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What Might be the Emotional Impact Forest School has on Foundation Phase Pupils?

Introduction
The aim of this research is to explore the emotional impact of Forest Schools, focusing on how implemented programs contribute to pupil’s emotional well-being, interpersonal skills and resilience. The aim of this study is to identify the effects Forest School has on pupils who may present challenging emotional behavior and discuss the impact that Forest School may have when they are in contrasting settings. This relates to my own previous experiences working with children who have competed with negative emotional factors, with the aim of providing a study which could determine that Forest School settings could impact their development positively. This is important as many pupils with emotional difficulties within a mainstream setting may have a considerable benefit when provided with the opportunity to participate in Forest School settings. 
The focus of this research is to identify the emotional development impact Forest School could provide children in Foundation Phase. I also intend to learn effective strategies which I could implement in my own practice. The expected outcome of this research will provide me with an enhanced understanding of how Forest School participation influences emotional skills compared to mainstream settings through semi-structured pupil interviews and staff questionnaires. The purpose of this research is to also provide an identification of group dynamics and interaction which contribute to emotional outcomes, while also giving insight into improvements in emotional well-being among children engaged in Forest School activities. The direction of this study will aim to implement qualitative measures such as interviews with pupil focus groups to provide an insight into personal experience and perceived changes. 
The research took place in a medium-sized school in Wales, focusing on pupils aged three to seven. All pupils within this school had access to, and regular opportunities for Forest School participation. 
Literature Review
Forest Schools (FS) have been shown to foster self-confidence through hands-on learning experiences in outdoor settings (Natural Resources Wales, 2015). In Wales, these programs seem to enhance young children's social awareness, as seen when they share tools or engage in cooperative play during group activities (O'Brien, 2024). By providing opportunities to build relationships, Forest Schools can positively influence children, allowing these social skills to extend into other areas of life, such as home and school (Tiplady & Menter, 2020). Welsh Government (2021) Well-being Framework shows a strong emphasis on well-being, recognizing that children’s emotional health is integral to learning. This supports the use of Forest School provisions, which could enhance and encourage positive peer interactions and emotional growth, supporting the Well-being Framework. Although FS can foster a constructive approach to the emotional development of children (Sackville-Ford and Davenport, 2019), if implemented incorrectly this can cause schools to adapt their FS to relevant curriculums within their schools (Kemp, 2020). Waite and Goodenough (2018) also support this view as they discuss the importance of FS being viewed as a contrasting environment from educational setting situations, which could provide a benefit towards the well-being of participants. From these sources it is evident to see they are credible sources, some of which come from the Welsh Government. However, some of these may be used to promote FS without identifying any underlying issues with the implementation of FS in Wales. One of which is that FS in Wales are not absolute copies of FS which originated in Scandinavia but inspirations of this (Maynard, 2007).
Public Health Wales (2022) identified a growing number of children experiencing mental health problems within Wales. Due to the small number of resources available it highlights many young children with limited or no support when confronting their emotions. The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2024) highlights children in most areas of Wales are experiencing distressing situations with their emotional well-being and behavior due to the negative effects still being displayed from the pandemic. In support of this, more than sixty percent of children encounter difficult emotions once a week, with a survey showing parents, carers and professionals found a shortage of support available for emotional and mental health (Welsh Parliament, 2024). Supported by the Welsh Government (2022) approach to Wellbeing for a prosperous Wales, FS statistics show this could support a more consistent rate of emotional development for primary school children by promoting confidence and social skills (O’Brien, 2024). Although this could be a benefit for children and young people, it would not target the mental health crisis within the UK. However, it could support a small number of pupils who need assistance regulating their emotions. Studies suggest that blending FS with regular lessons can contribute to emotional development as it gives them the opportunity to experiment through play (Coates & Pimlott Wilson, 2018). 
Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) discusses how children learn behaviours by emulating and observing others (McLeod, 2024). In addition to this, Bandura’s theory supports FS as it could encourage children to model positive behaviours and learn emotional sympathy in a natural setting. In support of this, Margaret McMillan (1927) believed that outdoor learning is vital for emotional well-being and placed a great emphasis on having access to outdoor learning (MacBlain, 2018). Using McMillan’s theory, Forest School’s emphasis on freely exploring nature aligns closely with her views, highlighting the importance of outdoor experiences in fostering holistic development and well-being. However, theorists such as Jean Piaget underpin the view that children learn through their interactions with the environment, which play a more important part in constructing knowledge (Huitt & Hummel, 2003). This contradicts ideas such as Bandura’s, who believes children learn through observing and imitating behaviours of others. FS offers experiences in nature which can enhance emotional well-being (Blackham et al, 2021) which is supported by Richard Louv (2005) who discussed how a lack of nature can present stress and emotional challenges. With regular FS participation, this could reduce stress and enhance the emotional well-being of all learners (Roe & Aspinall, 2011). 
Explanation of Case Study
A case study approach for this research will aim to give the most detailed outcome using a range of sources and perspectives (Simmons, 2009). This can also provide a comprehensive account of a small sample group (Tight, 2010). Case studies are used to holistically analyze a range of different approaches such as people, events or policies, by using various data sources like interviews, questionnaires and observations (Thomas, 2017). In a case study approach, the subject and object refer to different aspects of the research focus which can enable concrete context throughout the study (Thomas 2021). Within this research, the subject will be the children within the FS and the object will be the emotional effect it has on these learners. 
As discussed previously, a case study can provide a richer understanding of the subject, and it can be flexible when findings emerge (Gerring, 2006). It is also real-life context material which can provide a true reflection of reality. However, case study research can be susceptible to researcher bias due to their values or opinions distorting the subjectivity of the analysis by only selecting relevant information (Collier & Mahoney, 2011). In addition to this, this case study approach will only target a small sample size which may not represent a wider population.
Research Methods
For the purpose and aim of this study, semi-structured pupil interviews (See Appendix 1.) were one method conducted to identify firsthand the emotions and perceptions of the learners involved. Semi-structured interviews allow for a qualitative research approach with an allowance to adapt questions based on the responses of the interviewees (Magaldi & Berler, 2020) which was one reason why this method was used. As the target group for this study were Foundation Phase pupils (aged three to seven) a semi structured interview in an environment comfortable for them was best suited. This also allowed for an opportunity to build a rapport with the learners to ensure they were comfortable enough to provide more open and honest responses regarding their emotions. As supported by Hobson & Townsend (2014), who identify how interviews can cover a broader range of matters which allow for the opportunity to discover other areas of discussion. However, semi-structured interviews can become time-consuming due to the preparation of questions and the transcribing which follows (Karatsareas, 2022). In addition to this, interviewers may interpret the responses differently to cause bias of the qualitative data (Salazar, 1990) resulting in tainted results. Semi-structured interviews are a useful method to conduct an exploration into the feelings and emotions of children for this study, however it requires planning and thoughtful analysis to ensure a small number of limitations are raised for the outcomes. 
One other method used to gather the evidence for this study was an online questionnaire (See Appendix 2.). This method of data collection aimed to gather a broad range of opinions and views from teaching staff to coincide with the pupils’ perceptions. This method can be cost effective and suited for this study as it could be conducted within a shorter amount of time. As supported by Nayak & Narayan (2019) who consider online surveys to be a convenient way to reach participants with minimal costs for supplying. Although online questionnaires can be a useful method to distribute to a wide audience, there is no guarantee that the target audience has been reached (Andrade, 2020). This could mean that there is limited participation from the audience due to the lack of interaction. This method could also be at risk of a reduced response rate due to technical issues which may arise (Nayak & Narayan, 2019). Although online questionnaires are an efficient method to use for this purpose due to the sample size it can target, the success of this would rely heavily on the design and strategies used to ensure participant engagement. Although this method is an easier way to target a specific audience, a low response rate may have affected the overall outcome due to the small number of participant answers. 
[bookmark: _Int_WDcKvIIF]As the intention for this study was to identify the emotional impact FS has on learners, the decision to undertake the semi structured interview in the forest with the learners was decided. This decision was made due to the idea that the children would be comfortable within their surroundings, and they would answer the questions with more openness and accuracy. However, some issues did arise when this took place as the pupils were distracted and did not want to remain in one spot. Although this was a limitation, the pupils were able to answer the questions honestly whilst being comfortable. As part of the semi-structured interview, open-ended questions were used as a means to collect answers that were in their own words, whilst allowing for flexible adaptations of the questions if needed (NHS, 2017). Open ended questions also provide an insight into complex attitudes and behaviours which could be difficult to understand (Tenny et al., 2022). Although open-ended questions provide the interviewee with empowerment as they feel they are being listened to, it does not give any insight to a larger scale population (NHS, 2017). Also, questions may become ambiguous and vague if interpreted incorrectly (Staff, ND). As the participants were from Year Two (six to seven years old), the interview questions had to be altered to suit their understanding to ensure they were able to engage with the process and provide valid findings. The open-ended questions which were used had to be simplified and certain prompts were given for the participants to understand the idea of the question. This may have had an impact on the outcome of the results due to the participants who may not have had an understanding but also may have used the prompts. 
