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Can daily Forest School sessions improve children’s well-being and involvement in a day Nursery setting?
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Well‐being is the state in which an individual feels at ease, shows spontaneity,  self‐confidence and enjoyment (Laevers, Moons, & Declercq, 2013). Additionally, Involvement indicates how children are concentrated and absorbed in their environment, how they are engaged in an activity and how they are functioning within their capabilities (Laevers and Declercq, 2018). Measuring both Well‐being and involvement can indicate how powerful a learning environment can be for children in an early years setting (Laevers and Declercq, 2018). 

During involvement, a child is completely open to experiences such as bodily sensations, senses and movements (Kind and Gezin, 2015). Alternatively, if involvement is lacking, the child will become bored and may become frustrated (Kind and Gezin, 2015). Play is where children find this satisfaction, through exploring and experiencing the world with their senses (Kind and Gezin, 2015).
In the report by Natural England (2019) a primary motivation for time spent outside was play. In play, activities can create high levels of involvement, which then indicate the creation of high levels of well-being (Bjorgen, 2015).  

Loukaitou-Sideris (2003) argues that being in the outdoors is one of the most suitable and popular places for children to participate in free play.  The outdoors is an enriched environment, which provides both a setting for play, as well as providing objects to play with (Kellert 2002; Burdette et al. 2004). These objects can stimulate imaginative play, which is a foundation of cognitive development (Heerwagen 2009; cited in Townsend and Weerasurita, 2010).

Recently, the pandemic restrictions and lockdown have made us more aware of how important the natural environment is for our well-being, especially in the absence of school (Saraev et al., 2021). However, In 2020, according to the Department of Education, reports have shown that the wellbeing of children in the UK remains moderately low compared with other countries as well as decreasing over time (The Children’s Society, 2020b, UNICEF, 2020; cited from the Department of Education, 2020). Children who disconnect from nature and stay indoors are less healthy and generally have lower well-being (RSPB, 2010, Gelsthorpe, 2017). 

Nature Deficit Disorder or ‘extinction of experience’, is a children’s failure to connect with nature, which may negatively impact their wellbeing and ability to focus (Burls 2007; Louv 2010). Although, for some children, access to nature can be limited by location and other barriers (Wildlife Trust, 2019). Thus, for some children, spending time in nature via an educational setting may be their only opportunity (Wildlife Trust, 2019). 

Theoretical and Methodological Basis

It has been widely known for many years that having contact with nature can be restorative and have a positive impact on our mental health (Hartig, 2007; cited through who, 2016). Attention Restoration Theory, is one example of explaining why nature can be restorative. Attention Restorative Theory is a psycho‐evolutionary theory, based on the biophilia hypothesis, which suggests that humans have an innate need to affiliate nature, where they evolved from (Wilson, 1984). 

Firstly Attention Restoration Theory implies that improvements in performance for tasks that are cognitively demanding are seen when an individual is using involuntary attention (Kaplan and Kaplan, 2011). Furthermore, directed attention requires effort from the individual, which means it has limited resources. Working on a specific task will require direct attention, which will then deplete in resources. However, using involuntary attention will restore depleted resources and improve cognitive performance. Involuntary attention is facilitated in nature. 

The Attention Restorative theory deals with attention fatigue. This fatigue occurs when our directed attention is depleted (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989). According to the theory an environment full of fascinating stimuli will encourage involuntary attention, which rests the individual from direct attention, resulting in reduced fatigue and improved concentration (Roe and Aspinall, 2011). These natural ‘soft’ fascinations promote intising surroundings to capture and hold attention but not too much, allowing for reflection (Roe and Aspinall, 2011). 

“Soft fascination” associated with aspects of nature such as clouds, sunsets, snow patterns and the motion of leaves in the wind will hold an individuals attention effortlessly, while providing enough opportunity for the mind to think about other things (Roe and Aspinall, 2011). Furthermore, James (1962) suggested that certain elements in our environment such as “unusual things, moving things, wild animals, bright things, pretty things, etc.” can draw in this type of involuntary attention.

In addition, outdoor natural spaces are seen to promote restoration, by promoting a sense of being away (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; citied through Roe and Aspinal, 2011). Additionally, outdoor spaces engage the mind and are compatible with every individual (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; citied through Roe and Aspinal, 2011). The ART model has four stages, which are: ‘clearing the head’ of distraction; recovery of direct attention capacity; contemplation; deeper state of restoration e.g. reflection on life, priorities etc (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; citied through Roe and Aspinal, 2011).

