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Introduction
The aim of this research project is to delve into the perceptions of year three pupils on outdoor learning and its impact on their engagement. Through this exploratory study, I aim to enhance my understanding of the relationship between outdoor learning and pupil engagement levels and to gain insight into whether outdoor learning exerts a positive or negative effect on engagement.
Outdoor learning in schools can be aligned with the four purposes outlined by Graham Donaldson (2015).  By immersing pupils in nature with outdoor learning experiences in school it provides dynamic opportunities to engage with the world around them, and develops ambitious, capable learners. Through hands-on exploration and discovery, pupils not only deepen their knowledge of areas of learning and experience (AoLEs) but also cultivate essential skills such as critical thinking, collaboration, and communication. Outdoor learning has been widely recognised for its significant health and wellbeing benefits, which can be seen to create healthy, confident individuals.  (Welsh Government, 2021)
Outdoor learning has increasingly gained recognition for its potential to pupil learning and become a key focus in many school’s school development plans. However, there remains a gap in understanding how year three pupils engage with outdoor learning activities and research mainly focuses on pupils’ wellbeing outdoors. This research endeavours to address this gap by embarking on an exploratory case study.
[bookmark: _Int_yhAjdJkW]School X is a school with only 145 pupils. The classroom in which this research project focuses on is made up of 19 pupils with four pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) and one diagnosed autistic pupil. 

Literature Review
[bookmark: _Int_O8b89wDN]There are three key themes when researching how outdoor learning affects pupils' engagement.  1. The effectiveness of outdoor learning on engagement 2. The challenges and gaps in the research and 3. The focus on wellbeing and social development.
Author Singh et al., (2023) focused their research specifically on pupils' engagement similarly to research by Harris (2023). Using research from 2023 enhances relevance and credibility by incorporating the latest findings and perspectives in the field. This demonstrates an awareness of current discussions and debates and by engaging with recent research, it provides an accurate representation of the current state of knowledge and ongoing scholarly dialogue.
When reading both pieces of research by authors Singh et al., (2023) and Harris (20203), it is clear to see that the aim for both was to monitor engagement. However, the case study written by Singh et al., (2023) focused on bringing the outdoors indoors and seeing the effects on the pupil's engagement in that way. This literature could be viewed as somewhat of a limitation to my own research project due to this case study not being physically outside. However, the study is still looking at the effects outside activities and surroundings have on pupils. This research discovered that the Forest Room concept which was created to connect restless and disengaged students to nature as a calming medium, pupils used this room to rest, recover, and refocus as they immerse themselves within nature through play-based learning activities (Singh et al., 2023).  
[bookmark: _Int_6bl2trud]The case study written by Harris (2023) has a similar focus to my own research project, this is due to using qualitative data to monitor results and analyse these results with a thematic approach. Harris focuses on how pupils engage with forest school and observes how pupils respond and take what ‘they need’ from being outdoors. According to Harris, pupils who were seen as ‘difficult’ and were preempted by teachers to behave badly outside, did not have any behavior issues during the forest school experience. During this case study it was noted that the time pupils spent outdoors had a calming effect. Critically evaluating this case study, it holds significant relevance as a strong source, given its conduct within a British school located in Hertfordshire. Therefore, due to the case study taking place in a British school, which is close to where my own case study has taken place, it provides information about similar school contexts, situations and settings that I have analysed myself. 
 Looking at further research by Reynolds (2018) on pupil engagement, it can be believed that the calming effect from outdoor learning has a positive effect on learning within the classroom. One case study was conducted within a primary school, the pupils benefited from hands-on learning activities, which expanded their life experiences. This helped them discuss their understanding better and improved their writing skills within the classroom by giving them a stronger grasp of concepts (Alexander, 2010). This can be supported by Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984). Kolb’s experiential learning theory emphasises how our experiences, including our thoughts and environment, impact the learning process. Kolb stressed that hands on learning and concrete learning experiences creates learning in meaningful and authentic ways. However, it is important to recognise that experiential learning can sometimes have a negative impact on pupils. Just as we can tell the difference between experiences that help us learn and those that don't, some experiences can hold us back from growing personally (Higgins and Nicol, 2002). 
