Research Methods- Reflective Paper- Chris Bradney
The question I attempted to answer in this research project was, ‘What are the Perceptions of Nature from Children with an Additional Learning Need’. The reason that facilitators need to understand the children’s perspectives is so that children’s experiences can influence curriculum design and delivery. (Tisdall, 2008; Rouvali and Riga, 2020) Pupil voice has become an important and expected part of the curriculum design giving children agency and giving legitimacy to the educational sessions they are participating in (National Governance Association; 2023). I suggest that pupil voice is a vital aspect of curriculum design and should play a larger part in National Curriculum design. Considering the participants, the children’s opinion’s, experiences and viewpoints are vital in the formulation of the children’s Education Health and Care Plan (Crutchley, 2017). Professionals are also responsible for giving the children appropriate methods of communication and for gathering an accurate sense of what the children is communicating. All of which are elements being explored in this study.  
Rouvali and Riga (2020); Rogers and Boyd (2020) Warren et al (2021) all assert that children who have been diagnosed with an additional learning need are often marginalised with their voices either not being sort after or not being listened to. This is obviously a situation that creates inequality and is a breach of the children’s Human Rights outlined in the United Nations Convention on Children’s Rights in 1991 (Clark, 2001; Crutchley, 2017, Rogers and Boyd 2020). I believe that the aims of this study seek to fill a void in understanding and providing a holistic and appropriate way of communicating for all children is essential. The methodology and alignment of the study was robust enough to enabled me to conclude that the children had a romantic perception of nature, regarded nature as a relaxing and calming influence and found nature to be an arena for happiness and fun. I agree with Galbraith and Lancaster (2020) who reported that time in nature, “supported their creative and imaginative play, and calmed them.” 
To gather the perspectives of the children in this study I decided to use the Mosaic method of data collection that requires the researcher to gather a data through a number of different methods to gain a whole picture of what the participant is trying to communicate. In this study the participants took part in child conferencing, completed pieces of artwork, took pictures of their favourite natural places and were observed by the researcher. I believe that this method of data collection gave me an understanding of the children’s perceptions of nature. I was able to discern some obvious themes through the thematic analysis of the data. 
I strongly believe that the mosaic method was an extremely effective way of providing holistic understanding of the children’s communications. It was successful in providing the children a way to be heard (Clark, 2001; Baird, 2013; Botsoglou et al, 2017; Rogers and Boyd, 2020) and had therefore allowed me to answer the research question. The Mosaic method gave the children different ways to express different elements of their relationship with nature. For example, the child conferencing gave them the chance to talk about what they thought of nature and how they felt about natural environments. When in contrast to the observations this gave me (the researcher) a chance to see their interactions with a natural environment with very minimal scaffolding. I also decided to review the data that the participants provided by asking them to recount or confirm their communications. This I found worked very well and I felt it reduced the researcher influence over the data that was collected. (Clark, 2005; Greenfield, 2011; Lyndon, 2019)
In terms of research design and alignment the study was intended to be multi modal due the different methods of data collection. I found this is a great strength of the methodology employed in this study as the different modes provided the holistic understanding required for complete understanding. This multi modal method also enables participants to have access to preferred modes of communication other than the standard more traditional forms. (Lyons, 2016). The difficulties or weaknesses presented by this method of data collection presented themselves during the collection and processing of data. I agree with the findings of Lyons (2016) that processing all the data is very time consuming and that a possible consequence of this is that the researcher will select the data that they find to be pertinent. On reflection I believe that this could be an extremely important point to consider going forward as the aim of the study is to gather the participants perceptions and not the researcher perceptions of the participant or what the researcher deems to be interesting.
The study also used a pluralistic approach to research design. The study was anti positivist in nature and was based in the constructivist and interpretive paradigms that led me to collect qualitative data. As a point of reflection, I assert that this basis enabled me to answer the research question and the constructivist, interpretive approaches and their phenomenological and Situational Ethnological methods led me to gather the subjective perceptions of the participants experiences. Leading me to achieve my aim. However, to use these ethnomethodological paradigms correctly I suggest that more time (Kingdon, 2019) for child’s exposure to the natural setting is required as well as more flexibility in task completion (Lyndon, 2019). One weakness that could be present in the design is the lack of any quantitative data, which is regarded as the more valid source of research (Cohen, 2017; Jopling, 2019). If a source of quantitative data, resulting in a mixed methods approach, could be included into the research design, then this would add validity and depth to the subjective communications from the participants and ultimately add legitimacy to the findings (Jopling, 2019). This type of data collection would also contribute to removing researcher bias from the findings of the study. However, I believe any kind of quantitative data collected must be used to reinforce the subjective qualitative data communicated and not used to usurp this subjective experience communicated by the participant. As Gorard and Makopoulou (2012) suggest that mixed method research is actually the more natural way to research as in life we consider things in both an objective and subjective ways. Overall, regarding the methodological and alignment perspective the study worked well and was effective in answering the question.
