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An exploration into the effect of farm visits for children with Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties
Abstract 
School for most children is a happy positive place to thrive, achieve and reach full potential. For some however, it is challenging and where behavioural difficulties often see children excluded or transferred to pupil behavioural units (Hart 2013). The Welsh Government’s ‘Practical approaches to behaviour management in the classroom’ handbook (2012) outlines tools and informative ways to address behaviour. However, is this working, or is there a more effective way to support these children? This qualitative study will explore the effects of weekly farm visits on children’s social, emotional, and behavioural wellbeing. Information data will be collected through a series of interviews and observations carried out with teachers and a small sample of children by one investigator. Specifically, the study will examine changes in mood, self-regulation, social interaction, and engagement during and following the farm visits. Included are publications examining care farms, animal assisted therapy and theory related to attachment and nature-based learning. It will also investigate the ethical considerations throughout the project including consent, confidentiality, and associated risks. 
Literature Review 
Why this study?
According to BMC Public Health (2022) there has been a steady increase in both mental and emotional disorders in children within the UK. Is it time therefore to revise policies, strategies and interventions used to support these children and think creatively in terms of utilizing more regularly what we have around us….Nature? The aim of this study is to observe children’s social and emotional well-being after six-months regular exposure to a farm environment, comparing and contrasting to children without the opportunity.
Theory 
There are many factors as why a child may present with challenging behaviours in school, one such factor is a lack of secure attachment in early childhood. Bowlby’s attachment theory (Wilson-Ali et al, 2019) provides a framework in understanding the relationship between early attachment experiences and social and emotional development. He believes children are born with a biological instinct to form a close bond with the mother through responsive and consistent caregiving, building resilience and a healthy developing mind and body. If, however, an attachment in the early years of a child’s life fails, it could lead to long-term damaging effects including poor physical and mental health and low achievements in school and employment (HM Gov,2021). In contrast to Bowlby, Rutter (MacBlain, 2022) believes ‘attachment’ is not only exclusive to the mother but can be developed with any caregiver who meets the child’s needs and builds a close bond. Educators therefore have opportunities to fill this void and provide a safe, consistent, and nurturing environment (NSPCC Learning,2021).


What’s happening now?
Children with emotional difficulties in Wales today are supported by an Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA Network, No Date) who focuses on building close relationships, promoting open communication, and providing nurture activities. However, if this help is missed and children are not supported adequately to manage their emotions, relationships, and overall mental health in childhood, these struggles continue into adolescence and beyond. Overbey’s (2021) scoping review highlights the increasing numbers of vulnerable youth struggling with mental health in America, but discovered interventions such as, wilderness and horticultural therapy had a significant benefit on physical and mental health, cognitive development, and social interactions. Despite this, her study found little academic literature evidence of nature-therapy being carried out for this age group, irrespective of the outcomes being largely positive. 
Proposal: What will farm visits look like?...
Care farms are an example of one type of nature intervention offered to all age groups. They provide a supportive environment where individuals can engage in meaningful activities. Such as, gardening and farm maintenance, interacting and caring for animals, and receiving therapeutic sessions tailored to specific needs. They are places where children are encouraged to develop practical skills, build confidence, and foster meaningful relationships with others.  Hambidge (2017) set out to investigate how care farms improve the mental and social health of disadvantaged children with behavioural, emotional, and social difficulties. The thesis found that positive experiences with animals and an increased participation in physical activity, in the fresh air, fostered personal developments including coping mechanisms, trust, self-efficacy, kindness, and empathy which resulted in improved behaviour and relationships at home and school. Hambidge (2017) also identified how tending to animals’ basic needs helped children with attachment disorder feel a sense of responsibility for the well-being of others. In addition, the engagement into work-oriented tasks, transferred a commitment into other areas of their life such as completing schoolwork and helping around the house. The young people who took part in the thesis described the visits as an inclusive environment where they experienced a break from the stressful elements of everyday life and a place where they were free to explore their own interests.