[bookmark: _Int_NLOatBJq]It is possible to connect outdoor learning and forest school with a school’s curriculum, Waite and Goodnough (2018) explain that it is seen as an ‘alternative pedagogy.’ This is then further supported by Harris (2018) as it stated that outdoor learning is a space that is ‘free from the constraints of the national curriculum.’ This phrase implies that forest school offers flexibility and freedom in educational approaches and activities, allowing for more diverse and experiential learning opportunities beyond what is mandated by the national curriculum. However, in Wales it is highlighted that outdoor learning should become a part of pupils mandated learning in mainstream schools. Outdoor learning has been widely recognised for its significant health and wellbeing benefits and is advocated by the Welsh Government as a key pedagogical approach to support the 6 national mission in Wales to improve education through the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021)
Nevertheless, the challenges emphasised with children taking part in forest schools and outdoor learning was stressed by a case study which showed how the concerns arising from a risk-averse culture, particularly prevalent in the UK, had highlighted parental anxieties regarding the potential health risks associated with outdoor learning for children (Elliot, 2014). It is possible that the challenge highlighted within the case study by Elliot in 2014, was used to help further research and studies in the future, as shown in an updated 2021 case study by Blackham, Cocks and Bunce. This can also be helpful in relation to my own case study due to Elliot’s recommendation being to involve the parents in the creation of the outdoor learning to help ease anxieties. 
Overall, there is a clear gap in the research on outdoor learning as most studies and research conducted focus on how it affects pupils' health and well-being rather than academic engagement. This is displayed as several studies suggest that that time spent in nature when young can have lasting impact on children’s attitudes to the natural environment through their lives (Krasny, 2012). The focus on health and wellbeing when researching outdoor learning continues with recent research, as it is stated that outdoor learning played a significant role in the health and wellbeing of children and young people during the Covid-19 pandemic (Sefton, 2021). Due to the prevalence of research on the effects of outdoor learning on health and wellbeing, I aim to fill the research gap of the effects on academic engagement with my own case study.

Explanation of Case Study
When looking at the definition of a case study it is reported to be a type of research method that would be typically seen in social and life sciences (Heale and Twycross, 2018).  This definition is supported by further authors as they state that a case study method enables thorough and comprehensive examinations of issues within their real-world contexts. It's especially helpful when seeking a deep understanding of a specific issue or event in its natural environment (Crowe et al., 2011). Similarly, according to Gustafsson (2017) a case study involves a detailed examination of an individual, a group, or a specific unit, with the goal of making broader observations across similar units. 
When examining case studies within research, there are three key elements. The elements are 1. Bounded units 2. Located within the communities and 3. Multiple Perspectives and Data Collection Tools. Bounded unit case studies are a well-established method in qualitative research literature, according to Creswell (2002), "'Bounded' means that the case is separated out for research in terms of time, place, or some physical boundaries" (p. 485). Therefore, the case can focus on an individual, group or institution however, limits can be established around the subject of study (Merriam, 1998). By engaging with a successful bounded unit approach, it involves "detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information rich in context" (Creswell, 1998, p. 61). 
When a case study is located within the communities it allows for research to be conducted within personal, professional, local, and national communities. When researching certain communities, it may be required that data collection occurs over extended periods with repeated collections. This may be a limitation depending on the context of the study, for example when the subject of interviews is highly sensitive respondents may find it challenging to respond to questions repeatedly (Social Science Research Council, N.D).  Finally, the multiple perspectives case study approach allows for different views to create an in-depth understanding. 
The three main types of case studies are evaluative, explanatory and exploratory. Throughout my own research project, I have focused on conducting an exploratory case study. Exploratory case studies investigate scenarios where the case being examined lacks definite or singular outcomes (Yin, 2013).  Yin recognises that a case study is valuable not only for addressing the "what" research question but also for delving into the "why" and "how” (Lucas et al., 2018). 
