Research Proposal:
Do OAE students feel prepared to lead neurodiverse groups?  

Outdoor adventure and learning experiences offer significant benefits for neurodiverse participants, particularly when programs are intentionally designed to accommodate their unique needs. Inclusive outdoor recreation begins at the very first point of contact, including the information participants encounter when researching a program, the support available through a registration processes, and how they are welcomed into a program (Kenigsberg and Cole, 2024). Ensuring these early experiences are positive prevents participants starting in an uncertain or negative way. 
Learning in nature provides an opportunity to improve cognitive, mental, and physical health, while also strengthening social and emotional skills (Barnes, 2024). Neurodiverse participants in particular benefit from hands-on, experiential learning which supports the development of self-help, self-advocacy, and independent living skills that are otherwise difficult to develop in typical educational environments (Barnes, 2024).
An example of one of the ways Outdoor adventure settings support social development is by allowing neurodiverse participants to engage in peer interactions in more flexible environments, rather than restrictively structured ones (Barnes, 2024). These opportunities to improve social skills and outdoor knowledge through outdoor programs provide learning which continues to be beneficial when returning to school environments, visiting other programs, or in family dynamics (Kenigsberg and Cole, 2024). Such transferability emphasises the impact of outdoor adventure after and beyond the program itself.
Outdoor learning and adventure can support play, autonomy, and the development of practical motor and social skills (Freidman et al, 2024). Allowing participants to explore and engage in activities within safe boundaries without the fear of punishment encourages curiosity, confidence, and engagement. This autonomy can foster a sense of independence and self-reliance, which can again be transferred to other areas of life after a course to improve confidence and independence overall.
Outdoor environments are especially supportive of diverse sensory needs. For example, participants are free to engage in movement stimulation, or ‘stimming’ behaviours without fear of causing a disruption or needing to find permission, examples of these behaviours can be complex hand and finger movements, jumping, walking, or swaying. These opportunities enable participants to regulate sensory needs while receiving acceptance and encouragement from practitioners, rather than movements being restricted and stigmatised (Freidman et al, 2024). Natural spaces provide ample room for movement, and offer choice and easy transitions between being alone and social engagement, all of which are beneficial for autistic individuals (Groen-Sylvester, 2025).
Outdoor adventure also supports physical development and awareness of risk. Nature environments improve balance, agility, and coordination, while increased time outdoors is associated with higher levels of physical activity (Barakat et al, 2019). Importantly, research suggests that encountering appropriate levels of risk during outdoor play can help children develop awareness, judgment, and confidence and reduce future accidents or injuries (Barakat et al, 2019). These findings challenge overly restrictive approaches to teaching neurodiverse groups and instead emphasise the value of managed risk in outdoor programming.
Additionally, outdoor education experiences help neurodiverse participants build confidence and resilience. Participants are able to overcome obstacles, engage in problem-solving, and report that they find themselves to be more capable than they believed themself to be beforehand (Bradley and Male, 2017). Personal benefits to participants identified in one study include enhanced self-esteem, positive emotions, improved adaptability to unpredictability, independence, and autonomy, as well as improved ability to navigate sensory, social, and behavioural challenges (Groen-Sylvester, 2025).
Neurodiverse students may experience a range of challenges when participating in outdoor education settings. While these environments can offer valuable experiences, they may also present social, sensory, and emotional difficulties that limit full participation (Friedman et al, 2024). Neurodiverse groups may experience increased peer conflict or attempts to leave the area due to interpersonal challenges, sensory discomfort, distraction, or boredom (Friedman et al, 2024).
Additionally, neurodiverse students may struggle to interpret feelings about outdoor activities. A study by Friedman (2024) observed that one child often resisted attending an outdoor learning program beforehand but consistently enjoyed the activities once present. This hesitancy may be caused by anxiety or uncertainty about unfamiliar outdoor environments, including concerns related to wildlife or natural settings. Supporting this, another child reported feeling scared when outdoors.
Social interaction can be particularly challenging in outdoor contexts. Neurodiverse students may experience difficulties with social behaviours, such as interpreting social cues, maintaining eye contact, turn-taking, and understanding nonverbal communication (Freidman et al, 2024). In less structured outdoor environments, the lack of clear social structures may intensify these challenges, increasing anxiety and leading students to withdraw.
Environmental factors, such as weather, can further contribute to sensory overload and discomfort, especially when students expectations do not align with actual conditions (Groen-Sylvester, 2025). Other external barriers, including safety concerns and parental hesitancy, may also restrict participation. When children observe concerns in adults, it can reduce their confidence in engaging safely and independently in outdoor learning environments (Friedman et al, 2025). Overall, while outdoor education offers significant benefits for neurodiverse students, addressing social, sensory, and environmental barriers is essential to ensure inclusive practice.