Links to Curriculum 
An inclusive environment to explore own interests is a feature of the New Curriculum for Wales (2022). The four purposes underpin learning experiences that are engaging, relevant, and meaningful for all learners. Visiting a farm will provide an outdoor environment with rich opportunities for holistic learning, exploration, and self-discovery. These aspects also align with Froebel’s theory which views nature as a nurturing and therapeutic environment that promotes physical, emotional, and cognitive well-being. The Froebel Trust (No Date) illustrates many benefits of outdoor exploration for children with all life experiences. For children with social difficulties, it gives opportunities for unstructured self-directed activities as well as encouraging collaboration with peers. Froebel (The Froebel’s Trust, no date) also emphasises the importance of children connecting with awe and wonder to the natural world to teach them an understanding of the changing seasons and the cycle of life. Which in turn, establishes a sense of meaning, purpose, and belonging for children with emotional difficulties. The farm will also bring sensory experiences involving tactile, visual and auditory stimulant, all with calming influences for children with behavioural difficulties. Similarly, Farms for City Children (2020) claims farms enhance an empathy towards others, and builds confidence, curiosity, courage, communication, compassion, and connection.
What’s working already....
Belanger’s et al (2023) literature based on research in the United States on Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) in Neurocognitive Disorder groups found many benefits to using animals in the therapeutic process. Dogs in particular, were successful to encourage patients to attend occupational therapy sessions. And found they helped improve social and communicative skills and reduced stress and behavioural disturbances in people with dementia. Likewise, Baker (2012) examined organisations in the United Kingdom which took animals into care homes as nature-therapy to increase positive mental well-being. ‘Pet Therapy’ visited with donkeys and explained how it encouraged even the most withdrawn residents to engage and bring enjoyment to their day. Other animals including cats, birds and rabbits also took part in the experiment, again resulting in a wide range of benefits to residents' physical, emotional, and social well-being. Similarly, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2015) recognises the advantages of animal assisted therapy particularly for residents suffering with poor mental health and resulting in many cases, a reduction of anxiety, depression, and loneliness. 
Conclusion
In conclusion there appears to be plenty of literature evidencing farms and specifically animals for therapeutic benefits, although seemingly more in America than the United Kingdom. Publications uncovered more information linked to the older age groups in particular adolescents and the over sixty’s and interestingly found less data directly linked to the early years, implying therefore there may be a gap in this area for further research. 

Methodological Considerations 

Sample size who and where…
The sample for this study will consist of two groups of four children aged eight and nine. The first group will be selected from a mainstream year three class, and they will participate in farm visits once per week over a period of six months. The second group will comprise of four children from another school in the same catchment area who will not participate in visits. The selection criteria for participants will only include children with documented social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties, as identified by teachers or educational phycologists. There will also be research data collected from two practitioners taking part in the farm visits and two class teachers, one in each year three class, which will be collected in the form of observations and interviews. One investigator has been chosen to carry out the study.  ‘Bray’s Farm’ will be chosen for the visits due to its location and accessibility, approximately three miles from the school, to maximise time spent there and because of the farms previous experience working with schools.

Type of sample 
The sample technique that will be used is a purposive method. This is due to the specific criteria of participants needed for the research objectives. The criteria focus is on children with social, emotional and behaviour difficulties only. Probability or random sampling which gives an equal opportunity in the population to be selected would not be appropriate (Kopicki, 2021; Coe et al, 2021).
Qualitative method not quantitative…
This study as recommended by Punch (2014) will use a qualitative method of observations and interviews. Observations will be taken of the children in the farm and in their setting the day after the visit along with interviews with children, teaches and practitioners.
