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[Introduction}

As a teacher who works 1n a special education needs school, and an outdoor

educator, I am interested in whether regular use of local nature-based spaces

can have a positive effect on the levels of trait anxiety of students with SENDs,

and improve their mental health and wellbeing.

I am interested in understanding whether managing their anxiety levels can help

with other aspects of their life. There are multiple theories that link nature to
positive effects on people’s mental health, wellbeing, and stress levels. These

include Wilson’s biophilia hypothesis (Gullone, 2000), attention restoration

theory (ART) (Kaplan, 1995) and stress reduction theory (SRT) (Ulrich, 1981).

I hypothesise that the regular use of local outdoor parks will have a significant

effect, and will lead to a reduction 1n trait anxiety levels in young people with

SENDs.

The philosophical paradigm I will use is a post-positivist approach. This will
help me to bring together the mix of methods I plan to use. Post-positivism
allows for the triangulation of both quantitative and qualitative methods, that

explores the diversity of the data gathered, while valuing 1t all, in a quest to

develop knowledge (Panhwar, Ansar1 & Shah, 2017).

‘Method

Anxiety 1s a personal experience, due to 1t being a person’s individual

perception of the world and their ability to cope within it (Weinberg & Gould,
2011). This fits well with there being no universal truth, as described by the
Post-positivism approach (Panhwar, et al., 2017).

Participants were from Edith kay school, which 1s a special needs school for
student between the ages of 14-19. The majority of the students have autistic
spectrum disorder (ASD) along with this, the students suffer with anxiety and
depression on some level (Hebron & Humphrey, 2014) and is further
exacerbated when that young person is transitioning between adolescence and
early adulthood (Uljarevi¢x, Hedley, Rose-Foley, Magiati, Ying Cai,
Dissanayake, Richdale and Trollor, 2020).

Quantitative data gave me a measurable level of anxiety, collected through
validated questionnaires: The State and Trait anxiety Inventory (STAI)
questionnaire, developed by Spielberger (1983) to measure anxiety, and the 14-
item Warwick—Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale ( WEMWBS) which
provides a score reflecting pupils’ positive thoughts and feelings. Both were

administered pre and post intervention.
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Body Map Participant B

Qualitative aspects of the study will help me to understand it in a more personal way, and may help the students to understand what they are feeling, and to report
whether the experience of being 1in an outdoor space has helped to change how they are feeling. This data was collected through semi-structured interviews and

body mapping.

Body mapping is an art-based research method that 1s constructed by drawing, painting or other techniques that represent an individual’s bodies, experiences, and
the world they live 1n and has been used 1n educational settings (Boydell, Collings, Dew, Senior and Smith, 2021).
Date analysis utilised SPSS for the quantitative data using a paired sampled T-test.

A thematic analysis was used for the qualitative data, using the NVivo programme.

[Results}

Results from the project are inconclusive due to the lack of data points. Only two people filled in the STAI questionnaire before and after the intervention, one male

(Participant A) and one female (Participant B) (see data tableland bar graph below) and only one student responded on the WEMWBS. Only one student filled in a
body map.

[Quantitative results]

The project could not find any statistical significance (<p=0.05), a significance of p=.344 was found, due to the lack of data points. I was unable to run any
ANNOVA tests or give means and standard deviations. However, 1n the descriptive statistics table the standard deviation has be calculated across genders (Table
2) As you can see from the scores presented in table one, both the male and female scored high levels of anxiety before for the intervention with participant A
scoring 8.55 points higher than the mean for high school students and Participant B scoring 25.46 points higher than the mean for female high school students.
This puts them well above the average levels of anxiety for their age group for their neuro-typical counterparts and is in line with the Department for Education
and Department for Health (2015) and Department of Education (2021) suggestions, that young people who have SENDs suffer with higher levels of anxiety.
Their post intervention scores show that there was a drop in their anxiety levels with participant A dropping to 7.45 points below the mean for their neuro-typical

counterparts. This 1s surprisingly large and could be attributed to other factors other than the nature-based intervention.

Participant A was the only person to fill in the WEMWBS questionnaire before and after the intervention. Their scores show that they had a higher level of
wellbeing, but still below the average, after the intervention than before, with scores of 30 and 43 respectively. A score of 14-40 1s the very low-level bracket and
a score of 41-44 1s still below average (Warwick Medical School, 2020). Participant A’s wellbeing did increase over the intervention period which coincides with
the reduction in anxiety levels. They would still be considered to have some form of mental i1llness. However, they are only 2 points from being considered to

have an average wellbeing score (Warwick Medical School, 2020).

Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
gender 2 1 2 1.50 707 : :
Pre-STAI 2 48.00 66.00 57.0000 12.72792
Post-STAI 2 32.00 62.00 47.0000 21.21320
Valid N (listwise) 2
Table 2

‘Quallitative results |

During the iterviews both participants suggested that they found spending time
in nature helpful. Participant B said 1t was “Nice, walking around just in
nature’” while participant A said “I'm relaxed not anxious” when spending time
in nature. Both participants seemed to find the experience had a positive effect
on their mood. Speaking to a teacher who took participant A on a walk, she said
“there was a notable change in his mood and demeanour”’; from before to after
the walk “they were visible calmer”. This was also evident 1n participant B’s
body map (see scan in methods section), were they showed a change, from
feeling angry with high levels of anxiety to feeling happier. They said it was

“It was good. Give me some time to think. Want to clear my head before

school”.
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[Summary and Conclusion}

Lack of data points means that none of the evidence 1s statistically

significant.

While only two students participated, filling in the questionaries pre and
post, going to the park and giving interviews, they both showed a decline in
their anxiety levels.

They also both suggested, during their interviews, that spending time in
nature helped them to relax, and clear their heads.

Teachers saw a change 1n demeanour of students while on the walks in the
park.

Allowing SEND students time in nature during the day may help them to
self-regulate 1n terms of their anxiety levels, which may help them to
concentrate better during lessons.

Current practice at my school of allowing students to go for walks when
feeling overwhelmed will continue with a recommendation to use green

space rather than grey.
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