable data given by an unknown participant, whereas with confidential data, the participants are unknown to all except the researcher (Saunders, Kitzinger and Kitzinger, 2015). The questionnaire data was anonymised at the source, so even the researcher is unaware of those identities. BERA (2018) emphasise that data should be stored securely and remain confidential. Pseudonyms are in use for the participants and the school is unnamed, which is consistent throughout the storage and discussion of data. Gruschka et al. (2018) suggests that the easiest way to follow GDPR data protection requirements is to gather only anonymous data. This was not possible for this study as the names of participants were recorded to gather data for observation, however this was immediately transferred from written data to a laptop, where the names were no longer used. The paper was shredded to eliminate traceability, and online data was stored on a password protected device.

It is evident from the data that both staff and pupils appreciated the importance of naturalness in the learning environment, with one hundred percent of questionnaire respondents agreeing that learning outside is valuable for wellbeing, for reasons such as “links to the natural world”, “enhanced senses”, “stimulation and freedom” (see Appendix F). Throughout the interviews, pupils described feelings of peace, relaxation, and happiness during outdoor learning, and this was agreed in the observation notes with most pupils described as relaxed. This was corroborated by a staff member who, when asked “Do you notice a change of characteristics in children during or following an outdoor session?” answered that pupils seem to have less anxiety about making errors in this environment. This theme of a calming and stress reducing impact is supported by various studies. Harvey et al. (2020) conducted a longitudinal study engaging eight- to eleven-year-olds in an outdoor learning programme, discovering significant mood increases, with these effects continuing throughout the academic year.

However, despite these advantages, outdoor learning was not found to be favoured over indoor learning. Most interviewees expressed a preference for indoor learning, but of the six respondents, half of the answers were based on the weather. The interviews took place shortly after an outdoor learning session in particularly cold conditions. This caused limitations within the study, as many responses were based on the weather, which had caused the children not to enjoy the session as much. This suggests that internal validity of the data may be compromised, as if the study were to be repeated in the summer with the same respondents, different results might be produced (Patino and Ferreira, 2018). During the observation, notes were made that Pupil A was very energetic, skipping and jumping throughout the session. It should be noted that despite this being how ‘extremely high’ wellbeing is described on the Leuven Scale, the bursts of energy could be the pupil trying to keep warm in the cold weather. According to Manohar et al. (2017), positionality describes the opinion taken by a person of the research topic. Researcher positionality was considered, as although this energy and excitement would agree with the hypothesis that wellbeing can be improved by the outdoors, this conclusion was questioned  due to the context of the session.

Learning indoors was also associated with feelings of calm and contentment. One student described feeling safe, and some noted that they enjoy the quiet. In contrast, two pupils contended that it is not always quiet, and this can affect the peace, causing concentration difficulties (see Appendix D). When exploring different areas of the classroom, the favourite area for many children was the reading corner with beanbags for seating, due to feeling “comfortable”. Although, all children are different and some preferred sitting at the table. During the observation of guided reading on the beanbags, all pupils were relaxed, comfortable, and focused. Even those who were quieter were engrossed in the book throughout. This heightened an interest to the effects of different seating options on wellbeing. This is referred to as ‘flexible seating’; Anderson and Hartley (2018) mentioned alternatives such as exercise balls, cushions, and stand-up desks, arguing that seating options can grant students’ individual needs to be met. Health benefits of this have been shown both mentally and physically, with a study evidencing decreased BMI from sustained use of standing desks (Wendel et al., 2016 in Sorrell, 2019). Flexible seating has also been evidenced to support pupils with autism and ADHD, as it can satisfy their sensory needs and improve productivity (Sorrell, 2019). If all pupils’ needs can be fulfilled, this has the power to increase wellbeing across a whole class.

When gathering the data, themes discussed in the literature review re-emerged. When asked “Is there anything in your classroom that helps you to feel happy?”, the students conveyed that they enjoy being with friends. A probing question then followed about the walls and class design, to which pupils D, E and F agreed that they enjoy seeing their work on the walls. The E-B model emphasises the importance of individualisation in a classroom (Barrett et al., 2016), supported by Allen et al. (2021) who highlights that feeling belonging in school can improve educational performance, mental health, and wellbeing. The appearance of work on display seemingly increased the confidence of the children and upholds the feeling of belonging, promoting good wellbeing.

Upon first entering the classroom where the study took place, it was noticed that the class were especially calm. This demeanour was consistent throughout most of the week. The lighting in the room was a combination of natural lighting from windows, with the artificial lighting from lamps and string lights on the walls, rather than overhead lights. This created a warm and peaceful environment. It is undetermined whether this was the reason for such a relaxed group of pupils, however this effect is certainly considered following the evidence in the literature review (Higgins et al., 2005; Aqbar Zakaria and Bahauddin, 2015).

The graph of average Leuven scale scores demonstrates that pupil wellbeing was better during the outdoor learning session (see Appendix C). Scores of pupils B, D, E and F remained the same, whereas pupils A and C both dropped from an average score of five, ‘extremely high’ wellbeing, to an average score of three, which represents ‘moderate’. Whilst students appeared content outdoors, they seemed happier during the indoor session. This highlighted a disadvantage of the Leuven Scale, as according to the scale, extremely high wellbeing is when a child is outwardly expressive of their joy and energetic, whereas moderate wellbeing is categorised by little signs of emotion. The indoor session took place in the comfortable reading area, where students sat on beanbags. As pupils were so relaxed and focused on the guided reading, it was difficult to score them with high wellbeing as there were no outward displays of energy or liveliness, despite many appearing happier indoors. 

Triangulation of data led to the conclusion that there is not one learning environment superior for wellbeing than others, however in each environment found to foster good wellbeing, common factors presented: naturalness, stimulation, and belonging. Most pupils enjoy both indoor and outdoor learning, where both environments provided these three factors. Pupils appeared at their happiest outdoors, but expressed a general preference for indoors, where perhaps their positive emotions are less outwardly displayed.

In conclusion, the data collection methods proved to be reliable for this study as the mixed methods approach covered multiple perspectives and considered real-life contexts through observation. Measuring participants’ wellbeing surfaced limitations of the Leuven Scale. It was discovered that when pupils were calm, little energy was displayed which did not correlate with the descriptions of ‘high’ and ‘very high’ wellbeing on this scale, despite their happiness. In future, an alternative method would be used, or a modified version of the Leuven Scale with adapted descriptions of each level. To generalise the findings, they would have to be relevant outside of the assessed sample (Ritchie et al., 2003). This is not guaranteed, as matters of consent and limited questionnaire responses meant that the perspectives of six children and three staff were studied. For generalisable results a bigger sample size would be best. However, the research aim was to understand the learning environments that improve wellbeing from the pupil perspective, and this was achieved through the chosen methods by gaining pupil voice. In future I would acquire a bigger sample of participants and conduct a third observation, analysing wellbeing during a traditional lesson to broaden the data. 

Based on the findings, I would recommend implementing some additional seating choices for pupils to choose from. This is inclusive intervention as it supports children of all needs by providing sensory relief, whilst aiding all pupils with productivity (Wright , 2020). Katz and Assor (2006) states that when a choice is given to pupils that meets their needs, wellbeing and enthusiasm are improved.
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