Outdoor adventure education practitioners describe a more complex process than simply leading when working with neurodiverse groups. Practitioners may build relationships with participants, develop an understanding of their groups and utilise this to adjust activities to accommodate needs and provide the most beneficial experiences (Friedman et al, 2025). The outdoor environment lends itself to the development of practitioner-participant relationships by offering a relaxed, less restrictive environment for participants to enjoy, which provides various opportunities for interpersonal development and relationship building. Furthermore, practitioners describe feelings of enhanced effectiveness and professional satisfaction when working in the outdoors.

When examining previous and related research in OAE, it seems difficult to identify research which specifically discusses the perspective of practitioners working with neurodiverse groups. Despite the significant evidence that OAE is hugely beneficial to neurodiverse children, and the surface understanding that practitioners tailor their leadership to each participants, there is a drought of research examining how or when practitioners gain this understanding. It is unclear how or when practitioners gain these skills. A lack of research into how exactly OAE practitioners become so effective makes reliably replicating that capability for future practitioners difficult. The proposed study would investigate the question of how prepared OAE students feel to lead neurodiverse groups in the outdoors, contributing to the research od practitioner perspectives and introducing a starting point from which to explore when and how students become capable with neurodiverse groups.

This research will focus on procuring qualitative data from participant responses using a open-ended questionnaire. The value of qualitative research can be found in its capability to document the experiences of individuals from their own perspective and allowing then to explain and expand on points (Smith, 2017). Qualitative research does not aim to discover a single, definably true answer to a research question, rather it acknowledges the potential for variety and difference in collected data (Leavy, 2020).  It allows participants to deliver clear and unique descriptions of their experiences that can impart complex ideas and feelings which may otherwise be missed in more quantitative styles of data collection, creating a more complete and accurate picture of the data's implications.

Methods of gathering qualitative data include strategies that allow participants to discuss their experiences with some amount of freedom, such as interviews or an open-ended questionnaire. For this project, the primary method of data collection will be through questionnaires which allows any response to be written, rather than a more restrictive multiple-choice format. Open ended questions reduce the impact of researcher bias, as responses will come entirely from participants rather than being predetermined (Chapman and McNeill, 2005). However, the issue of re searcher influence cannot be fully dismissed as the choice of questions included in the questionnaire may also provide a way for bias to affect results. Furthermore, it would be relevant to acknowledge that a questionnaire has some limitations, such as not being able to immediately follow specific threads of discussion with participants and risking misinterpretations of responses (Uher et al, 2013). This could mean missing out on relevant data where there is a lack of questions directly related to such information. To combat this, it may be necessary to distribute a second round of open-ended questions which expand on ideas and themes found in responses to the first.

The research will be conducted via the creation of a questionnaire made with Microsoft forms, and then distributed to members of the UWTSD Outdoor Adventure Education course on levels 4, 5, and 6 (years 1, 2, and 3) of study via teams. A 2-3 week period will then be allowed for responses to be filled and completed, after which the questionnaire will be closed for data analysis to begin. An additional phase of data collection may be implemented to expand on themes that emerge from the first, allowing for a better understanding of the data.

Examples of questions that may appear in the questionnaire are:

What does ‘neurodiversity’ mean to you?        

Do you have any direct personal experience with neurodiversity?

Have you ever received training or education in how to lead neurodiverse groups outdoors?

What is your experience working with neurodiverse individuals outdoors? 

                                                      



To ensure that research and participants remain ethically protected, several considerations will be made before the questionnaire is released. First, the questionnaire will be preceded by a detailed description of the researches purpose, intention, and topics and who will have access to seeing submitted data. It will also describe to participants the general length and style of questions included, as well as clarifying that consent to participate can be revoked at any time, additionally warning that if consent if revoked after anonymously submitting a response, removing it from the data may be difficult without exposing ones identity to a small number of relevant researchers. Participants will be required to consent digitally and will not be deceived about any aspect of the research, or how their data is used. Responses will be submitted anonymously and submitted data will be securely stored to protect any data that may otherwise connect to participants. These considerations are based on the UWTSD ethical guidelines (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022)

The data collected by this research would be examined by thematic analysis (Terry et al, 2017). This process first includes thoroughly reading through the qualitative data that will be collected during the research period. Following this, the data will be examined again with the intention of identifying and marking out potential patterns in the responses between different individuals, and using these to determine the themes present in the data and conclude how the findings should be presented.

A potential timeline for this research would include time to fully examine the proposed ethical protections of the study, as well as time for it to be checked and approved by the university between January and February. This would be followed by a preparation period between February and March in which the plans for the research can be checked, improved upon or otherwise finalised, before the research can be conducted throughout a two week period in March. This would then leave late March through April for analysis of the data collected, with a final compiling of the data and observations to be made and presented through April and May.
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