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	Title of Research (this must reflect the essence of your proposed research question, study design and study population and should be more specific than the broad topic area provided in the dissertation topics selection book).
The Forest School Initiative, nature and well-being: Exploring the link between learning in nature and children’s well-being.



	Please state your main research question(s) and hypothesis/hypotheses


How can outdoor learning programs such as the forest school initiative influence children’s well-being?

Exploring the potential links between interactive nature learning experiences and children’s well-being. 



	What empirical evidence supports your research question? (Please provide a 1500 word review of relevant psychological literature and theory and a minimum of eight references).  If you have already drafted a review of literature please attach it to the end of this document – you do not need to complete this section if so).
The aim of this study is to explore the potential well-being benefits that forest schools can have on children who attend and participate in a forest school in Wales. Leuven (2008) defines well-being as the stage in which children feel at ease within themselves. He notes that when children have high overall well-being they will flourish (Leuven, 2008: Humberstone & Stan, 2012).  

     In recent years, research into the benefits of exposure to the natural environment has increased considerably. However, current literature has a focus on the benefits for adults and there is very little research concentrating on children’s well-being.  Most research into outdoor exposure for children stems around education and learning practices, rather than the psychological benefits. This is particularly concerning considering the rise in reports of children experiencing some form of mental health concern, for example, data released by NHS Digital (2017), saw that one in nine children are suffering with a mental health condition, whereas it was previously documented that one in 10 children were experiencing a mental health issue, including behavioural and/or emotional concerns. Additionally, this data also reported that some children who had received a mental health diagnosis were as young as five years old (Mental Health Foundation, 2018), and so, it is clear to see that further research in this area is much needed in order to implement effective early interventions to reduce these figure’s. 
     Pearson and Craig (2014) state that exposure to natural environments can benefit those suffering with a mental health condition. Such exposure has seen reductions in stress (Thompson et al, 2012) as well as, mood boosting in those with anxiety and depression (Beyer et al, 2014). This rise in mood from exposure to the natural world is thought to be the result of breathing in fresh air regularly, which can help raise oxygen levels to the brain, this in turn, produces the neurotransmitter serotonin (Yano et al, 2015). Serotonin can regulate mood, appetite and sleep, as well as helping cognitive functions such as memory (Joffe & Cohen, 1998). In addition to this, outdoor exercise, such as hiking, can help raise endorphin levels and leave individual’s in a relaxed and calm state (Harber & Sutton, 1984). Evidently, a systematic review by Lee and Hopkins (2013) saw that this type of exercise had a positive effect on children’s cognition and psychosocial function.

     Furthermore, programs with a focus on outdoor adventure have been developed for adolescents to help build confidence and self-esteem. A paper by Mutz and Muller (2016), which investigated the benefits of outdoor adventure programs for children’s well-being, found that the 14-year-old participants, had reported a considerable increase in life satisfaction, happiness, mindfulness and a decrease in stress. These results came after the group of 12 students took part in an outdoor adventure program for 12 days. Programs such as this are increasing in popularity, as they are seen to be associated with improved self-esteem, self-efficiency and are pro-social (Balanger et al, 2008; Cook, 2008). 

     Though this is a positive step forward for educational providers and does show to have a positive affect for children’s overall mental health, many studies within this area tend to have a focus on group dynamics, rather than the positive well-being benefits, however, there is a high amount of evidence to support its beneficial properties for psychological wellness (Mutz & Muller, 2016). For example, according to Folkman (2011), those participating in these types of programs learn to manage their stress. Outdoor adventures often generate a number of challenges, designed to push the individuals out of their comfort zones. Participants who complete these tasks often report a feeling of self-satisfaction and go onto manage their stress when facing other challenges (Brown, 2008). 

     Attarian (2001) states that there has been argument on the need for additional support in this area as many educational providers already offer outdoor experiences, however, whilst these programs do exist and are very beneficial, they are usually only offered to adolescent children, are usually held annually over a few days and are often very costly to parents. 
     Alternatively, Outdoor programs such as the Forest School Initiative are becoming a popular concept across many educational providers around the UK. These schools are cost efficient, are easily accessible to educational providers/parents of all age groups, and can be held as part of schooling or as a private establishment. The forest school initiative uses a range of pedological practices formed from early childhood pioneer theorists, such as, Rousseau (1762), Gardner (1993), Piaget (1952) and centres around learning, teamwork and individual psychological growth (Williams-Siegredsen, 2012).   

