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Research Project: Case study based on an electives experience. An exploratory case study arising from practice (noticing) and investigated 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. 
How might outdoor learning develop pupil’s cognitive and social skills across the primary phase?
Aim, focus and purpose of the research/research context
The aim of this assignment is to carry out research based on outdoor learning and how it develops pupil’s cognitive and social skills. This topic aroused interest in developing knowledge on what takes place when pupils learn outdoors compared to in the classroom, and how it makes a difference to their development and overall learning. Furthermore, interest surrounding outdoor learning also stems from previous placement experiences. Through observing a range of classes previously within two different schools, it has been noticed that outdoor learning is generally more geared towards Foundation Phase pupils rather than those in Key Stage 2. 
The research question for this project is ‘how might outdoor learning develop pupil’s cognitive and social skills across the primary phase?’. The need for outdoor learning in schools is rapidly growing as it is said to enhance the learning for all pupils, providing them with a range of skills and opportunities (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009). The main focus is to concentrate on how outdoor learning has an impact on the development of pupils both cognitively and socially. According to the national charity which is the Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (2021) outdoor learning does give children opportunities to develop their education especially in terms of attainment levels and social skills, but it will be interesting to receive a range of opinions on how this compares to in the classroom. 
Overview of relevant literature
	Harvey (2012) asserts that outdoor learning for pupils is learning that takes place outside of the classroom. Outdoor learning stems from the term ‘learning outside the classroom’ as it pays attention to other environments where learning can effectively take place. He further states that outdoor learning is more focussed on the learning that takes place instead of the way in which it is taught. Outdoor learning can take place in a variety of different settings. Some examples include a school yard or field, forest school, a local park or school trip (Woodland Trust, 2019). Each of these examples offer learners rich opportunities to take in new environments, explore different types of equipment and resources, and learn about the world around them.
Ord and Leather (2011) state John Dewey’s “experiential education” which is based on the notion that children need to personally experience and have opportunities to be hands on in different lessons, in order for them to get the most out of it. This point is supported by Schwichow et al (2016) who says that leaners can gain more in-depth knowledge regarding a lesson or subject if they are more heavily involved with taking part in it. Outdoor learning provides pupils with these chances in abundance. According to Estyn (2023) a report of theirs states that outdoor learning aids learners with the competency to be able to self-regulate in certain situations, especially for those with more extreme levels of emotion, and it helps them to become more aware of their surroundings, both in terms of environmentally and socially. With this report being written and published by Estyn themselves, it means that the information within is specific to a particular primary school in Wales. Whilst some schools are similar and have comparable aims, it could be argued that this data is not an accurate representation of all pupils and all primary schools, as most schools have varying priorities including that of implementing outdoor learning. However, this report is supported entirely by (Williams, 2022) who affirms that outdoor learning provides a whole school approach to pupil development, highlighting that it helps all pupils with their development. It is further declared that learning outdoors is an element of education that is in place to meet all four of the purposes of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022) which are designed to create learners that are confident and ambitious with everything they do. This piece of literature will support the research that will be carried out for this project. It will aid to inform some questions that are asked, as links to the curriculum will be made. 
Forest school is a prime example of outdoor learning. It is a unique way of teaching and learning as it is taught continuously over time, rather than as stand-alone sessions every now and then. It addresses the development of pupils holistically, looking at the impact that it has overall. Furthermore, forest school lessons are not set out to meet particular AOLEs within the curriculum, instead they are intended to be fully child-led sessions, where each individual learner can decide what they want to do (Learning through Landscapes, 2023a). Quite often, it is found that different AOLEs will be met in the forest however, it is normally done discretely, and most pupils will not even notice the areas that they are developing their skills in (Welsh Government, 2023). 
Whilst Becker et al. (2017) carried out research on outdoor learning that found that leaners find out new information when outside and are given the opportunity to make decisions for themselves, it has also been highlighted that managing the learning environment (such as behaviour) when outside is increasingly difficult for practitioners, given the much larger open space and more freedom for pupils (Learning through Landscapes, 2023b). Humberstone and Stan (2011) have mentioned the inconsistency with teachers teaching outdoors. It is stated that managing expectations are challenged when the learning is taken outside. This is evident in the case of the authors suggesting that outdoor learning should be analysed critically to see if a problem lies with the teaching process. 
Fiskum and Jacobsen (2012) have identified through exploration that pupils who are showing high levels of agitation and who struggle in the classroom benefit immensely through outdoor learning, as it is said to limit stress levels and encourage positive behaviour. However, the study offers no explanation for the impact that outdoor learning has on those pupils who thrive in the classroom. Moreover, this research was only carried out on three learners who displayed signs of complex needs including agitation and intensity. This indicates that it is not a fair test and does not represent all learners who find classroom settings difficult. 
