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Research Purpose 
The aim of this research was to gather information about teachers’ perspectives on how outdoor learning can be designed to improve educational attainment in the early years (EY) with a focus on the limitations practitioners face and what support they suggest they need. In order to investigate this, the following questions have been used to structure the research:
[bookmark: _Hlk165906879]Question 1: What limitations do EY practitioners face whilst using the outdoors to encourage educational attainment?
Aim: The aim of this research question is to discover what limits or challenges the use of outdoor learning to support educational attainment through qualitative questionnaires and interviews.
[bookmark: _Hlk165983349]Question 2: What support could practitioners receive to improve this style of pedagogy?
Aim: This question will gather opinions through qualitative questionnaires and interviews to discover what practitioners believe will support them in implementing productive use of outdoor learning which supports educational attainment. 
During placement 1 (PT1) in a year 5 class, there were many opportunities to observe outdoor learning. However, during placement 2 (PT2) in a year 1/2 class, it seemed that these opportunities were less frequent. This inspired the research within this assignment to focus on the teacher perspectives’ of outdoor learning and its impact on educational attainment and the limitations they face in putting this in place. 
The research for this assignment took place in a small school which has limited access to outdoor areas within the school, apart from a basic concrete yard. The school does not have any local outdoor facilities nearby which are within walking distance. However, the school are currently working towards a new outdoor area being built within the school grounds. 







Literature Review 
To understand outdoor learning and its impact on the educational attainment of learners in the EY, it is important to review the literature on both areas whilst taking into consideration their benefits, barriers and effects on one another.
Definition of Outdoor Learning 
Outdoor learning has been defined in a variaty of ways by many researchers (Ford, 1986) (Tanik and Cevik, 2021). Tanik and Cevik (2021) state that teachers define outdoor learning as any activity that takes place outside of school. Despite this, many theorists define outdoor learning as ‘in, about and for the outdoors’ (Ford, 1986) (Donaldson. L and Donaldson. G, 2013). Moreover, outdoor learning may also be defined as learning in an outdoor environment, based on experiences and interactions (Junaedah et al., 2020). Upon synthesis of these definitions, it can be concluded that outdoor learning is any learning that is either about the outdoors or takes place in any outdoor environment. 
Definition of Educational Attainment 
Educational attainment is defined as the highest level of education that a person has completed (UNESCO, 2018) (Statistics Canada, 2021). However, in terms of primary education educational attainment refers to the highest grade or knowledge achieved (Statistics Canada, 2023). Overall, attainment can be defined as a result at a specific point in time (Williams. E, 2023).
The use of Outdoor Learning in Education 
According to The Framework for Children’s Learning for 2 to 7-year-olds in Wales (2009), the Foundation Phase (which is now progression steps 1 and 2) environment should use outdoor learning as a resource for pupil’s learning. Moreover, the Welsh Government described what outdoor learning should look like in education in Wales, explaining that outdoor learning should not just consist of just taking indoor learning and using it outside. As indoor and outdoor learning are described as completely different ways of learning, it is important to review the advantages and disadvantages of outdoor learning as opposed to indoor learning. 
It is evident that outdoor learning is gaining popularity in education, with many governments publishing reports and handbooks supporting outdoor learning. For example, the ‘Every Experience Matters’ research report that was published by the UK Department of Children in 2006. Within this report, the advantages of outdoor learning are emphasised and stated to be, higher academic achievement, increased levels of fitness, improved confidence and self-esteem, improved social competency, development of leadership qualities and heightened awareness of environmental responsibility.
Despite outdoor learning having a variety of benefits, many theorists have highlighted the difficulty of implementing this style of pedagogy. One of the main issues found through research was weather conditions. Within one study, practitioners explained that bad and cold weather was the primary reason for avoiding outdoor learning (Kos & Jerman, 2013). However, the Welsh Government (2009) explain that weather should not prevent outdoor experiences as they have described rain as a multi-sensory experience, a source that provides a variety of learning outcomes and an opportunity to learn new life skills, thus suggesting that bad weather should not be a reason to avoid using the outdoors within lessons. On the other hand, bad weather has been found to negatively impact emotions (Spasova, 2012) suggesting that learners and practitioners may not want to explore the outdoors due to the negative impact on mood. Additionally, it is often necessary to follow up with negative emotions with support from a caregiver to ensure that the learners are responding to the emotions effectively. (Ashiabi, 2000). This means that bad weather may come with a need for an increase in staff when trying to move the learning experience to the outdoors to ensure that the emotional development and well-being of children is being supported.  Due to this issue, many schools may not be able to cater for this increase in need for staff and therefore may be another limitation causing schools to not implement outdoor learning more often. Therefore, the issue that must be addressed is how can schools still receive these benefits from bad weather without suffering more harm than good. The common quote “there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing” is often used and has been mentioned by forest school theorist Knight (2009, p.15), thus it could be said that the issue may be funding for the suitable clothing or shelter that it needed during bad weather.
Other issues that may limit the implementation of outdoor learning are the difficultly of assessment (Estyn, 2011), hazards caused by risky play (Welsh Government, 2009), training (Estyn, 2011) and planning especially in terms of well-being (Estyn, 2011).  
Practitioners Supporting Educational Attainment in EYFS 
According to the Welsh Government (2023), it is the national mission of all educators to achieve ‘high standards’ and aspirations for all learners by tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment and ensuring that all learners are supported. It is clear that teachers have a colossal impact on the educational attainment of their pupils, with one study showing that learners can gain around 40% more learning with an effective teacher in contrast to a poorly performing teacher (The Sutton Trust, 2011). Thus suggesting that in order to raise educational attainment throughout Wales, teachers must be effective in their practice. 
The Department for Education (2021) suggest that practitioners should assess what their learners do and do not know before they move on to the next school year, but they should not have to provide evidence for this. 
The Impact of Outdoor Learning on Educational Attainment 
Studies have shown that outdoor learning not only increases a learner’s educational attainment but it also improves attitudes to learning (Harvey, Rankine & Jensen, 2017). In addition, it has been discovered that outdoor learning can also develop resilience and confidence (Malone & Waite, 2016). It could be said that learners experience an improvement in educational attainment as a byproduct of other benefits, for example, according to the Welsh Government (2009) outdoor learning is an ideal environment to support the development of problem-solving, creativity and experimental learning of children in the EY. 
Conclusion 
To conclude, upon synthesis of the literature, it is clear that outdoor learning and its impact on educational attainment in the EY has a complicated nature. Described as a variation of activities both about and within the outdoors, outdoor learning is a dynamic pedagogical tool that offers many benefits. Whilst many governments highlight the potential for improved academic achievement, physical fitness and emotional development, there appear to be many limitations such as weather and effective assessment. Despite this, research suggests that the advantages outweigh the limitations. Therefore, by addressing and overcoming these barriers, practitioners can use outdoor learning as a supportive tool in improving educational outcomes in the EY.