     The benefits for wellbeing and learning have also become an increased area of interest for psychological research. Forest school is a specialised learning approach and offers students regular opportunity to develop confidence and self-esteem through learning experiences within natural environments, which in-turn can boost positive mood (Doyle & Milchem, 2012). 
     According to Harris (2017) there is significant empirical evidence to support claims that having frequent access to greenspace can enhance children’s physical and mental health, social skills, cognition and environmental knowledge.  A further study by Taylor and Kuo (2009), found that interaction with green space can improve cognition for children with attention deficits. This study included 17 children, all diagnosed with ADHD. The children were taken on two walks, one through a park with a large amount of greenspace and another through a built-up area. Results saw that the children’s concentration increased after the walk in the park and was considerably lower after the walk in the built-up area. 

     The children and young person: Rights to action (Welsh Assembly Government, 2006) asserts that quality outdoor learning opportunities such as forest schools, can provide positive outcomes for children who struggle within a typical classroom setting. The forestry commission also recognizes that forest schools can not only be used for learning purposes but also be used as a means of support or intervention for children suffering with behavioural issue’s or experiencing emotional problems (Murray & O’Brien, 2005). 

     In conclusion, there is a considerable amount of empirical evidence to support the need for outdoor learning for positive well-being purposes. Current studies have suggested that outdoor learning programs such as outdoor adventure programs and forest schools can help children overcome stress, build confidence and promote overall happiness and life satisfaction. 

     Moreover, current evidence suggests that exposure to natural environments can boost mood and can be used for therapeutic purposes for children suffering with mental health conditions.  It has also been noted that with the escalation of children being diagnosed with mental health conditions, and most school interventions being classroom based, there is a need for further research in this area, and therefore, this study aims to explore the psychological benefits, such as self-confidence and self-esteem, relaxation and inner peace and enjoyment without restraint, by observing children’s natural behaviours when engaging with forest school activities, along with obtaining their parents perspectives of how their child’s well-being has been influenced since they first enrolled their children into the forest school.

Study objectives
· Identify changes in children’s well-being through a series of observations.

· To identify if specific outdoor activities are linked to mood/behavioural changes i.e. increased self-confidence.

· Understand the perceived well-being effect of participating in regular forest school sessions from the parent’s point of view.


· To consider if regular exposure to nature can have a significant positive effect to children’s overall well-being.



	Please describe your participant group (including anticipated number of participants required) and any specific inclusion/exclusion criteria.  

Participants will be selected from a pre-approved, well established, certified forest school (Forest school Swansea Neath Port Talbot). 
Six children will be selected to be observed during their usual forest school sessions. Children will be of primary school age. There will be no specific inclusion/exclusion criteria, however demographic information from all participants will be collected for reference. 
     In addition to this, one parent/guardian for each child being observed will be asked to complete a qualitative online questionnaire relating to their perspectives on how their child’s forest school experiences have influenced their child’s wellbeing (Six parents/guardians in total). 
     This sample size has been chosen in accordance with Gerrish and Lathlean (2015), they note that qualitative research is reliant on the quality of data rather than the quantity, and Holland and Rees (2010) recommend a sample size of 3 to 10 participants for in-depth qualitative data collection. However, due to data being collected by both observations and online, this study will select 12 participants in order to gain a substantial amount of data for analysis. 
     Participants will be recruited via their forest school. An information sheet will be sent out to all parents to explain the details of the study and what is expected. Accompanying the information sheet will be information on how to access the online questionnaire (Qualtrics link) as well as a parental consent form for observations.



	Please provide brief details of the anticipated design (e.g., between, within, mixed, regression, focus groups, interviews, experimental, questionnaires) and main procedure for your study (it should be clear from this how you are actually planning to carry out your study, and what will be happening to your participants).

This study will have a qualitative research design in the form of observations and an online questionnaire.
     Structured observations will take place to observe children’s behaviours in a natural environment during forest school sessions. Observations will include a structured template adapted from Leuven scale of well-being (Laevers & Heylen, 2003). Observations will take place once a week over the course of one month, during the participants active forest school sessions. This design has been chosen as it has high ecological validity due to the observations taking place in close proximity to the participants and naturally occurring behaviours can be observed (Foster, 1996). Participants learning experiences will not be disrupted whilst data is being collected. 
     Furthermore, additional data will be gathered via a web-based questionnaire, accessible through Qualtrics. To ensure data corresponds with a qualitative design, open ended questions will be constructed with no fixed responses required. This will also allow participants to respond within their own time (Dillman et al, 2014). The online questionnaire will require the participants to answer a series of 10 questions relating to the participants perspectives of the positive/negative effect that forest school has on their child’s well-being.   