Explanation of case study
	This research adopts a case study methodology approach. A case study is a thorough investigation from several angles that focusses on the research question at hand (Simons, 2009, p. 21). The research is based on a phenomenon (Gall, Gall and Borg, 2005) that Yin (1994) describes as requiring a considerable amount of evidence sources. This suggests that analysis of data can only take place when a sufficient amount of evidence is accumulated. Furthermore, a case study approach allows for a phenomenon to be measured in real – life settings, allowing the researcher to gain strong perceptions and analyse the data effectively (Crowe et al, 2011). 
	Part of analysing data through a case study method is on the basis of the research maintaining a professional stance and open – mind to the information collected. Tight (2017, p. 36) illustrates this point clearly by stating that even if data does not match the intended analysis, it cannot be ignored and should be transferred as it is. In addition to this, it is also vital to consider the sample group of participants that will be involved in the research. Martinez – Mesa et al (2016) conveyed the types of samples of participants depending on how many are needed. Understanding if individual people or groups are better for the specific research taking place could determine the decision – making process. 
	For this research to be conducted with no bias, pupils were only taking part if consent forms had been signed by parents or carers. This way there was no use of unconscious bias thinking about which child looked like they would give a more accurate answer, it was completed as fairly as possible. Undoubtedly, unconscious bias frames the way that most people think. It can often leave people making decisions based on erroneous assumptions or preconceptions (Acas, 2022). During this research project, unconscious bias was mitigated as much as possible by accepting answers at face value and avoiding making wrongful judgements. 
Research methods
	The first research method that was used to gather data was interviews, more specifically, semi – structured interviews (see appendix 2). Two interviews were conducted, the first with a group of six Foundation Phase learners, and the second with a group of five learners from Key Stage 2. It was important for this research to gain responses from both the younger and older children to observe the differences in their responses, regarding outdoor learning. The size of the groups was decided upon as it meant each child could still feel comfortable to talk if they wanted to, but there were enough participants that an abundance of answers would be received. 
	Whilst semi – structured interviews are made up of set and pre – planned questions, it gives the researcher the scope and freedom to ask any other relevant questions (Know How, 2018). This statement is similar to that of Jamshed (2014) who says that semi – structured interviews are controlled dialogues that have immediately generated questions integrated throughout, following some responses. The decision was made to carry out interviews that were semi – structured for this research, due to the unpredictability of most children. Quite often they will respond with answers that were not necessarily planned for. Ultimately, this provided flexibility within the interview questions to add or adapt any if needed. 
	Interviews are a highly effective method to gaining information from participants. According to Shoaf and Shoaf (2006) interviewing focus groups provides a deeper comprehension of participants’ viewpoints. This implies that interviews are a practical approach to gaining a better understanding of what people think about a certain topic – in this case, outdoor learning. As these specific interviews were taken place in person for this research, it meant receiving raw answers from the learners as they were giving in the moment responses. This viewpoint is further bolstered by the fact that Curasi (2001) mentions the importance of conducting interviews face to face, as it allows body language to be judged and cues to be picked up on that might be missed if taken place online. 
	Nevertheless, as much as interviews are a functional source of obtaining information, they can be time consuming. Whilst the interviews themselves can take up a significant amount of time, it has been highlighted that transcribing the interviews leaves researchers under the bigger time constraints. Ruslin et al. (2022) has expressed that data transcription can be challenging, particularly when certain phrases are unclear; therefore, extra time must be dedicated to them. However, the accuracy of this disadvantage to interviews, meant that for this research, the interviews were kept to a maximum of twenty minutes. Not only was this because the interviews were done with pupils, but also due to the fact that all interviews had to be transcribed following them taking place, in order for the data to be collected and analysed. 
	The second research tool that was chosen to gain further information was questionnaires. These questionnaires were sent out to all teaching staff in both Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2, and they consisted of twelve questions of all different question types (see appendix 3). Both open and closed questions were used, as well as multiple choice and ranking. As much as it was vital to gain responses and opinions from pupils, it was just as important to understand how teachers’ felt about outdoor learning, especially considering they are the ones teaching and delivering the lessons. 
	Artino et al. (2014) describes questionnaires as useful for collecting quantitative information that can sometimes be hard to measure, like beliefs and views. This indicates that questionnaires are a practical method of collating data from respondents as all answers are in one place, so ultimately can be easily analysed. Furthermore, questionnaires offer respondents time to think about their answers, suggesting that the responses are thoughtful and well considered. Likewise, this point is supported by research that declares that questionnaires do give more time for people to think of answers, but it could be argued that this does not mean that responses are fully reliable or credible (French et al., 2007). The same literature provides the notion that from previous research, it was found that participants either provided reasoning that was contradictory with the responses provided or answered a question that was different from the one that was posed. 