While exploratory case studies offer several strengths, such as their ability to provide rich, detailed data and facilitate in-depth exploration of research questions, they also come with limitations that need to be considered. The use of exploratory research methods can enhance the probability of generating dependable and valid research outcomes. With this data, you can draw more trustworthy conclusions (Singh, 2022). However, from reading relevant literature this has been argued against stating that the method lacks definitive findings, and outcomes may be influenced by bias or subjectivity from limited prior knowledge on the topic (George, 2022). Both authors agree similarly that employing exploratory research methods can facilitate making judgements based on additional information beyond your existing understanding of the issue (Singh, 2022), whilst George (2022) supports this by recognising that it can be highly beneficial in refining a complex problem that has not been previously investigated. An additional strength is that exploratory research lays the groundwork for future research (Casula et al., 2020).
In this case study, the participants play a crucial role in providing insights into the perceptions of outdoor learning and its impact on engagement. The participants within my case study consist of nineteen year three pupils in a primary school class. The pupils took part in a survey after their outdoor lesson and three of those nineteen pupils took part in a semi-structured interview (SSI). Using the nineteen class pupils was convenience sampling due to time constraints however, choosing the three pupils from the nineteen to interview was purposive sampling. The three pupils were chosen from each ability group (higher, middle and lower) in the class to gain a comprehensive understanding.  The primary objective of purposive sampling is to target specific attributes within a group that align with the research objectives, facilitating a more effective investigation of the research question (Rai and Thapa, 2015). 
Research Methods: 
Two research methods were utilised during the case study, an online multi-choice survey and an SSI were used to gather quantitative and qualitative data. Firstly, a survey can be defined as "the collection of information from a sample of individuals through their responses to questions” (Check and Schutt, 2012, p.160). Meaning that survey research involves gathering data by asking questions to a sample of people and collecting their responses. The term survey encompasses various research objectives, sampling and recruitment approaches, tools for data collection, and methods of survey delivery (Ponto, 2015). Similarly, author McCombes defines a survey as a means of gathering information by asking questions and analysing their answers (2022). 
Method 1:
There are various types of surveys that can be used as a research method, the method used within this case study was an online multi choice survey. According to updated research by Evans and Mathur (2018), online survey research is now more commonly utilised and has a greater acceptance among researchers compared to its status in 2005. Specifically, the type of survey used within this data collection is known as the Likert scale. The Likert scale was developed in 1932 by Robert Likert who used it to measure people’s attitudes towards topics (Sullivan and Artino, 2013). Respondents choose the option that best corresponds with how they feel about the statement or question (Bhandari and Nikolopoulou, 2022). It is stated that the Likert scale was created in order to make measuring attitudes a scientifically accepted research method (Joshi et al., 2015).
The survey used as a research method can be defined as a type of multiple-choice survey. To define a multiple-choice survey, it must include a list of answers to choose from which are mutually exclusive (Davies, 2020).  Similarly, a survey using the Likert scale uses multiple choice answers. However, Likert scales are commonly employed to gauge attitudes and opinions in more detail compared to basic "yes/no" questions (SurveyMonkey, 2018).  
Arguably, there are strengths of using both multiple-choice surveys and the Likert scale. The use of multiple-choice options allows for a shorter time taken for participants to take the test (CH and Saha, 2020), meaning this could allow for a larger sample size to be evaluated. This argument is supported regarding online multiple-choice surveys due to being a preferred method as it is convenient for participants to answer at their own pace which may increase the number of responses (Callegaro et al., 2015). However, authors CH and Saha also argue from their research that participants guessing their answers based on the options provided occurs often (2020). 
On the other hand, the absence of an interviewer can pose a challenge in online surveys since the participants do not have the opportunity to ask any immediate follow-up questions that may be needed for a complex question (Ball, 2019). Therefore, participants lack the chance to seek clarification on any unfamiliar terms. However, arguing against this Phillip and Clancy (1972) have said that the absence of an interviewer also mitigates social desirability bias, which refers to participants tendency to provide answers they believe the interviewer wants to hear. 