     This method has been chosen as a structured means to gather information (Fowler,2014). Whilst taking into account the logistics of establishing convenient times and days, as well as a suitable location to conduct private interviews, an online tool has been considered as an appropriate alternative to collect data. However, this approach does have an advantage. Tourangeau et al (2013) states that online research questionnaires can reduce the likeliness of social desirability bias due to the anonymity of the study, which in turn can lead to more in-depth and honest responses.





	What measures are you planning to use for data collection and how will this data be used in the analysis in order to answer your research question?  (Be as specific as possible here – what type of data will you be obtaining, what specific topics/measures/scales/instruments will you be using and what will you do with this data?)
Data will be collected via both observations and an online questionnaire via Qualtrics. 

A series of 10 open ended questions with no fixed response will be constructed on Qualtrics. Participants will be asked to complete the questionnaire in as much detail as possible in order to gather an ample amount of data.  Each question will be open-ended and provide the opportunity for participants to expand on their responses. Each question will relate to the parent’s perspective of the specific area of interest in conjunction with the observational data, i.e. self-confidence and self-esteem, relaxation and inner peace and enjoyment without restraint. Demographic information of the child participants will also be collected from parents during the consent phase of the Qualtrics study to compare differences in age and gender. 
     Data will be downloaded from Qualtrics when the required amount of responses has been reached or the study has ended. Once downloaded, data will be analysed via thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2008), where responses will be interoperated, and themes established.  
     In addition to an online questionnaire, structured observations will also take place. This will include observing a small group of forest school children within their usual forest school sessions. The researcher will act as a neutral observer and not participate as part of the session, as to not cause significant changes or disruptions to the structure of the session (as addressed by Connelly and Clandinin,1990). Participants behaviours will be observed whilst they are engaging with activities relating to nature. Data will be recorded on a structured template adapted from Leurven scale of well-being (Laevers & Heylen, 2003) relating to the specific areas of focus i.e. self-confidence and self-esteem, relaxation and inner peace and enjoyment without restraint, as these are considered key features of children’s well-being (Declercq, 2011). Observational data will be collected in accordance with Laevers (2005) observational guidance and will record level of well-being, i.e. 1-Extremely low through to 5-Extremely high. Signals and general notes will also be noted (See figure 1 below). Templates will be transcribed via thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2008) within a 24-hour timeframe after the completion of each observation, where commonly occurring patterns and themes will be interoperated. 
Fig 1 – Leuven scale of well-being 
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Level

Well-being

Signals

1

Extremely low

The child clearly shows signs of discomfort such as
crying or screaming. They may look dejected, sad,
frightened or angry. The child does not respond to
the environment, avoids contact and is withdrawn.
The child may behave aggressively, hurting him/
herself or others.

Tow

The posture, facial expression and actions indicate
that the child does not feel at ease. However, the
signals are less explicit than under level 1 or the
sense of discomfort s not expressed the whole time.

Moderate

The child has a neutral posture. Facial expression
and posture show lttie or no emotion. There are no
signs indicating sadness or pleasure, comfort or
discomfort

Figh

The child shows obvious signs of satisfaction (as
listed under level 5). However, these signals are not
constantly present with the same intensity

Extremely high

The child looks happy and cheerful, smiles, cries out
with pleasure. They may be ively and full of energy.
Actions can be spontaneous and expressive. The
child may talk to himfherself, play with sounds, hum,
sing. The child appears relaxed and does not show
any signs of stress or tension. He/she is open and
accessible to the environment. The child expressed
self-confidence and self-assurance.








	What are the main ethical issues that you will need to address in this study? (Please note all students will need to complete the full ethics form prior to final approval for data collection being given).
· Full parental consent will be obtained prior to observations taking place.
· Full consent will be obtained from the parents participating in the online questionnaire on EMS before gaining access to the study.

· Approval from off-campus site will be obtained before research is carried out. 

· Parents will be made aware that all data is for research purposes only and will only be shared with approved academic staff at UWTSD.

· Participants will be made aware that they can remove theirs and/or their child’s data at any point throughout the study period.
· Observations will not interfere with the structure of the forest school sessions.

· Researcher will act as a neutral observer and so, there will be little to no interaction between researcher and child participants (A DBS has been obtained).

· Participants information/data will be kept in a password protected file, only accessible to researcher and supervisor (on request).

· All data collected will be confidential and anonymous. All identifying information of participants will be changed on analysis phase. 
· Child participants parents will receive a full debrief of observations on completion, this will include researchers and research supervisor’s contact details should any issues arise. 
· Participants completing Qualtrics study will be full debriefed on completion of the questionnaire.

· Researcher will complete an off-campus research risk assessment (will be included in ethics form) before the study begins.

· Researcher will follow BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct (2018) at all times. 
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