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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Purpose of the research
The purpose of this research project is to develop a deeper knowledge and understanding of the benefits and limitations of different learning environment and the effects of these learning environments on how children learn. The research project will focus on outdoor learning environments and explore how outdoor learning impacts on how children learn. It will also compare the outdoor learning environment with the indoors, the classroom learning environment. References will also be made to whether outdoor learning influence the well-being of learners. Therefore, the main aims of the research are to: 
· investigate the use of different learning environments within a school,
· identify how different learning environments impact children’s engagement and well-being within the education sector, and
· to critically reflect on findings and consider how the research has improved and transformed the author’s professional practice.

1.2 Rationale
During the researcher’s first Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) there was a large emphasis on outdoor learning, during which learners were observed becoming seemingly more engaged and motivated to understand and complete tasks allocated to them. However, during PTE2 there was little to no outdoor learning observed or conducted due to weather issues and a lack of available staff present at the time. As a result of this, the researcher was particularly interested in studying how children learn in a classroom environment compared to how they engage in outdoor learning. 

1.3 Research Methodology

Research methods used to collect data for this project included observations of lessons to determine how children reacted to tasks in different learning environments as well as interviews with both staff and children to capture their views on how different learning environments impact teaching and learning. When conducting the research ethical issues were considered and the research adhered to key ethical guidelines, in particular the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Guidelines (2018). A literature review was also conducted of key documents, case-studies and existing research in the field.

1.4 Hypothesis 

When considering the outcomes of this research it could be speculated that the majority of learners would find learning that takes place out of the classroom more memorable and engaging as it is a change of environment and they have more space to explore. Additionally, it could be expected that outdoor learning would impact children’s health and wellbeing positively. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Research Design
3.1 Methods of collecting data
The collection of data throughout this research project consisted of numerous different methods. One of these were group interviews with a variety of children across the Foundation Phase (FP) and Key Stage 2 (KS2). The interviews were conducted in groups in order to help learner’s feel more comfortable and less under pressure to provide responses. It also allowed them to have extra thinking time and generate new ideas from each other during the discussion. There were interviews across both FP and KS2 in order to have a holistic overview of the opinion’s learners held in every area of the school. The children were asked to respond to key questions relating to their thoughts and preferences regarding different learning environments and where they felt they work best. The questions were given in an informal setting and notes were made where necessary. Through this process it was discovered that a few pupils felt uncomfortable with the researcher taking notes while they spoke, and it made them more aware of and nervous about their responses. Due to this, with the permission of the participants, audio recordings of the interviews were made in order to be transcribed later. Making notes while a participant answers questions can make them feel uneasy and this makes them less likely to answer questions truthfully. This led to the nature of the interviews conducted being informal to help the participants feel comfortable, these were audio recorded and deleted immediately after transcription. Additionally, interviews with members of staff took place. These were individual interviews and questions were of a professional or pedagogical nature. 
Observations of different activities and lessons took place and field notes were written up in these different learning environments inside and outside of the school. This allowed for the observation of good practice and made it possible to note how children responded differently to changes in learning environments. Children’s engagement during the sessions were noted in the researcher’s observation book. Both children and staff involved in the observations were aware they could request to see the book at any time and ask for observations on them to be removed. To support the research, a learning walk through the school was conducted in order to observe displays and discus aspects of provision with members of staff and pupils. The learning walk was partially self-directed and partially facilitated by a group of learners. 