Explanation of Case Study
A case study is a research method that includes a detailed examination and analysis of a phenomenon or case through a qualitative design (Creswell, 2014)(Hassan, 2024). A case study will usually focus on an organisation, individual, community, situation, event or activity based within its natural setting (Priya, 2020) (Hassan, 2024). Case studies examine within a real-life context (Priya, 2020). A case study is not classed as a data collection method but as a research strategy/ design to study social issues (Yin, 2009). According to Yin (2009), ‘research questions’ are the fundamental base of a case study style research, which is why research questions have been used within this study. Another essential part of a case study approach is sampling (Miles & Huberman, 1994). It is important for the researcher to select participants with a plan and structure in mind (sampling (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The selection of participants will be further discussed within the research methods section of this assignment. 
Using a case study approach allows the researcher to have more freedom to use a variety of data collection methods, meaning that they can select one that best suits their purpose of research (Priya, 2020). Case studies also encourage an in-depth and comprehensive understanding of the complex situations selected by the researcher (Drew, 2013).
Although case studies allow for a focused and detailed analysis, this comes with the limitation of lack of generalisability for the wider population due to the study being focused on a specific context (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2018). In addition, case studies are subject to researcher bias and opinions which may influence the interpretation of data and results (Drew, 2013).









Research Methods 
Ontology 
Through a subjective viewpoint, this research explored teachers’ opinions regarding the limitations and suggested support regarding the use of outdoor learning to aid educational attainment in the EY.  A subjective viewpoint is a viewpoint that does not only focus on one reality or fact but also considers multiple realities and social facts (Hofweber, 2020). In addition, Natsoulas (1991) supports this by highlighting that ontological subjectivity resides only in individuals’ minds, and does not physically exist. This research method best suits this study as a subjective viewpoint allows the researcher to assess practitioners’ experiences due to its focus on experiences and viewpoints. Despite this, a subjective viewpoint can sometimes be challenging in research as it can create bias (Jahedi & Mendez, 2014).
Research Paradigm
This study followed an interpretivism approach. This approach was chosen as it provided the researcher with the opportunity to understand the beliefs of the participants (Nikerson, 2022). The viewpoint used within this study was phenomenology view as it can be used to study human experiences (Sokolowski, 2002). This viewpoint is suitable for this study as it allows the researcher to develop an understanding of the participant’s thoughts (Davidsen, 2013).

