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Critically reflect on current perspectives on outdoor education

I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
Introduction:

Our project involved working on developing a community urban garden at the Yr Egin site with a group of disadvantaged members of society. We started with imagining what the garden would look like to the group and the end results.
 This report will cover different perspectives and consider new emerging talking points on the perspectives of outdoor education, my critical responses to these topics and how to apply them to future practices.
 The topics include connection to place, alternative solutions for urban settings, outdoor adventure programmes for underserved communities, facilitation of powerful learning moments, mental health and wellbeing, and technology/ social media’s effect on outdoor learning.
 The aim of the project was to build a garden that was inclusive and welcoming for the community to enjoy and use. We needed to understand what the group wanted to gain from the project, and how we could help to practically carry these ideas forward. 
The activities included creating a mind map plan of the dream garden to understand individual views, clearing out the current plant beds and re-soiling the beds, and strawberry picking to allow space for more plants to be grown. We rearranged the layout of the beds to create the foundations of the ideas. We also joined a “soup and discussion of future plans” session, and I expect the results to include the rearrangement of the garden and replanting of flowers, increased insight of the personal benefits to the group of the project, and effective connections to the space and nature around it. 

Project Context:

This project is very important because it brings together a diverse community to learn about inclusivity, connection to their location, urbanisation options, providing learning moments as well as enhancing their wellbeing, using technology to promote the completion of activities. It is known that gardening benefits mental health. Being amongst green spaces, hearing the sounds of nature and physically moving within it can also improve blood pressure levels, reduce anxiety, fear and stress and be very calming (Tompson,2018 ,KPMG,2012, Pretty,2005).

The benefit of having a garden in an urban area includes creating more inclusiveness and it encourages the local community to learn about food, culture, gardening skills and how to bring it into their own lives to continue developing their personal skills (Gottero,2023). It also allows the community who may be struggling in the current economic climate to benefit from the produce created by the project. It allows access to affordable healthy food which can reduce the impact of poverty and increase social equality (Li, Long,2024, Kirby,2021).  
. 
It encourages the community to learn from each other and connect with nature through gardening. This can benefit cognitive health, self-esteem levels and create positive social interactions, reducing loneliness (Koay, et al, 2020).  Being connected to the natural environment and growing biodiversity improves activity levels and encourages healthy behaviour changes, reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety, enabling people to feel connected and safer in their community (McGuire, et al, 2022). 

Gardening provides opportunities to learn how to prepare soil, plant seeds and correctly care for plants, creating sustainable benefits for the environment. This can increase awareness of environmental education and understanding of cultural differences, as well as practical skills like composting and organic techniques , the importance of recycling and understand local ecosystems (Corkery, 2004). These are all important to increase understanding of the environment and taking care of the natural spaces within the community, learning how to be sustainable and eco-friendly to change attitudes to want to protect the environment. It improves local air quality and allows gardeners to learn how to be more sustainable with types of plants for example using plastic bottles for water collection and storage when it rains, or use ropes and bottle lids to help prevent birds from eating crops (Prachi, 2022). 

This project promotes community engagement using the outdoors, so the project itself does not use much technology, however technology can help promote community engagement within the garden. For example, the community group coordinator Owen Griffiths uses social media as one of the drivers to promote the local community gardens and projects happening within Carmarthen. This use of promotion permits information to be dispersed effectively allowing awareness to spread about what’s on offer and how to access it, creating opportunities in the community. This provides a sense of belonging and can help motivate people to engage with these projects, helping combat loneliness as they do not have to leave their house to see the opportunities provided (Hou, 2015). Mitigating the impact of lack of community engagement on mental health creates a better quality of life for those in the community, and the more engagement is seen, a greater motivation to help is displayed (Windle, et al, 2011)
 
The main goal of this project is to involve the community in a gardening initiative which encourages physical activity and allows the produce to be given to the community. It also promotes social and cultural cohesion. This will be done through physically moving the beds and replanting them with seeds and natural plants. Asking the community what plants they are passionate about growing, provides a welcoming space, with natural wildlife engagement that is calming and easy to access. Community gardening creates positive benefits for participants , the food is safer and healthier for the community as its freshly grown,  it creates opportunities to work together and have a connection to the community, creating social benefits (Gerber, et al, Tracy, et al, 2022).  