[bookmark: _Int_M6vroapv]As part of the online questionnaire, in order to gain a wide range of opinions, a mixed method approach was used. This method combines quantitative and qualitative data to provide stronger evidence within the findings, whilst also providing a balance of answers (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). In support of this, Mohammad Zohrabi (2013) discusses the importance of a mixed method approach as it can increase the reliability and the validity of the data which is collected. However, using this method can make it more complex in the delivery and it may require a stronger expertise when analyzing the data (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_r82itnAr][bookmark: _Int_qKuwAi1W]In order to ensure the pupils were comfortable, researcher positionality (RP) was taken into consideration. RP refers to the beliefs or values which the researcher has which may influence the outcome of the research process (Holmes, 2020). As part of this study, it was important to discuss and situate myself to recognize the potential impact it could have had on the participants and the data collection. Although this was taken into account, there may have been bias mitigation due to the impact I had as the researcher on the participants, however ethical considerations were considered to provide fair treatment throughout the interviews. In addition to this, using an informal approach allowed for more trust within the research while also using peer group interviews which felt less intimidating for the participants. 
Data Presentation and Analysis Methods
[bookmark: _Int_Xr8cBkUV]This research aims to describe and summarise the data with analysis whilst understanding individuals and generating themes throughout (Cohen et al., 2011). Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Thematic Analysis is a method used which can identify and interpret patterns within the data found. This is a flexible approach which could be suitable for researchers when using different types of qualitative data, such as interviews and observations, and can also be used for analysation of case study research (Braun and Clarke, 2016). This method is easy to understand and apply whilst providing a structured framework for analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). However, as this process is interpretative, researcher bias may influence the overall findings and if poorly conducted it could cause themes which are tainted which lack validity (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The Thematic Analysis approach will provide an identification of patterns or themes which can generate ideas for future reference (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
[bookmark: _Int_EknNX5B7]To ensure trustworthiness within this study, credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability were taken into account. Practical strategies such as involving participants in the collaboration, ensuring complete confidentiality and using established methods guarantee trustworthiness (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2019). Although research cannot be completely reliable, understanding the context and being transparent with participants and the researcher can deepen the credibility (Berger, 2015). With this taken into consideration, during this research it was important to be open and honest to guarantee as much credibility by maintaining a sufficient time in the FS area. It was also important to only focus on the emotional development area within this study so there was as little bias as possible to provide a clear scope of the research. Regularly reflecting on my own personal opinions and assumptions also provided me with the acknowledgement that there may be potential influences on the outcome of the study. In order to maintain trustworthiness throughout this study, addressing and understanding the positionality of the researcher was important as this could have impacted the characteristics and experiences within the study (Berger, 2013). Also, the previous experiences and understanding of my own background could have affected the way questions were posed, shaping the findings of the study (Kacen and Chaitin, 2006).
Ethical Considerations
[bookmark: _Int_C5gT14gR][bookmark: _Int_anBoaUd2]Before beginning this study, consent was needed from the parents of the participants to participate in the research. This was gained by a consent form (see Appendix 3.) in which parents were fully disclosed all information regarding the process of obtaining information for the study. BERA (2024) discusses the importance of maintaining a confidential and anonymous report throughout which when taken into consideration for this study, no names or personal information was used. Also, the anonymity of the school will be maintained throughout this research to ensure the safety of others. In order to gain pupil assent for this study the participants were made aware of the process and a discussion was held beforehand to identify if they were happy to continue. Since the assent process occurred within the FS setting, the environment was familiar and comfortable, fostering a pressure-free atmosphere that supported their decision-making. Participants were clearly informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without providing a reason, and it was emphasized that their choice would not impact their schoolwork in any way. There are many ethical issues to understand when partaking in research with children, so discussing and taking the BERA Guide (2024) into consideration was imperative. The option to use a green and red card was decided to ensure the ongoing assent of the children, however when this was implemented, the participants did not use them and decided to leave quietly. This worked well as it was outdoors and there was no distraction for the participants who carried on throughout the process. An ethics form (See appendix 6.) was completed before this process to ensure that the research was upholding ethical standards which protected the participants and researcher. This also ensured all research was conducted responsibly. 