	Moreover, common issues with surveys include negligent answers and clear misconceptions regarding what the questions are asking, as well as poor response rates (Einola and Alvesson, 2020). In this case, due to the time in which the research took place and school teaching staff being extremely busy at the best of times, low response rates were heavily recognised as an issue when it came to receiving questionnaire answers. Fortunately, there were still a sufficient amount of questionnaire responses that came back, allowing data analysis to take place. 
Data presentation and analysis methods
	Overall, in order to present and analyse the data from the research, Braun and Clarke’s thematic process was implemented (Clarke and Braun, 2016). They state that thematic analysis offers methods for creating themes and patterns from data that are easy to understand and methodical. Moreover, they also highlight that using the research question and phenomenon as a guide, thematic analysis seeks to find and interpret important aspects of the data, rather than merely summarising its content. Therefore, in order to stay in line with Braun and Clarke’s approach, relevant key themes among the analysed data were brought together to be discussed, meaning that elements of the research will be combined instead of focussing on each question or answer one by one. The data will be revisited multiple times during this process, to make certain that efficient analysing and grouping of concepts is the main focus.
	Since thematic analysis is viewed as one of the most approachable qualitative analytic techniques and incorporates steps that are typical of the majority of qualitative analysis techniques, it is the perfect approach for researchers (Braun, Clarke and Rance, 2015, pp. 183 – 197). This implies that the reliability and validity of the research holistically are likely to be at a high standard due to the credible research tools along with the process of analysis. 
	It is undeniable that thematic analysis is effective and an appropriate procedure for analysing data and collating results, however, Nowell et al. (2017) says that the paucity of significant thematic analysis literature could make inexperienced researchers doubt their ability to carry out a thorough theme analysis. They further state that it prevents researchers from making assertions regarding language usage. This suggests that although useful, it does not always carry the detail needed for researchers to make clear and sustained judgements, or for the audience to gain a deep understanding of the outcomes of the phenomenon. 
Ethical considerations
	Being ethical is the ability to relate to or address morality or moral principles; concerning what is wrong and right in behaviour (Dictionary, 2024). In order to follow ethics appropriately and suitably, the British Educational Research Association (BERA) ethical guidelines were abided by. According to BERA (2024), in awareness of their rights and diversity, people should be treated equally, sensitively, with decency, and without bias. Although researchers are aware of unconscious bias, this has been alleviated as much as possible by creating careful interview and questionnaire questions and devising them following literature. For this reason, consent, assent, confidentiality, anonymity, and the right to withdraw, all became focus points of this research. In order to maintain this, an ethics form was completed that detailed everything that the research would entail (see appendix 1).
	Consent was measured through sending out consent forms to parents and the Headteacher of the school (see appendix 4). Only the consent forms that were brought back and signed, were the pupils who could be interviewed. 
	To maintain assent during the interviews with pupils, they each were given two cards. One was red with no on it, and the other was green with yes on it (see appendix 5). Instead of each child saying yes or no, the right cards were held up depending on how each child felt, so the researcher knew who was happy to take part and who did not want to do it. This also covered the right to withdraw as the cards gave them the choice and they were reminded at the beginning and throughout the interview that they could leave at any time. 
	For the questionnaires, as they were completed digitally, there were no constant reminders throughout regarding the right to withdraw, but as staff, they were made aware of ethics and that the questionnaires were not mandatory. This way, they knew that if they did not want to complete it, they did not have to, and they could stop at any time if they felt they did not want to carry on. 
	Scott and Rains (2020) describe anonymity as no one being aware of someone’s name or identity. This was straightforward to maintain through questionnaires as they were done online, which means that no personal details had to be inputted. In the case of the interviews with pupils, the researcher/interviewer was evidently aware of each child. This is why code names were given to each child, for example, Child A and Child B. Anyone looking at the analysed data would not know who Child A is, meaning their identity is kept private. Furthermore, since the goal of data collection is to acquire new knowledge and analyse it, absolute confidentiality is unattainable in research (Wiles et al., 2008). Despite this argument, confidentiality was still preserved throughout this research. Although information was discussed and shared following data analysis, all individuals who took part were kept anonymous. Therefore, the audience do not know who said what, highlighting the purpose of keeping data confidential. 