Similar to Biophilia hypothesis, people have an inherent attraction with nature. The natural environment provides a setting that matches human desires and  allows attention to rest (Roe and Aspinall, 2011). Research has found that learning does not always occur in a classroom environment and that continuos experiences of nature settings remains important for intellectual development (Kellert, 2005). 

Regular exposure to nature increases children’s ability to focus and enhances their cognitive abilities (Wells, 2000; Yıldırım and Akamca, 2017). Furthermore, children who attend outdoor settings engage more in focused play (Ulset, 2017). Outdoor settings could offer opportunities for children to switch back and forth between the two states of attention, from effortless to effortful (Ulset, 2017).

Largo-Wight et al (2018) were measuring children’s ability to stay on task in an indoor and outdoor setting. It was found that there were less incidences of children off task in the outdoor environment (Largo-Wight et al., 2018). This is supported by Ulset (2017), who found a positive dose-response relation between outdoor hours and the children's attention skills. Similarly, Grahn et al., (1997) found children who attended a natural setting were found to have better attention and concentration capacity. 

A study by Maynard, Waters and Clement (2013) found that simply being outdoors calmed children down and equally excited others. Furthermore, teachers found that when children were given more control over their play and learning, they became more motivated and engaged (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). 

However, when practitioners create more structure and routine, where the children’s interests are not being followed, levels of involvement and well-being decrease (Bjorgen, 2015). As well as a restorative natural environment, we need teachers who promote sensitivity, stimulation and autonomy to achieve higher child involvement (Pascal and Bertram, 2004). Knight (2013), further supports this by stating that forest school must follow the child’s interests and children need time to explore the forest on their own. 

Additionally, forest school settings vary, especially through the seasons. Bjorgen (2015) found increases in involvement and well-being in places with varied settings. However, a study by Soderstrom et al., (2012) found an increase in cortisol levels with children exposed to outdoor environments. This may have been influenced by harsh weather conditions, which might suggest that varied environments could have a negative impact (Soderstrom et al., 2012).

Hartig and Staats (2006) study on walking, found that recovery from attention fatigue and increased reflection was more likely present in a forest environment. 
Additionally, a Swiss study by Hansmann et al (2007) supported visits to forests as a way of promoting recovery from stress. This is supported by Berto (2005), who found short laboratory exposure of restorative environments improve sustained attention. In addition, Ottosson and Grahn (2008) found taking a walk in nature has an influence on concentration restoration potential. 

This research could suggest that children who attend settings outdoors could develop more self-regulatory and cognitive skills than children who attend indoor settings with less outdoor time (Berto, 2005). This could result in them becoming better prepared for primary school (Berto, 2005). Conversely, It could have the opposite effect, environments that contain a lot of stimuli may aid a child in practicing to deal with conflict and distractions (Berto, 2005). 

I will be using qualitative measures of mixed observations, interviews with class teachers and Leuven Scales. I will set up one week of Forest school in the morning work cycle and will use the Leuven scales and observations to measure the children’s involvement and well-being outdoors. The following week I will set up Forest School in the afternoons and will repeat the process of measuring children’s well-being and involvement with the Leuven Scales and observations. 

This is to compare whether an outdoor work cycle is more beneficial for children before or after a classroom work cycle. After gathering observations and completing the Leuven scales, I will interview the class teachers who led both Forest school sessions to gather information on how they felt morning and afternoon forest school sessions support their children’s well-being and involvement. 

Ethical considerations 

There are a number of ethical issues that need to be addressed. As one of the children’s class teachers, I am aware of the power and influence I may have. I will mitigate this by not leading the Forest School sessions I will be observing and attending as a support teacher. Additionally, I will make this clear to the children who consent to participating in the study. I will keep children’s data safe and observations confidential and anonymous. Furthermore, the children will be allowed to withdraw from the study at any stage. Lastly, the study will adhere to UWTSD and BERA guidelines. 

Timeline of how I will implement my plan

	14th March -21st March
	Prepare Leuven Scales, resources for recording observations and interviews.

	22nd March-28th April
	Complete Leuven scales and interviews and observations.

	29th April
	Interpret results.

	6th May
	Create poster and write up reflection
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