Locally there are 13 other community gardens in different places in Carmarthenshire and Llanelli; some of these include Johnstown hwb, Tywi hub, Five Fields Terrace, Parc Hinds, and St Pauls Family Centre (Gov.Wales, 2019). Internationally, there are lots of community gardens that are well established, for example Argentina and Ghana. They help locals work together to provide food for the communities fighting poverty and enable engagement and inclusivity with a sense of purpose (IASC, 2024). 

Project Strategy:
 
The project had two sessions. Session one involved building a garden space, raising plant beds, sorting soil to allow more growable soil to be placed, and replanting a mixture of strawberry and tomato plants and moving and raising plant beds for wheelchair accessibility. We started with ice breakers and the goals they wanted to achieve for the space. 
  
Then we discussed the specific goals to be completed by the end of this session; clear beds and replant with new soil and strawberry plants; move the beds to a more accessible position to allow wheelchair users to access in-between the beds; plant identification and nature assessment to get to know their needs. Over soup we discussed how inclusive gardening can be and how it can help connect with culture and nationality through nature. 

Session two involved a different location with similar activities, however the focus was more on the nature walk. During this walk we talked about how to be inclusive with the path and route we used, which allowed accessibility for wheelchair users and those with mobility challenges. The task itself was a litter pick and nature walk. We discussed sustainability, using local initiatives and community projects to include more people and discuss different opportunities and growth within the community.  There are different opportunities for the local community to experiment in a safe environment because the leader Jason is always there to host sessions. The centre is consistently open and welcoming to everyone, however they do separate groups, for example male only or nominated sessions. The activities include wood working, music, planting and garden development. To accomplish these activities, the community groups could use a whiteboard to organise the plants (what’s been planted and what they would like to grow) and then the leaders or community can buy the seeds or bring their own to plant in a session. 

Critical Analysis: 

This project had barriers and challenges. The first one was engagement. We had a big group for the first session, but for the second we had a smaller group, which lead to the session not running as expected. The timetables for the groups changed so we ended up having to switch our project group, which created a barrier to allowing us to continue our nature garden experience, where we planned to turn a gardening session into a nature walk experience. However, we overcame this by finding a new activity, which still enabled us to get information about the goals and personal achievements of the group, which was important and allowed us to do a similar walking activity with them. Higgins et al, (2022) found that the key barrier to group project motivation was the sustainability of a project, and seeing the end goal. Poorer outcomes follow when a project does not have a clear end goal. 

To solve this challenge, I would advertise more sessions, or organise more sessions earlier than we did, with the same group, so we could have more time and get to know the group better to gain more opinions and provide more assistance with the current project.
I do plan to help out with the group, to provide more assistance and potentially meet other members of the group, and get to know them, which can produce more engagement through trust and familiarity. Poort, et al, (2020, Huff, 2002) found engagement is crucial for effective collaboration and creativity, also trust and communication is essential to build a successful team and provide efficient results, whilst also feeling more comfortable opening up to get the most out of the experience. The group found Grithiffs’s (2024) promotion on social media effective, however it was hard to find people willing to engage with busy workloads, communication issues and fear of opening up to strangers. However I was willing to learn and build that trust through this activity, as by doing an activity it was easier for people to feel at ease around me, and talk during the gardening sessions. 
 
[bookmark: _Int_JxrDcPcU]The second barrier I found was the timings and establishments of the project. We had less time than we wanted with the original group, and the lack of continuity allowed for less progress during the sessions. If we had the same group for both sessions, we would not have needed to focus on the needs wants and pre planning during both interviews, over the practically doing. The less a group knows each other, the dynamics are not established, and the less productive and efficient the group becomes. This can affect motivation, collaboration, and progress (Ganjizadeh,2023).  I feel that if we had more sessions or the same group, we could have advanced with the project more effectively. However, the progress we did make was effective, helpful and knowledgeable. 

To solve this barrier, I would have more time during the sessions, and invite more people to attend. This could be done through promotion on social media or by word of mouth, and increased awareness can increase participation, allowing the group to develop this project into weekly sessions instead of fortnightly. The use of the outdoors brings people from urban settings to enjoy and experience nature sociably, meeting likeminded people and achieving common goals, which can support mental health. Promotion through social media raises awareness for social projects and provides inclusiveness, especially for the vulnerable. (Nyabuto, 2023).  

