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Working Title
To what extent can accessing green spaces help improve wellbeing and restore attention for a group of 16–18-year-old A-level learners? Is there an opportunity to embed wellbeing walks in green/blue spaces as part of the study programme for further education (FE) learners?
Introduction
Studying for exams is perceived as being a highly stressful time (Connor, 2001; Putwain, 2009). This can have a significant and detrimental impact on wellbeing (Denscombe, 2000) and mental health (Roome & Soane, 2019). Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the 2021-22 cohort have yet to experience academic exams (Times Educational Supplement, 2021). It could be argued that the learners sitting exams this year are facing an extra challenge. 
Contact with nature and natural environments (green spaces) can improve mood and restore attention, reduce stress, promote wellbeing and lead to many other health and restorative outcomes (Kaplan & Kaplan 1989; Ulrich, 1991; Kaplan, 1995; Hartig et al., 2014). 
Mental fatigue, whilst not always accompanied by stress, could be considered a ‘stress after effect’ that increases further vulnerability to stress (Berto, 2014, pp396). Poor mental health is one of the most significant economic social challenges of the 21st Century (Harvey et al., 2020) and in the UK, youth are currently experiencing a mental health crisis (Thompson & Katikireddi, 2018). 
Whilst it is recognised that poor mental health is not solely related to exams, educational establishments have the unique advantage of being able to offer health-promoting activities to a wide demographic. This could be essential due to the shortage of mental health professionals and the related resources made available to this age-group (National Audit Office, 2018). Birch (2020) suggested that this shifts the challenge in providing support to society, calling for new ways of thinking and resourcing. It is proposed that accessing green spaces regularly during the A/AS-level exam preparation period could help to reduce stress, restore attention, and promote mental health wellbeing.

Aims & Objectives
The aim of this research is to determine whether contact with nature, by accessing greenspaces regularly, can improve wellbeing for a group of A-level learners preparing for exams. This will be underpinned by the following objectives:
1) To distinguish between if it is time away from the classroom or contact with nature that improves wellbeing.
2) To identify whether (self-perceived) attention is restored in the learning sessions following the intervention.
3) To determine whether (self-perceived) stress is reduced.
4) To identify if this intervention type has the potential to be embedded in the study programme for future cohorts.

Review of literature and rationale 
The theoretical framework is Attention Restoration Theory (ART) (Kaplan, 1995; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). ART relates to recovery from directed attention fatigue (Kaplan, 1995). Directed attention is the wilful and effortful control of attention necessary for concentration on tasks and complex cognitive processes such as those required when engaging in education (Moran, 2019). 
Mental fatigue, whilst not always accompanied by stress, could be considered a ‘stress after effect’ that increases further vulnerability to stress (Berto, 2014, pp396). A restorative environment helps restore depleted emotional and functional resources and capabilities (Hartig, 2004). Environments with interesting stimuli that effortlessly attract attention will facilitate the experience of ‘fascination’ (Marselle, 2019, pp145). Although fascination is effortless, there are two distinct types (Kaplan & Kaplan, 2003). Hard fascination, the type required to carry out tasks such as watching television, is not restorative. However, soft fascination captures attention effortlessly and leaves space for reflective thought and absent-mindedness (Moran, 2019). Kaplan & Kaplan (1989) and Kaplan (1995) identified three other experiential qualities that make an environment restorative. The stimuli in the environment need to have ‘coherence,’ identified as those that are rich enough to offer an experience of being in a whole other world. ‘Compatibility’ is an environment that allows an experience without struggle. Finally, ‘being away’ is concerned with distance, both physically and psychologically, from the everyday demands that create directed attention (Marseille, 2019). 
Viewing nature from a window, or even images of nature can have measurable positive effects (Ulrich, 1984 & Van den Berg et al., 2016). This demonstrated that the beneficial effects of nature can be harnessed through psychological means, alongside the widely reported benefits from physical factors such as exercise and air quality (White, 2019). Mental wellbeing is a state of positive psychological and emotional health (Mackean, 2011). Mental wellbeing is dynamic and can change at any time (Mind, 2022). NEF (2008) identified five ways to wellbeing, these include connect, be active, take notice, keep learning, and give. The wellbeing intervention walks used in this research project have been designed to include all five of these, as well as trying to give the participants an environment that offers, soft fascination, coherence, compatibility, and the opportunity to be away.
Research in the UK relating to exam stress has highlighted a variety of self-perceived and environmental impacts. These include research by Denscombe (2000) on the burden of coursework, teacher pressure and the importance of exams relating to future careers, an investigation by Putwain (2009) on aspiration, motivation, and esteem, perceived parental pressure, examination anxiety and examination preparation and practice and Banks & Smythe’s (2015), study on the school environment in general, incorporating many of the previously identified impacts.
Roome & Soane (2019) went a step further and identified learner perceptions on what helped them to alleviate stress associated with exams. These included peer, parental and school support and positive previous experiences. Using the underpinning Achievement Goal Theory (Elliot & MacGregor, 2001) it was identified that those learners with mastery mindset and/or approach goals coped with exam stress much better. Recommendations were made for the school to provide additional support to learners susceptible to exam stress, with the learners themselves identifying the need for support with their wellbeing at this time (Roome & Soane, 2019). All the research reviewed so far has focused on key-stage 4 learners sitting their GCSE exams. Aherne (2001) carried out a qualitative study on 27 key-stage 5 learners. Patterns identified included over-identification with academic success, the learners that identified this as an impact on stress tended to lack social skills and self-confidence, their identity was their exam grades. Giddens (1991) identified that academic work was a significant contributor to wellbeing as it constituted as part of one’s identity, in the same way as race or gender. Another pattern identified by Aherne (2001) was social inadequacy. For these learners, academic success was not a priority. Typically, these learners had poor social skills and reported feeling isolated. 
Birch (2020) offered insight into subjective youth experiences of mental wellbeing in relation to encounters with the urban natural environment. This qualitative study used a variety of art-based workshops and interviews to capture the events, feeling and experiences of 24 youths living in an urban environment. Analysis of collected data produced three kinds of wellbeing benefits centred around: sense of self, a sense of escape and a sense of connection and care. Also reported, particularly for those that had pre-existing mental health conditions, that nature did not always help. It was also identified that there was a lack of 16–18-year-olds included in the study.
No research associated with exam stress has been found that has utilised a wellbeing intervention based on accessing greenspaces and contact with restorative environments. As reported the school environment can have a negative or positive impact on the pressure and stress that exams cause (Roome & Soane, 2019; Aherne, 2001 & Banks & Smythe, 2015). The focus of research so far has been entirely around support (or additional pressure) related to exam preparation and the exams themselves. This study aims to explore if a ‘health-promoting’ approach can improve wellbeing to assist learners to deal with the identified rigours.
Research proposal question 
What is the impact of accessing green spaces on improving wellbeing and restoring attention in 16–18-year-old A-level learners?