When reflecting on the detail of the methodology and of the actual executing of the study, there are some strengths and weaknesses I encountered. Firstly, in regards to the type of data I collected. In this study I did not collect any data from adults, and I feel I should have. I agree with the assertions made by Rogers and Boyd (2020), that the opinions and perceptions of adults in the form of professionals that work with the children and or the parents and carers would be beneficial to collect. Rogers and Boyd believe that the inclusion of these voices add a “richness” to the data. That they can provide a deeper understanding of the children’s experiences. This is an element that I feel the current study could have benefitted from. If I could have included the parents and carers voices in the study this would have given me the opportunity to learn about influences that the children had been exposed to and some of the children’s prior experiences. This would have given me an important insight into some of the children’s responses and potentially adding a social and cultural lens of understanding to the children’s communications (Lyons, 2016). As Greenfield (2011) suggested “The child is part of a wider context, not just a child with isolated views and behaviour unconnected to anything else.”
I did feel that some of the children may have been masking, or more precisely scripting. Which is the practice of repeating learnt responses. (National Autistic Society, 2024). Rogers and Boyd (2020) believed that including the voices of adults in their study can add extra layers of understanding to the children’s communications and was relevant in trying to remove the researcher from the data. Which I considered to be in this current study and as a result I decided to ask the children to review and then confirm the communications they had made. This was very successful in allowing me to review my own perceptions of specific communications or be more accurate in my interpretations. This is something akin to the method of “multiple listening” as suggested my Alison Clark (2005). I consider this to be a particular strength of the study.
An ethical consideration or concern that was very apparent in the data collection stage of this study was the aspect of power dynamics. I (the researcher) am the teacher to the participants of the study and while consent was gained from parents at the start of the study and the right of consent and withdrawal given to participants throughout the study, I suggest that some subconscious power dynamics would have been at play. The participants may have felt under some pressure from myself to continue and complete the session, even though they were assured that they could withdraw at any time. This is an obvious ethical issue regarding consent and goes against the guiding principles of the mosaic method as stated by Greenfield (2011) that it is a privilege to enter the child’s environment and that entry should always be negotiated. As Browning and Hatch, (1995 in Greenfield, 2011), warned against, “using adult status to coerce children to participate or respond, as the way the interviews are structured could have powerful effects on children’s responses”. A pointed supported by Clark (2005) who asserts that a power shift from the adult to the child is required so that the researcher can be flexible and follow the lead of the child in the chosen activities and responses given. With Greenfield (2011) supporting this by stating, “Appropriate and flexible activities for eliciting the children’s views were used in order to enhance the validity of the findings.” Moving forward this is something I would look to achieve. Removing the power dynamics and giving the children more flexibility ownership of the tasks completed. 
Another important point of reflection pertains to the data processing element of the study. During this I attempted to use an analogue methodology using Post it notes to note down responses and to then look for overarching themes as part of a thematic review. I found this to be successful and the themes seemed to be obvious and easy to recognise and therefore I was able to pool together giving some interesting findings. I also attempted to use the software package Nivivo. Upon reflection I found this software difficult to return to after competing different parts of the data collection. I should have used a research journal outlining my thoughts and decision making during the whole process this would have made the data processing procedure easier to continue with. My ability to use Nvivo effectively when producing reports is also currently lacking. More expertise in producing comparative reports could provide insights into the data collected that were not obvious to myself during the analogue data processing.  This will off course improve the findings of the study but also help to remove the researcher bias from the study as the software package can function without any preconceptions. In regard to my own interpretation of the data, a consideration would be to look for overarching themes across all of the children other if this type of research and methodology, would be better served practically to providing individuals with the ability to communicate and therefore provide professionals with the ability to adapt their provision. In this study I have reported the findings as a collective but I suspect that the uses of this Mosaic method would be better served supporting individual communication and provision.  
Time was a huge factor in the implementation of this study. As suggested by every academic that has used multi methods base and or the Mosaic method of data collection (Clark, 2005; Kingdon, 2019; Lyndon, 2019). I found the Mosaic method to be very time consuming and labour intensive. From the task formulation, completion and then analysis. With this process being completed in each step it required a lot of time. So much so that I believe that this impacted on the quality of the interactions the children would have experienced in the natural environments. The Participants where the children in my current class. This meant that opportunities around their forest school provision needed to be sort and organised something that is very difficult to do in a busy school environment. I feel that this time pressure was also not especially conducive to the principles of the Mosaic method as suggested by, Clark (2001; 2005), Kingdon (2019) and Lyndon (2019). Principles such as flexibility of task and the absence of time pressures.  