The use of the multi-choice survey was chosen as a research method for this case study due to the multi-choice feature making it more accessible for the participants. The participants who responded to the survey were between the ages of seven and eight with some who struggle with their literacy skills. By using a multi-choice survey pupils were not required to write their own answers or given any long questions to answer. Children can find answering lengthy surveys straining, by keeping the questions short it holds children’s attention and will ensure they provide more accurate responses (Nasiroglu, 2023). 
The use of the statements within the multi-choice survey, as shown as appendix a, were chosen because they are straightforward and relate directly to the experiences they would have had in the outdoor learning lesson. This made them suitable for pupils in year three as they are a class made up of seven- and eight-year-old children with a range of academic ability levels. The simple and easy to understand wording and format made it a fair and accessible survey for all. Also, the statements cover various aspects towards their attitudes to outdoor learning, such as excitement, enjoyment, attention span, curiosity and memory, providing a full overview of their experience in the lessons.
Method 2: 
The second research method used was a semi-structured interview (SSI) with three pupils individually. The term interview has been defined as a meeting in which a person asks others questions (Wang and Yan, 2012). Maccoby and Maccoby define an interview as a “face to face verbal exchange where the interviewer aims to elicit information from another” (Maccoby and Maccoby, 1954, pg. 449). The interview method used was a SSI, defined as in-depth interviews with open-ended questions, the same author stated that semi-structed stated are seen to work best with individuals (Jamshed, 2014). Although the research does not state the reasoning for the SSI working best with individuals, it can be seen from this research project that it allowed for each respondent to answer the open-ended questions in their own time and without their answers being influenced by others. 
There are many strengths to using the research method of interviews. According to relevant literature, interviews allow respondents to share their feelings, thoughts and attitudes on the topic (Dunwoodie, Macaulay and Newman, 2022). However, face-to-face interviews can cause respondents to feel pressured to provide the interviewer with the answer they think they want to hear (Mcleod, 2024). Therefore, whether it is done subconsciously or not, it is argued that the interviewer may influence a person's responses.  This is supported by Edley and Litosseliti, as they state that it must be remembered when conducting interviews that the respondents will be trying to cast themselves in a particular light (Edley and Litosseliti, 2018). 
It is argued a strength of SSI is that a researcher can often delve deeper by paying close attention to both verbal and non-verbal cues during interactions, including moments of silence and any gestures (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). However, Kakilla argues that some cultural beliefs require less physical response from an interviewee out of respect or tradition (Kakilla, 2021). For example, Kakilla goes on to suggest that people from a Western culture hold eye contact when in conversation as a sign of respect. Whereas a study conducted by Ngyuen in 2015 on SSI discovered that in Eastern cultures, the same action might be considered disrespectful. The study in Vietnam concluded that some common gestures such as making direct eye contact could hinder the chance of establishing a positive relationship with the person being interviewed (Ngyuen, 2015).  Nevertheless, the findings from Nguyen's study in Vietnam regarding the potential impact of cultural gestures on interviews may not directly apply to my own research context. This is because all interviewees in my study are from the same cultural background, specifically white and Welsh individuals. Therefore, the dynamics related to cultural gestures observed in Nguyen's study are not applicable.
The use of SSI as a research method in this project, as shown as appendix b, was chosen as it created a pupil-centered approach to interviewing. It allows pupils to express themselves in their own words, and subsequently pupils are more open with their thoughts and feelings. SSI also prioritise ethical considerations when working with children. It allows age-appropriate language and responses and reassurance throughout the interview process.
Data Analysis
The use of a survey as a research method played a pivotal role in researching the engagement of year three pupils on outdoor learning. Unfortunately, of the 19 class pupils the survey was planned for, it only received a response rate of 52.6%, equal to 10 completed surveys. This limited response rate can be attributed to the lack of parents returning the consent forms for their children to take part. To address this problem in the future I would consider alternative methods of gaining consent rather than a traditional letter. Methods such as electronic consent forms or online submission forms may be more accessible for parents. Further personal outreach with parents to address any concerns and listen to their reasons for not returning the consent form. This may allow me to reassure parents of the ethical considerations of the project, the confidentiality and the importance of their child’s participation.