There are several reasons for choosing a small cluster of children and teachers for this study. Firstly, for manageability, with a maximum of four children to observe at any one time, it allows for more time and attention to attain information without being over stretched. Secondly, to enhance the quality of the evidence. Small groups enable qualitative observations which builds a holistic knowledge and understanding of each child and facilitates in-depth individualised attention to detail. For example, picking up even the slightest change in body language or mood (Crouch,2006). It also allows time to support and build a rapport with the participants to better understand the result findings. Thirdly, by limiting the size of the groups it helps minimize any potential risks associated with taking vulnerable children off premises and prioritizes their safety and well-being. A larger sample size was not considered viable for this project due to factors such as managing unpredictable behaviours, time restraints and gathering enough qualitative data from each participant.
Quantitative methods aim to systematically collect numerical information to understand, explain and measure data, usually on a large scale. For this study, using a quantitative approach may have simplified results and fail to capture specific subtle details of change. Also, because of the sensitive nature of analysing children with difficulties, these participants may not be inclined to offer accurate information (Jopling, 2019).
Method: Observations / interviews semi-structured, open ended…
A non-participant semi-structured natural observation method with field notes and a discreet ‘go pro’ will be used. This approach along with the investigator keeping a low profile allows for an objective view of how children react to scenarios (Macfarlan, 2022). It also helps to counteract out any possibility of the Hawthorne effect, which leads children to improve their behaviour due to being watched (Oswald et al ,2016; Rozsahegyi,2019). Standing at a distance enables observations on behaviours and interactions as they naturally occur, gaining an insight into all aspects of their experience without interference from the researcher. In comparison, participant observations where the investigator engages with the children and the tasks could affect the dynamics of the experience, influence individuals’ participation, draw bias viewpoints and in practical terms limit the time for documenting the evidence. 
Observations can be overwhelming if they are without a preset focus. Adopting a semi structured observation method provides a guidance framework of set questions but also leaves flexibility to include further information (Jamshed, 2014). 
Both on the farm and in the classrooms the observational focus will be on documenting behaviours. For example, attention and listening, engagement with activities and academic tasks, peer interaction and emotional responses. As noted by Rozsahegyi (2019) there are disadvantages of observational methods; documentation can be influenced by the researchers’ personal perspectives and emotional reactions, leading to misinterpretation and selective data collection which compromises the study’s validity. There are also practicalities to consider indicated by Punch (2014) such as acquiring permission from the setting and decisions as to what will be observed and why.
In line with the Mosaic approach (Lydon,2019) and that children are seen more and more as experts on their own lives, a collaborative approach will be used during the interview process. This ensures children’s views on how they feel and their opinions on their experiences are given due care and attention (UNCRC Article 12 Unicef, No Date). The interview questions for the children will be carried out in the style of a relaxed conversation with the use of photographs to spark interest and will be in their natural environments such as the classroom or playground of their setting. Semi- structured open-ended interview questions starting with questions the children feel are easy to answer will build confidence (Fargas-Malet et al, 2010). Semi-structured questions will ensure each participant is asked the same questions but allow flexibility to probe and delve deeper into the responses. Sufficient time will be given for the children to respond, take the lead and share their ideas (UNCRC, Article 13), The investigator will prompt with encouragement, verbal nods, and agreement (Ponizovsky-Bergelson,2019). Limitations of using interviews, explained by Winwood (2019) are researcher’s bias through their questioning, quantitative interviews being time consuming and the manifestation of the ‘Halo Effect’ during interviews with teachers especially who may hold a positive or negative impression of a particular child.
Why not questionnaires?
As this study is based on a qualitative research method, due to its sample size, questionnaires are deemed unsuitable. According to Fargas-Malet (2010) questionnaires have great value in quickly gathering large amounts of data from large sample groups. However, when gaining information from children it may present barriers. For example, some may find the literacy element too difficult and answer questions falsely without conscience, also answers may be influenced depending on biases based on backgrounds. Another limitation to questionnaires particularly for this study would be due to the fact of the children’s complex needs, it would be challenging for them to articulate their feelings in a format which lacks flexibility. 