In terms of implications for future research and the implications of future practice I suggest there are ways of adapting the methodology to improve validity and reliability of the results. I do assert however that the Mosaic methodology of participation is an effective way of providing children with an additional learning needs a way to communicate and express their opinions. This methodology has the potential to empower individuals who may otherwise be excluded from the vital decision-making process during curriculum creation. I also suggest that this method of communication could not only be used in the context of forest school but in all areas of pupil collaboration. This including the input of the pupil during the creation of their own Education Health and Care Plans, of which the children’s opinions are central and fundamental.   
In terms of improving the design and methodology of the study, with the aim of improving the validity and reliability of the findings I suggest the following. As mentioned previously the use of questionnaires and parental data would add depth. Also to remove the power dynamics previously mentioned by recruiting participants that I do not teach would help to remove any ethical concerns. At a functional level I propose using video and sound recordings of relevant tasks and to support relevant collection methods. This would allow myself to collect feedback in more detail resulting in a greater depth of results at the data processing phase (Al- Yateem, 2012; Social Change, 2023). I also believe collecting data from participants from different environments and natural settings would be interesting to analyse and add depth to the study. An obvious improvement to the validity of the findings would be to increase the number of participants as well as recruiting participants from different sociocultural and economic backgrounds. This would allow me to gather more data and increase the overall ability to generalise the findings of the study, if this is a relevant objective. 
I raise the relevance of this generalising of findings objective as during the data collection and processing phase of this study this did become a concern of mine. Polit and Beck (2010) suggest that “Some challenge the possibility of generalizability in any type of research, be it qualitative or quantitative. In this view, generalization requires extrapolation that can never be fully justified because findings are always embedded within a context.” Should I be trying to generalise the perceptions of children with an additional learning need? On one side, this will provide interesting and practical insights into how children perceive nature. Which could then go onto influence curriculum design and delivery. My concern regarding this application centres around the sliding scale of the additional learning needs that children experience. Autism for example is now commonly and rightly referred to as Autism Spectrum Disorder. While I may personally have some reservations about the disorder part of this statement, it is the spectrum term in which I refer. No one person will have the same experience of Autism (Cashin, 2020; Lord et al, 2020; Santos et al, 2022). Some individuals may experience similar traits of Autism but to have the exact same traits and for this to affect the individual in the exact same way is extremely unlikely. (Cashin, 2020; Lord et al, 2020; Santos et al, 2022) That is not to mention that it likely that some for these children will be experiencing other “so called” diagnosable needs that will then affect their subjective experiences.  So, is trying to generalise data from individuals with a spectrum of needs a valid course of action? 
As a practicing teacher a can see the use of generalisable data and curriculum design as this, rightly or wrong is the current basis of current teaching practice. But I question if this is what education in the United Kingdom should be aspiring to. I agree with Chris Loynes (1998) when he warns against the, “Macdonaldisation of adventure”. While I believe this has already happened in Government accepted education, should this be what we aim for in education and in particular educational experiences in nature? I do not believe so. I assert that the findings of this study and others like it can be of great use, they need to have a caveat attached that they are no replacement for individualised, adapted and differentiated curriculums and interventions. While I realise that we do not live in a perfect world were everything can be individualised as much as we would like, providing pupils with tailored experiences has to be the central aim in my opinion. 
As stated preciously I believe that the Mosaic method of participation is effective at collecting communications from this demographic of children and empowers their voice. Upon reflection this maybe the most pertinent finding from the present study. That the Mosaic method is effective and can be used to gather individual perspective to design individual interventions. Moving forward a more accurate methodology for this study maybe to home in on one specific learning like Autism or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. This could possibly give clearer findings pertaining to one specific learning need. 
In terms of my own practice, upon reflection, this study has reinforced my belief that positive experiences in natural surroundings beneficial for children and that time in nature is enjoyable for many children with an additional learning need. I will be seeking opportunities to provide my pupils with both semi structured and unstructured time in the forest school setting and will work hard to continually gather their feedback. The successful implementation of the Mosaic method of participation will be fed back the school’s senior leadership with the hope that this can be utilised throughout the curriculum to include the children’s voices in curriculum design and delivery. An additional aspect that I will be conscious of moving forward is that I must endeavour to not impart my own opinions on the children I teach, it is important to give them their own space to form their own relationship with natural spaces.     
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