Nevertheless, the pupils who took part in the survey answered all eight multi choice questions and no questions were skipped. To analyse the data descriptive statistics were used to find the mode for each question and displayed using a bar chart to visualise the frequency of each item choice. 
During the research three SSI were completed and each one was voice recorded lasting between 2.5 minutes and 3.5 minutes. The interviews may be considered short but the reason being the pupils found it difficult to develop their answers further independently, their answers were taken as they were to prevent leading any answers. Each interview was transcribed and consisted of three pages overall. The SSI were analysed using a thematic approach, defined as “a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns within data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.79). Thematic analysis is done using a six-step process defined by Braun and Clarke. Five steps of this process were used:
1. Familiarisation with data
I listened to the voice recording of each interview and wrote each out as transcript. I listened and read through these many times until I became familiar with them and to ensure my transcripts were accurate.
2. Generating preliminary codes
I created a set of initial codes that represented the patterns I saw within the data.
3. Identifying themes
I highlighted any key themes within the transcriptions using the coding from step two.
4. Defining the key themes.
I defined each key theme with a name.
5. Producing the report.
I created a clear report of each theme and used quotes from the interviews to enhance the data.
Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that thematic analysis is a useful approach when looking at interviewees from various perspectives, looking at the similarities and differences between them. Agreeing with Braun and Clarke’s approach, another author King (2004), also adds that a thematic analysis method is helpful when having to summarise key features when dealing with a larger amount of data.  However, there is a lack of literature regarding a thematic analysis approach, compared to other research methods. This has been argued as a limitation due to some researchers misunderstanding how to use the method effectively (Nowell et al., 2017). Although the flexibility of using a thematic analysis can be seen as a strength some argue that this can be misunderstood for lack of clarity (Finlay, 2021). 
Ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative data involves employing methods to enhance the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the findings (Elo et al., 2014). Throughout the process transparency in data collection was maintained. Through thorough research it was concluded that the data collection tools used were the best method to answer the question when working with children. Trustworthiness is essential in qualitative research as it enhances the validity and reliability of the findings and ensures ethical practice.

Ethical Considerations
Having ethical standards when conducting research is essential for creating trust, mutual respect and cooperation (Resnik, 2020). Before starting my research, I gained ethical approval by completing an ethics form reviewed by a university panel. My ethics form, as shown as appendix c, states both research methods used and how they will be stored to keep confidentiality. To keep participants anonymous, the school is referred to as school X, no participants are named throughout the process and all voice recordings are deleted after their required use.
All participants received informed consent before any research began, a detailed parental consent form was sent to all legal guardians of the pupils, this is shown as appendix d. This consent form detailed the reason for wanting to conduct research, the type of research and expressing that their child’s participation would be confidential. It also contained personal contact details so any guardians with questions or concerns could contact myself. 
All participants were made aware that taking part in the research is entirely voluntary. It was made clear in person and written on the consent form that anyone who did not want to participate or who wanted to withdraw their participation at any point is free to do so without repercussions. It was made clear that this would not impact on their learning or mean they would be treated any differently.
Analysis of Results
Method 1: The first research method used was the multi-choice survey using a three-point Likert scale. This was undertaken by pupils after they participated in both outdoor lessons. Within this section I will discuss some of the most interesting results from the survey.
Figure 1:
[image: ]

Figure 1 shows the initial question on the survey. Pupils were asked whether after the outdoor lesson they felt excited to learn more. All participants undertaking the survey answered this question with 70% stating they felt excited to learn more by choosing ‘agree.’ Whereas 30% of participants chose ‘disagree.’  This result is surprising to see as although the majority expressed agreement, the minority disagreeing would perhaps not coincide with the last survey question with 90% expressing their preference for outdoor lessons over indoor lessons.