Methodology
To discover the limitations and suggested support from practitioners’ perspectives, a qualitative approach was used. Qualitative research allows for detailed insights into real-world issues due to it allowing the researcher to gather participants’ perceptions, experiences and behaviour (Vibha et al., 2013) and supports the understanding of why and how something is happening (Tenny et al., 2022). On the other hand, a small sample size due to using qualitative approaches can result in generalization (Rahman, 2016). In order to prevent this, a whole school questionnaire took place prior to interviews to ensure that a variation of results was reviewed.
Questionnaires 
The questionnaires took place prior to the follow-up interviews and were completed in order to assess the main limitations of the use of outdoor learning and its effect on educational attainment. However, a limitation of the use of questionnaires as a research tool is the danger of influencing participants’ responses through the questions (Lietz, 2010). Questionnaires have the potential to influence responses due to a variety of factors, one issue that appeared relevant to this study and may become a risk is questions that require retrospective recall (Kosnick, 1991). Retrospective recall-based questions raise the risk of participants satisficing (MacKenzie & Podsakoff, 2012). To avoid this risk, the questionnaire concentrated on current experiences, emphasised the importance of accurate responses and asked the participants to not respond if they were unsure about events. The aim of using questionnaires as a research tool was to gather a whole-school response in order to collect a general understanding of outdoor learning and its impact on educational attainment, any limitations that may be encountered and what support practitioners believe would be supportive. Despite this study focussing on the EY, a whole-school approach was chosen to compare and contrast responses. Although, a limitation of this approach was that the EY practitioner sample size was limited as the research was limited to one school. If this study was conducted again with a wider range of time, a larger sample size would be considered by engaging with multiple schools. 
Convenience sampling was utilised during the selection process of the questionnaire sample. In order for a participant to be selected by convenience sampling they must meet a particular criterion which is based on convenience for the researcher, for example, location (Etikan et al., 2016). However, it is important to note that convenience sampling comes with risks, for example, the potential lack of generalisation which can cause biased responses and results (Jager et al., 2017). Although, ultimately convenience sampling was selected as it appeared best suited for the questionnaires due to it being most appropriate for small time frames, simple to implement and inexpensive (Bhardwaj, 2019).
Interviews
Alongside questionnaires, follow-up interviews were conducted with a few selected practitioners. This approach was taken in order to develop a deeper understanding of experiences (Office for Health and Disparities, 2020).  However, an interview will not be in-depth if it is overly prepared and structured, with too many questions for the allocated time (Jones, 1985 cited in Fox, 2006). To combat this issue, every interview followed a semi-structured approach and time slots were arranged in advance. These semi-structured interviews were planned by preparing questions which related to identified themes (Qu and Dumay, 2011). The interviews were planned to concentrate on themes identified from questionnaire responses and prior research. 
A purposive approach was used to conduct the follow-up interviews. Purpose sampling is the technique of selecting participants that seem most suitable for the aim of the research (Etikan et al., 2016). The participants should be selected based on the researcher’s opinion (Rai and Thapa, 2015). In this study, three participants were selected to participate in interviews. These participants included two EY practitioners (one of which was the foundation lead teacher) and a progression step three practitioner. This selection of participants allowed the researcher to retrieve a broad selection of in-depth knowledge during interviews. 






