Through discussions the leaders found that community engagement and awareness was difficult to promote. There were some loyal members, however most people would not come to all the sessions due to timings and frequency of the sessions, and other commitments. Possibly, if there was more structure and expectations, people could be motivated to socially interact and spend time getting to know the group, and place more responsibility on those who want it, encouraging group decision making and achieving group goals quicker (Kadariya, 2023). 

The main outcomes of the project was engaging the community, particularly the disadvantaged, in gardening for the social and mental health benefits, and promoting inclusion to provide a sense of community. Additionally, spending focused time in a garden can promote a sense of security and protection within the community, reducing fear and anxiety. These factors are all beneficial aspects of the garden project (Lovell, et al, 2014). 

I believe, despite the challenges, that the project went well. We helped engage the community in gardening, made lots of progress within the first session, being able to raise the beds and set the groundwork for the next few sessions, which allowed the group to feel confident regarding the progress with a set plan on how it can move forward effectively, helping the community.

 These principles relate to the practice of outdoor education, from the promotion of spending time outdoors, feeling the connection to place, encouraging physical and mental wellbeing, to providing learning moments that can be taken back into the community. Educators target these goals to enable more understanding about the connection with nature, and how valuable it is to us and our mental health, alongside a sense of belonging and community, as well as learning about environmental awareness and building practical skills (Gray, et al, 2022) .  


Conclusion: 

This project focused on wellbeing and engagement within urban environments, and the promotion of social media to connect people together. The benefit of the project being outdoors enabled the promotion of sense of place, connection to nature and increased wellbeing, whist also allowing me to analyse the promotion of technology on community engagement. 

I learnt how effective a project outdoors is for people in underserved urban communities, and how it can provide social and mental health benefits as well as promoting inclusivity and a sense of belonging. We promoted changes that will build accessibility and be more user friendly for those with disabilities, for example, raising the beds higher allows a sense of inclusion and community increasing motivation and engagement within the community. 

This type of community engagement allows outdoor educators to focus on the environmental impact of humans and promote healthy outdoor activity and learning the effects humans have on it (Gray, et al, 2022). It also allows educators to use nature as a way to heal and engage with the community, with biodiversity and inviting participants to invest in planting encourages them to visit the garden and increase motivation to care about it. 

Alternatives could include nature walks down coastal paths and meditation sessions, farming, bee keeping, which would provide other experiences outdoors, promoting a community focus and encouraging wellbeing and physical exercise, as well as producing food for the urban community (Shaunak,2022). Variations could include providing space for individual plots, growing culturally diverse foods and plants and tree planting.  

More research could be focused on the benefits and effects of gardening and community on underserved populations, and how learning moments can be included in outdoor programmes, encouraging responsibility within communities, to act more sustainably and spend more time in nature, rather than being scared if it. 
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2- Timetable of activities 

	SESSION ONE (26th November)
GARDENING SESSION
	SESSION TWO (10th December)
NATURE WALK AND DISCUSSION SESSION
	Continuation 
MORE GARDEN WORK OR NATURE WALKS 

	10 am -10:15- P1- intro/ get to know us and we get to know them. 
	11 am-12pm-P1- Talked to Jason the organiser of the group learnt about the opportunities and goals for the space and group to accomplish. Woodworking, music, developing skills and gardening. 



	Over the next coming weeks can develop sessions towards building the dome styled structure and making the pathways easier to access as well as further gardening. 

	10:15-10:45- P2 -An activity where they draw and imagine the garden and the area for where they describe what they hope and dream for it to become and other personal achievements with the garden
	12 pm-12:45pm-P2 – discussed the garden location at the site and how we can help improve it (new options like seeds, board to write wants from the community anonymously, several types of beds raised or lowered). 
	Can do a nature walk further away from the location either a historical/ community one within the town or a nature sense based one along the coastal path

	10:45-1pm -P3 – work on the garden doing the tasks like replanting, cleaning beds moving soil and moving them around.
-Whist working on the garden, provide an activity around a sense of place regarding the garden, this activity was around what they feel when working in the garden and the nature surrounding them as they worked. 

	1 pm -2:30-P3 – Nature Walk down the local footpath; we discussed nature and sustainability and the access and attitudes towards the topic what nature we saw and local relevance to the community. 

By using this task, we were able as a group to focus on the nature and opportunities for access for the community.
	Expanding the nature walks to further a field and building up the beds and replanting them effectively. 
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