Triangulation 
Triangulation is when more than one research method is used to improve quality, corroborate, and validate research data. Within this study four types of methods have been selected; triangulation, interviews, observations, video footage and field notes (Triangulation in research, 2021). Gaining information in a variety of different ways increases the credibility of the information and provides a comprehensive understanding of the research topic. For example, in this study, observations will record what is happening in real time, recording behaviours, interactions and environmental changes, with the go pro capturing anything missed. The field notes will document the researchers’ interpretations, reflections and perspectives of the data and the semi-structured interviews will contribute a qualitative subjective insight into the knowledge and understanding of the participants. 
Coe (2021) publications, highlights that historically there has been much deliberation as to whether a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches should be used for every research question or in fact if it is the question itself that should dictate the suitability. As this study is a small sample size, it lends itself to using a qualitative approach to gather in-depth information only. In hindsight having such a small sample, raises a question of the reliability of the results. Indicating perhaps a larger scale sample, including a quantitative approach would benefit to a wider breadth and depth of understanding on the topic question. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165561109]A triangulation limitation within this study is the decision to only have one investigator. This decision is made with the view that more than one may seem intrusive to the children and act as a distraction. The disadvantages of only one however, include, missed data, lack of another person’s perspective and questions as to the validity of the findings due to one single recount.

Ethical Considerations   
Research Ethics refers to the values, standards, and principles placed upon every aspect of a study, including the context of planning, conducting, and communicating. Ethical practice should be considered and consciously revisited throughout every stage of the research process (Punch, 2014). Upholding research ethics is essential for maintaining trust, integrity, and accountability in the research process and is the difference between right and wrong.
Obtaining Informed Consent:
The British Educational Research Guidelines (2024) states that an Ethic of Respect and Care should be extended to all people, knowledge, environment, and quality of research. Prior to conducting any research, participants should be provided with clear and comprehensive information about the study, including its purpose, procedures, potential risks and benefits, and their rights as participants. This is supported by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (Unicef, No Date) which outlines fifty-four articles stipulating the human rights of every person under the age of 18, including rights to respect, a voice, dignity, protection from harm, and privacy. 
In this study, a gate keeper consent form will be given to the farm manager and a research consent form to the head teachers at the schools. A parental consent form will be issued to the children’s legal guardians in accordance with Article Five (Unicif, No Date) which states respect to be given to the responsibilities, rights, and duties of the parent, requesting the voluntary agreement of their child’s participation. The form will be designed with clear understandable language and format and any verbal communication with the children directly will be in a manner appropriate to their age, maturity level and understanding ensuring they have opportunity to ask questions (Blackburn, 2015). In addition to obtaining parental consent, an ongoing process of assent to affirm agreement, will be looked upon from the children throughout, ensuring they understand the study and wish to continue.
The British Educational Research (2024) acknowledges that the act of consent is an ongoing process that continues throughout a research project. Participants will have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequences and provided with instructions on how to do so. Investigators must be vigilant in recognising any child who may not verbalise a wish to withdraw but may be displaying signs of not wanting to continue. This may be in the form of, pulling away, a lack of engagement and ignoring those around them or presenting as unhappy, upset or aggressive. 
Promoting Openness and Transparency:
Promoting openness and transparency is essential in research study to ensure participants and their guardians fully understand the investigation, their rights and are happy to proceed.
An information sheet accompanying the consent form will clearly explain the study and the reasons why it is being conducted. For example, ‘The study aims to investigate the potential social, emotional, and behavioural benefits of farm visits for children with difficulties in these areas and examine if this form of intervention is valuable. Ethical Research Involving Children (2022) and the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (2024) states there must be justification for conducting research on children in line with contributing to maximising benefits for their future. The information sheet will describe how the data will be collected and include what information is being observed. ‘The research methods will be observations, videos, notetaking, and interviews which will be gathering information on the children’s mood, self-regulation, social interaction, and engagement with people and activities, for example. The information will also include potential risks and benefits. Risks such as exposure to the elements and a disruption to routine and benefits such as engagement in sensory experiences and learning opportunities. Data protection will be outlined stipulating that all evidence will be stored under password protection and only assessable to the research team. Contact details will be listed for the investigator and the University and participants will be assured that their involvement in the study is voluntary and can be refused or withdrawn at any time (NSPCC, 2024). 