Methodology
The participants are studying AS/A-levels at South Devon College (SDC). SDC is an FE college located within Torbay, South Devon. The intervention will be 4 x 1-hour walks that access the greenspaces (conservation site) on campus. There will be a topic for each walk that will include identifying birds, flowers, and trees. Identification sheets will be provided for each of the themes, with participation encouraged but not enforced utilising the challenge by choice approach (Schoel, Prouty & Radcliff, 1988). The final session will be self-led, allowing the participants to use the time in their own way.
My method of data collection will reflect the pragmatic paradigm in seeking both quantitative and qualitative data, as an explanatory sequential designed (see fig 1) mixed method research (MMR) (Cresswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). 
[image: ]
Figure 1: Explanatory Design (Plano-Clark et al., 2008)
Quantitative data will be collected pre and post intervention utilising the pre–validated Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale questionnaire (WEMWBS) (Tennant et al., 2007).
Qualitative data will be collected post intervention and after thee pre and post WEMWBS questionnaire has been completed, utilising semi-structured interviews to identify themes with a sample of the volunteer group (2 learners). The methods have been chosen to be complementarity, “to seek elaboration, enhancement, illustration, clarification of results of one method with the results from the other” (Green et al., 1989). Specifically, to identify relevant themes relating to accessing greenspaces, attention restoration, stress reduction and specifics of the intervention itself.
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011 cited in Cohen et al., 2018) observe that MMR gives a richer and more reliable, broader, and deeper understanding of a phenomenon than a single approach would yield. Denscombe (2014) posited that MMR can increase the accuracy of data and reliability through triangulation, reduce bias in the research, is problem solving driven and can enable compensation between strengths and weaknesses of research strategies.
In respect to the extent of my involvement with the interventions and qualitative research method, I will do my best to be reflexive, objective, and open minded in my practice. I need to be aware of my background and core values and how this may impact on and influence the research (Denscombe, 2014).
Ethical Considerations?
All ethical considerations are included in PG2 form.
Work Schedule
	28/02/22
	Meet participants – initial data collection

	07/03/22
	[bookmark: _Int_XykyJhIe]Wellbeing walk 1 - birds

	14/03/22
	[bookmark: _Int_AE6xVEXU]Wellbeing walk 2 - trees

	21/03/22
	[bookmark: _Int_3nIsJLc1]Wellbeing walk 3 - flowers

	28/03/22
	[bookmark: _Int_kJgrhouY]Wellbeing walk 4 - free

	04/04/22
	Final data collection

	11/04/22
	Statistical analysis

	18/04/22
	Write-up - poster

	25/04/22
	Write-up - reflection

	02/05/22
	Write-up - both
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