Results
[bookmark: _Int_6slibwr1][bookmark: _Int_uQ4jRn8X][bookmark: _Int_A54UUGDU]Referring back to the research question ‘What Might be the Emotional Impact Forest School has on Foundation Phase Pupils?’, it was evident to see that there has been an emotional impact on these participants. FS fosters a sense of building resilience, independence and confidence and building on these can lead to a lasting effect on positive mental health later in life (Blackwell, 2015). When in a discussion with the participants, one follow up question that was asked was “What about if you cannot do something” to which Child 2 replied “well I just carry on until I can do it”. This shows the resilience that has been built up over time within this setting, further fostering a healthy mind to support the overall emotional development of the pupils in Foundation Phase. In support of this, when asked a question (See Appendix 4.), one hundred percent of the staff members who completed the questionnaire noticed a positive change in the pupil’s confidence since beginning FS while mentioning that they were “less reluctant to join in and able to take more risks”. This could show that FS has a positive impact on the learner's confidence and resilience which, as stated before, may lead to healthier emotional development. One answer discussed how; “being in forest school gives the pupils opportunities to be free and express their emotions more openly” and “the open space gives them the security to be loud, fidget and meet sensory needs” which may also suggest that being outdoors can support their emotional needs. 

Forest school can help develop the strength needed to cope with emotionally difficult situations, which further builds on resilience (St. Helen’s Pre School, ND) which can encourage a strong formation of emotional skills (Murphy, 2014). In correlation to this statement, when given the question (See Appendix 5.) based on emotional regulation, one staff member answered; “Pupils noticeably regulate their emotions well up the forest”, while another replied with “Yes more able to do naturally”. In association to this, the semi-structured pupil interview shows a link between the two sources as one participant, when asked “Do you ever get upset in FS?”, answered with “well no because there is nothing to be upset about”. Also, when asked Question 7 (Appendix 1), one participant replied that they “love it here (FS)”. This information may suggest that FS does have a link to positively influencing the learner's emotional development. In addition to this, from the survey given, one staff member added that FS can “cater for the needs of all learners and their individual needs”, which could provide more evidence to a positive influence on their individual emotional development. When asked, 
The data suggests a strong correlation between the impact of FS and the emotional development of pupils in the foundation phase. It could be seen that by being involved and participating in regular FS sessions, the pupils have more free time to be in control of their emotions and they can safely regulate them in an open environment. Although the evidence could indicate that FS is a positive factor towards emotional development, I do not believe that this is the only factor of influence. It is evident to see that by building trust, resilience, confidence and friendships throughout the educational setting and the FS setting they go concurrently to provide the best emotional development outcomes. Although there is some association between the two sources of data, due to the small number of participants within the questionnaire, I do not feel that the results were complete.
Conclusions and Recommendations
Although these methods would have been a reliable way of gathering information for this study due to being able to view both perceptions, there was not enough evidence given from the staff questionnaires. There was a small number of responses which may have only given one side to the study. Also, as the participants were in the FS when this took place, it could have influenced their answers and if this took place within a classroom, they may have had different opinions altogether. Although methods were made to be valid and reliable, they only give a small-scale answer compared to a bigger research project. However, when cross-examining the data that was given, they do align with the literature, but this could have influenced my literature findings.
[bookmark: _Int_8uYYns5D][bookmark: _Int_Ve6sjxXf][bookmark: _Int_m7e20Ibf]In light of this research, this could be a constructive way to support pupils who have difficulty with their emotional needs. However, this scale of FS would need to be within a forest which could be time-consuming and costly to set up in order to achieve the most authentic experience. In addition, a FS leader would be needed within a setting which doesn’t already support this which would also impact the cost and implementation of FS. However, this research could be taken forward and used to explore the further benefits of FS, such as identifying the impact on resilience, behaviour and confidence on a larger scale study. 
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