Data Presentation and Analysis Methods 
Thematic analysis was used to examine the data collected from the questionnaires. This strategy was chosen as it can help the researcher identify and examine trends in qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). To identify the patterns in the data, all data was dissembled in order to create appropriate groups (Castleberry and Nolen, 2018). In order to do this the technique of coding was used. Coding helps the researcher to distinguish between similar and different sets of data (Sutton and Austin, 2015). Coding was appealing to use in this study as it helps the researcher collect data on different themes and find similarities and differences in responses between the EY practitioners and other year groups. 
Ethical Considerations
Before the research was conducted it was a priority to have the consent of all participants within the research (BERA, 2018). The purpose of the study was shared with the participants and any questions the participants may had were answered alongside additional information in order to provide transparency (Stutchbury and Fox, 2009).
Moreover, the right to withdraw was communicated to all participants. It was explained that they have the right to withdraw at any point during the study, without providing reason (BERA, 2018). BERA (20180) explains that researchers must always ensure that both individuals and institutions have their rights the anonymity and privacy. This was implemented into the study as questionnaire responses were kept anonymous through Microsoft Forms. Although, in some cases it was essential to be aware of the year group of the participant during the questionnaire in order to make comparisons between the EY and older year groups. 
In addition, all responses were stored safely by selecting secure forms of storage by using a OneDrive account which can only be accessed by the password holder.







Results 
This section of the review will evaluate themes and findings that were found from data collection concentrating on each of the research questions:
What limitations do EY practitioners face whilst using the outdoors to encourage educational attainment?
To answer this question, a collection of data was summarised from both interviews and questionnaires and as a result the themes below were found:
· Weather
· Resources
· Knowledge
· Staffing

Weather
In the questionnaire collection, every practitioner mentioned weather to be a limitation. Moreover, most participants mentioned suitable clothing not being accessible to them. However, although this was a clear issue, it was not exclusive to the EY.
Resources
Only one participant stated that resources appear to be a limitation during questionnaire responses. Although, when questioned during an interview another participant stated that they also believed that resources were an issue in outdoor learning as a whole. Participant B stated that “ we need to keep younger children engaged when we are teaching and we need lots of resources to do that but we don’t have many resources that are suitable for the outdoor area”. It was explained that participants felt that schools need weather appropriate resources that can be used even in bad weather.
Knowledge 
Within the questionnaires, all participants explained that they felt confident in their ability to carry out and teach in the outdoor environment. However, when planning for the outdoor environment was discussed during interviews, a lack of understanding was shown by the majority. 


Staff
From the analysis of questionnaires, it was found that all EY practitioners described staff support to be a limitation. One practitioner discussed “ We struggle with looking after all children whilst we are outdoors, I think more staff are needed for outdoor work”. Despite this, the majority of participants did not mention staff as a limitation within progression step three. Due to this, this was discussed further within interviews with two other participants. In response, one participant who worked in the EY agreed that staffing was a concern and the other who worked in progression step three disagreed. This highlighted that staff shortage for outdoor learning appears to be a unique issue within the EY within this setting. 

What support could practitioners receive to improve this style of pedagogy?
In order to respond to this research question, the following themes were assessed:
· Training
· Funding

Training
Despite participants explaining confidence in their ability to teach outdoors, all but three members of staff explained that they do not feel that they receive the required support regarding how to use outdoor learning to aid attainment. Within these responses, training was mentioned by several staff. During interviews, one participant also suggested the support of companies attending schools to carry out lessons. 
Funding
Funding was a topic that was raised by the majority of practitioners within questionnaire responses, with most mentioning suitable clothing. One participant mentioned during the interview phase “it would not be an option to ask all the parents to buy and bring suitable clothing it wouldn’t work. We do ask that they provide wellies, but we still have to provide spares too.”. Although, it must be mentioned that this theme was not unique to the EY as suitable clothing was mentioned by other practitioners within the school. 
As well as the mention of funding for suitable clothing was mentioned by participants, funding for suitable resources was also mentioned by many. 
Discussion 
Within this section of the research, the results of the research questions will be critically discussed whilst assessing how the results relate to theory. Additionally, this section will also include an overview of the limitations this study has experienced. Finally, following the discussion of findings, suggestions and recommendations will be considered.
What limitations do EY practitioners face whilst using the outdoors to encourage educational attainment?
Staff
As mentioned, this study has revealed that all EY practitioners within the setting where the study took place explained staff to be a limitation. This directly supports theorists Dyment (2005) and Brodin (2009) as additional staff has been highlighted as a barrier to using the outdoors for learning. However, there is a limitation to this area of the study regarding clarity as it is unclear why this support is needed. However, it is clear that staff appeared to be a unique issue to the EY which was the focus of this study. Although, it must be noted that due to the scale of this research, it is not definite that this would remain a unique limitation to the EY when conducted on a larger scale of research.
Resources 
Upon analysis, it appears that only two participants perceived resources to be a limitation during the questionnaire responses. However, it is important to note that the two participants were EY practitioners. Moreover, when discussed in the interview process, it was evaluated that the limitations were in regard to weather appropriate resources. This corresponds to Bilton’s (2010) concept that teachers could benefit from an ‘outdoor learning box’. It appears that this limitation was unique to the EY, but again it is difficult to determine this without increasing the scale of research. 
Knowledge 
As mentioned, many participants believed they were confident in planning for outdoor lessons. This response was not expected based on theories discussed within the literature review (Marchant et al., 2019). Although, most participants discussed they are not confident in specifically planning for attainment during outdoor learning lessons. 
During interviews, participants were questioned further on their planning of attainment in the outdoor area. Two participants explained that when utilising the outdoor area, they usually focus on other purposes like emotional development, social development and well-being. They also explained that due to these focuses, they keep their planning minimal. This has also been found by Molyneux et al., (2022), as practitioners have discussed the preference to keep outdoor learning ‘emergent and unstructured’. However, some theorists have highlighted the importance of a flexible planning approach (Burriss & Burriss, 2011).