Figure 2:

[image: ]
Figure 2 shows that 90% of participants agree that they like to explore and discover new things outdoors. Leaving 10% to somewhat agree with the statement. Therefore, no participants disagreed with the statement. As discussed in the literature review, hands-on learning outdoors helped pupils learn once back in class (Alexander, 2010). Therefore, it is interesting that most pupils enjoy exploring outside, as this would benefit not only the pupils but the teachers when pupils' learning improves all round.

Figure 3:
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Figure 3 shows that 80% of participants agree that they find it easier to pay attention during the outdoor lesson, whereas 20% chose to disagree. From reading relevant literature and as discussed within my literature review, these results were expected due to reading a case study that found that pupils who were seen as ‘difficult’ did not have any behavior issues during the outdoor lesson (Harris, 2023). 

Method 2: The second method used within this research project was an SSI. Upon thematic analysis, I have discovered three key overarching themes I will discuss. 
Theme 1:  Hands on Learning 

[bookmark: _Int_AvriIKTg]In the analysis of the interview responses, a consistent theme of hands-on learning emerged across all three participants, highlighted by the creation of habitats being their favorite aspect of the outdoor lessons. Two out of three interviewees identified overcoming obstacles during the outdoor lesson as the most surprising element of their lesson. This was noted when pupils used natural materials from the woods, such as branches being too heavy or structures collapsing from unstable materials were examples given. These findings resonate with Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory (1984), as discussed within the literature review, which underscores the interplay between individuals' experiences and environmental factors in shaping the learning process. 
One case study found that outdoor hands-on lessons mostly take the shape of pupil-led activities and exploration (Meighan and Rubenstein, 2018).  This aligns with the findings of my research, indicating that students appreciate the hands-on, pupil-led exploratory approach. They thrive on working through obstacles independently and embracing trial-and-error learning methods.
Theme 2: Improved Attention and Focus
All three participants concurred that maintaining focus is easier outdoors due to the abundance of space. Two out of three interviewees stated that indoor settings pose concentration challenges, due to other classes being close together in the school. One participant remarked, "It's easier to listen when you're outside because when you're inside, everyone's talking and it's too loud and the teacher shouts, but outside there's more space." This resonates with findings from relevant literature, where educators have observed that outdoor classrooms foster positive behavior and that more space for movement results in reduced conflict (Dennis et al., 2014). Research suggests that spending as little as twenty minutes in a park setting can enhance attention performance compared to the same duration spent in other environments (A. Faber Taylor and Kuo, 2009).
Theme 3: Positive Emotional Response
All three interviewees unanimously reported experiencing positive emotions during the outdoor lesson. Two out of three participants described feelings of tranquility, expressing feeling “warm” and “calm”. These findings align with expectations, as I found that literature is heavily populated on the positive effects outdoor learning has on health and well-being. One study found that when pupils felt down, they knew that being outside would help them. The pupils felt that being in the woods gave them peace and time to reflect (McCree, Cutting and Sherwin, 2018). 
Conclusion
In conclusion, this research project has shed light on the experiences and perceptions of outdoor learning among primary school pupils. Through SSI valuable insights have been gained into pupils' enjoyment, engagement and emotional responses. The research method was effective when working with children as the SSI gave the pupils a chance to explain how they feel in a safe and relaxed environment.
Linking the findings of this study to the initial research question, it is apparent that pupils' perceptions extend beyond the term ‘engagement.’ While engagement remains an essential aspect, this study suggests that factors such as increased focus and positive emotional responses contribute significantly to pupils' overall perception of outdoor learning. Therefore, the research question could be reframed to reflect a broader investigation. By expanding the scope of inquiry, the study can provide a more comprehensive understanding of pupil's experiences in outdoor settings.  
However, a limitation of this study was the restricted time frame, which constrained the depth of inquiry. Given a larger-scale project, a more extensive exploration could have been pursued to address this constraint. Without time constraints in future research, you can assess whether the themes that surfaced during this research contribute to pupils' engagement over more time.
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After the outdoor learning lesson, I felt excited to learn more.
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I liked exploring and discovering things outdoors.
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I found it easier to pay attention during the outdoor learning lesson.
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