Protecting Confidentiality and Anonymity:
According to Ethical Research involving children (2022) the ethics in researching children is everyone’s responsibility. Protecting confidentiality is just one aspect of responsibility for the researcher. For this study a choice of anonymity will be offered to all participants, including the farm and school. If parents opt to keep their children anonymous, references to them will be as Child A or Child B, for example. The request to keep a child’s anonymity could signify a potential risk of harm to the child if their whereabouts is disclosed. Researchers must adhere to the wishes of the family and respond to the possible safeguarding/child protection situation (Gov.UK, 2024). Paying particular attention and diligence to the potential risks associated, especially with a breach of data protection via the internet and the consequences that it may lead to the child’s wellbeing (The British Educational Research, 2024). Measures for data protection such as, secure computer networks, lock up paper copies, digital passwords or encryption will be implemented.
Risk Reduction:
When conducting research on children's experiences, a primary risk for participants is the possibility of inducing emotional or psychological distress. Participation in research may be stressful for children, potentially reawakening or triggering challenging feelings or memories. Parents may also be anxious about how researchers will handle the information they share (NSPCC,2024). A potential risk of researching alongside children with documented difficulties could be possible behavioural meltdowns. This will be mitigated by open communication with parents and support workers ensuring techniques and strategies are put in place to minimise triggers, perhaps by using visual aids to ease anxiety such as a visual timetable or allowing an iPad to distract on the coach journey. In addition, familiar trusted practitioners will accompany the children to assist in creating a sense of security. 
Researchers have a responsibility to protect children from harm during the conduct of research, one precautionary way to do this is to ensure each person working on site is DBS checked (MRC/ESRC, No Date). 
Article 16 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, No Date) states that all children have a right to privacy. Researchers working alongside children must adhere to the Data Protection Act 2018, that states the law on data must be accurate, kept up to date, relevant and should not be processed unless necessary or permission is given (Legislation.gov.uk). This aligns with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) which governs the processing of personal information. However, the GDPR does not alter the principle that adults should share child protection information with relevant agencies to ensure the child's safety. 
Researcher’s may also be subjected to risk. Children who have social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties can be emotionally challenging. For the researcher, witnessing children's distress, aggression, or challenging behaviours may lead to emotional strain, stress, or exhaustion (Stahlke, 2018). This will be mitigated by the class teacher preparing the researcher with background knowledge of the individuals, to share an understanding of their needs and by providing de-brief sessions with colleagues to reflect and take time to process the experiences. As the researcher will be directly involved in the farm visits and therefore in varying weathers and terrains there may be physical risks such as accidents or injuries. To mitigate this, an environmental risk assessment of the area will be carried out and details of the appointed First Aider sought out. When working with children the researcher is subject to a possible disclosure from a child, in this case, it would be their responsibility to adhere to the school’s policy and procedure and report any concerns to the appointed safeguard officer. If they witnessed a member of staff harming a child, it would be their responsibility of report to Estyn. 
During a research project the university itself faces risks related to legal compliance, reputational damage, or financial liabilities. This study will adhere to the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice (2022) these regulations specify detailed expectations for conduct by the researcher. For example, to ensure that research is conducted according to appropriate ethical, legal, and professional standards. These include data protection, participants rights and research conduct. Failure to do so can expose the university to legal risks such as lawsuits, fines, and penalties. There will also be repercussions for the university’s reputation, tarnishing their credibility, public trust and impacting recruitment and funding. These ethical risks will be mitigated by obtaining necessary approvals from the Institutional Review Board and maintaining transparent communication with university stakeholders.
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