What support could practitioners receive to improve this style of pedagogy?

Funding
As mentioned, staff mentioned funding would be beneficial to the implementation of outdoor learning to support educational attainment within their school. Within most of these responses, funding for clothing was discussed. Therefore, in regards to Knight’s (2009) take on suitable clothing, this appears to not be an option for many due to funding and resources. 
Training
All participants within the study mentioned more support is needed to support outdoor learning through training on how to use outdoor learning to support educational development and the use of other companies to support the school through conducting lessons. 













Conclusions 
In conclusion, this study has investigated the perspectives of teachers regarding the design of outdoor learning in order to support educational attainment in the EY. This was done by first deciding on two research focus questions and concludeding themes based on questionnaire and interview responses. 
The research discovered five main themes related to the questions. There were three themes found to be related to the limitations that practitioners face. These were staff, resources and knowledge. Although weather appeared to be a common theme throughout and was also highlighted within the review of literature. It was also important to discover what support was suggested by practitioners to overcome these limitations; through this research question, the themes of funding and training were found. Within these themes, appropriate clothing and resources, training and specialist companies were communicated. 
Whilst this study has provided insight into the design of outdoor learning in order to support educational attainment and teachers’ perspectives, it does not come without its limitations. For example, the study is based on a single-school study which limits the generalisability of the results. 

Recommendations 
Based on the results and analysis of this case study there are a few recommendations that could be made to the school. Firstly it may be beneficial to request and discover courses/ training programmes that can be used to further develop planning for the outdoor area so that practitioners can develop their confidence in using outdoor learning to support educational attainment. If possible schools should request funding to support practitioners and learners in using the outdoors as much as possible.
In order to address the limitations of this study, it would be beneficial for future research to be on a wider scale including a variety of schools within different locations in order to determine whether some themes are completely unique to the EY and to ensure generalisability of the study. It would be advantageous to include a variation of schools in the study with contrasting outdoor areas and other contributing factors such as location, ALN percentages, number of staff and pupils and FSM percentages.
Lastly, as this study mentions ways of overcoming limitations, it would appear beneficial to carry out these forms of suggested support in order to conclude whether they have a positive outcome on learning. This could be completed through an action-style research approach which includes community-based studies and action learning in order to assess improvement of conditions in a setting (Koshy et al., 2010).
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Questionnaire 
1.What year do you teach? 
Nursery
Reception
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3
Year 4
Year 5
Year 6

2.Describe your confidence of teaching with outdoor learning. 
Enter your answer

3.Do you plan for outdoor learning as detailed/the same as indoor lessons? 
Yes
No

4.What limitations do you encounter when implementing outdoor learning? 
Enter your answer

5.How confident are you in improving learners educational attainment?
Enter your answer

6.Do you believe teachers receive adequate support in using outdoor learning in the EY to improve educational attainment? (Please explain your answer in as much detail as possible). 
Enter your answer


7.How do you design outdoor learning to support educational attainment? Do you experience any limitations? 
Enter your answer

8.What support do you think would help you implement outdoor learning to improve educational attainment? 
Enter your answer

9.Do you think funding would support you in this area?
Enter your answer























Appendix B: Semi-structured Interview Plan
1. Does the weather affect you. How? What can change this/ what can help this?
2. Can you expand on how you plan for outdoor learning?
3. If in the questionnaire you stated that you think the school would benefit from funding, could you explain how?