Results / analysis of data / discussion	
	Utilising Braun and Clarke’s thematic approach to data analysis, three patterns were identified as being worthy enough for discussion. One of the main outcomes of this research was based on the enjoyment of outdoor learning, both for pupils and staff. They were each asked in a roundabout way if they enjoy learning outdoors and if they enjoy teaching outdoors. Both Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2 answered stating that they enjoy outdoor learning. Foundation Phase highlighted that they find it fun, whereas some Key Stage 2 pupils discussed that although they like being outside, they prefer to learn in the classroom. Overall, this is reflected through staff opinions as they all stated that they like to teach outside, with most of them reflecting on how it helps learners to engage in the lesson and give them more freedom with what to do. This is further supported by Harvey (2022) who discusses that participation in learning opportunities can result in the formation of a feeling of place. This underpins what the staff said about higher levels of engagement when outside. This suggests that pupils are more likely to feel like they belong and understand the purpose of what they are learning if they engage themselves. However, it could be argued that pupils will only be engaged and partake in a lesson if they are interested in it. 
	Cognitive skills were a clear focus for this research, specifically looking at staff and pupil perspectives on how they feel that outdoor learning helps learners develop cognitively. The brain’s ability to think, focus, process information, and retain information is known as cognitive skills. In addition to helping in social, private, and professional contexts, cognitive skills are crucial for preserving and growing brain capacity (Coursera, 2024). During the interviews with pupils, Key Stage 2 were able to clearly identify how being outdoors helps them learn. For example, they recognised that the different types of equipment outside help them in different lessons and games, and they noticed how when they are outside, they can problem solve a lot more. However, Foundation Phase were not able to recognise how outdoor learning helps them learn. All they notice is if they enjoy it. Whilst this could be as a result of how young they are, it is vital that pupils understand what they are learning and why they are learning it. They should have the ability to acknowledge why something is important. In the questionnaires, staff also reflected on how problem solving is enhanced through outdoor learning, and they also mentioned the rise in pupils critically thinking about what they are doing. Furthermore, it was recognised that not all staff take all of the Areas of Learning and Experience (AOLEs) outside, which could be damaging to the education of certain subjects (Welsh Government, 2020). This gives the impression that pupils are more likely to think for themselves when learning outside compared to in the classroom, but it also highlights the importance of providing outdoor experiences and opportunities for all learners and all AOLEs, so that every child and need are catered for. 
	In terms of developing social skills, it could be argued that being outside is highly beneficial. Cottrell and Cottrell (2020) state that activities involving outdoor skills give people the chance to interact with the natural world, social networks, and – above all – with themselves. This implies that outdoor learning enhances leaners’ social skills as it might provide them with more opportunities for it. The majority of pupils in the interviews made the point that when they are learning outdoors, they get to spend more time with their friends and peers. They compared this to being in the classroom where they said that they are often told to work quietly or in silent, whereas that does not apply outside. They highlighted how they like working together and that is a lot easier to do when they have a lesson outside. Staff were generally in agreement with the opinions of the pupils. The general consensus from staff showed that when they are outside, they notice the biggest difference in resilience and collaboration between learners. A possible objection to that could be that if children are told to work quietly in class, they are not being given the opportunity to collaborate, so it cannot be said for definite that it only takes place outside if that option is not being given in the classroom also. However, staff did also mention that in class they are more likely to ask for help if they do not understand something, but when the learning is taken outside, they are more likely to ask each other or problem solve for themselves, before going to a teacher. Additionally, whilst this could be an issue with confidence or the classroom in general, it could be due to the fact that pupils feel more comfortable and free outdoors. 
Conclusions
	To conclude, when carefully preparing for this research to take place, it was vital to make sure that every research method carried out would provide reliable and beneficial outcomes. Interviews and questionnaires were selected as the tools for collecting data because ensuring collaboration was taking place and gaining multiple varying opinions were at the forefront of the research. However, a possible objection is that no observations took place. Observations would have provided first hand experiences of what takes place during outdoor learning. Although staff and pupils presented their thoughts on outdoor learning, it was not witnessed taking place and would have been helpful to see how pupils responded to it and how they feel in the moment. 
	In terms of carrying out research in the future, it would be benefitted by re – evaluating and assessing the research methods even further and in more depth. This would give the researcher a clearer understanding of which tools would provide the most fruitful responses and valid points. Moreover, the validity and credibility of the methods would need to be determined in order to conclude what would be best to use. 
Recommendations
	Following this research taking place, it would be useful for all schools to put a focus on outdoor learning. It is clear from the responses from pupils and staff that it is effective practice, and it provides learners with different skills and new, exciting opportunities. However, it could be argued that more of an emphasis should be placed on the Areas of Learning and Experience (AOLEs) as the research did notice that not all of them are being taken outdoors. This could result in some AOLEs being forgotten about or classified as not as important as others. Each of them provides learners with a variety of learning experiences and all are important in the education of children, both indoors and outdoors. 
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