3.2 Ethics
When ensuring ethical guidelines are followed throughout the research process there are numerous things to consider such as participant consent and mitigation of any possible harm to participants. In order to ensure participant consent was received, to begin the research a discussion took place with the senior mentor during which they were informed of the research which would be undertaken. Reason and rationale behind the research were provided and distributed to each class teacher in the school to ensure that everyone was aware of the research and understood why it was taking place. After a verbal explanation of the research, children were asked whether they would like to participate; each participant had traffic light fans, if they did not wish to answer a question, began feeling uncomfortable or no longer wanted to participate they would move from green to amber or red. Alongside this consent forms were sent home to parents to sign stating that they were happy for their children to participate (see appendix 2). Class teachers who participated were asked to sign a document stating that they agreed to take part in the research. This consent form included tick boxes for the participants to fill in next to statements to ensure they agreed to and fully understood what participating in the research meant (see appendix 3).
From the onset it was made clear that no names would be recorded. Participants were made aware that all of the data would be anonymized and would remain confidential and that no participant could be identified from the research. All parties were made aware that they had the right to withdraw and could leave the research, decline to answer any questions or decide that they don’t want their data to be used in the research. To ensure that learners did not become overwhelmed, upset or under pressure while the research was undertaken, frequent well-being checks took place. Additionally, the children used their traffic light fans to express how they were feeling throughout the interviewing process. The researcher made sure to praise and thank learners for their responses, fostering an inclusive and accepting environment. Pupils were made aware that there would be no consequences for what they say, it was asked that if responding to any questions they give open and honest answers, or they had the option to choose not to answer.
To ensure there was no risk of unprofessional practice the researcher behaved in a professional manner and always adhered to the university and BERA ethical guidelines and ensured the necessary approval to conduct any research was given before undertaking the work. Any electronic data was held on a password protected OneDrive account and any hard copies of work in a locked draw, only available to the researcher.

Chapter 4: Results and Discussion
4.1 Data Analysis & Discussion
4.1.1 Interviews (staff)
Interview 1
Researcher: Because I've come at a point where there's not much outdoor learning going on I was wondering if you could talk me through what you usually do in reception?
Staff Member 1: Well, obviously we've got our outdoor area, which is up and running a lot of the time. And out there, we try and rotate the sort of activities that are going on. It's a bit difficult at the moment because we had to empty our sandpit because of cats coming into our area. That's why it's closed off at the moment, because it needs to be cleaned properly and things out there. So obviously we've got the sand and the water and that lends itself to a lot of activities. Construction, problem solving, investigation and the mud kitchen we use as more of a natural area, but again it's all investigative skills. There's room for some construction toys as well at the back and then we have role-play out there, which is either a cafe or a shop depending on what we're doing in class for our topic, and sometimes it support of a Welsh books, sometimes sports or English books or our maths work. Then we do have a writing area out there, we have two different chalkboards, one by the sand. So If they want to plan something that they're building in the sand area, they can do that on one and on the other wall, I don't know if you've seen it, we put chalk out there, sometimes we put paint brushes and water, we put big rolls of paper out there. The plan is that we need to make a piece of perspex in a frame like they've got for nursery, I don't know if you've seen that one, to do large scale art, but that's in the process of being made. We've got the perspex, but we need the frame to be built. So we do use it a lot really, and we tend to work on a rotation of the groups we send out there. It's a little bit more difficult in here to have the free flow of children in and out because it's not straight off our classroom. So we tend to rotate the groups going out there through the day as part of the carousel. And then obviously it's not that big for bikes and things. So we do offer that provision on the front yard. We tend to like do it as part of golden time. So they'll have a chance to develop gross motor skills. The bikes and the trikes will be out, Hula-Hoops, balls, bats and things like that to develop out there. We try to do that weekly, but obviously it depends on the weather, if it's dry and sunny we'll make sure we get the children out.
Researcher: How often do you use the forest?

Staff Member 1: Yeah we do, do forest school as well. So we haven't done it this week. Last week we spent a lot of time up there, so we didn't do it then this week. We'd been doing the story, the lion and the mouse. So as part of that, we look into lions and we go up the forest and we build lions dens. So we use natural materials and we take like, string, pegs and other material up with us to help to create the den for the lion to live in. And then we make posters warning people there's a lion in the den and we take those up and put them into the den. We do lion hunting things up in the forest for imaginative play. It develops loads of different skills, really. You know, the den building is working as part of a team, communication, it's investigating, it uses their maths skills because they're looking at different sized sticks and stones and things. What can they use? Can they get into the den themselves? Is it going to be big enough for the lion to get into? 
Researcher: Do you notice a change in the learners’ behavior and engagement in the classroom compared to outdoor learning?
Staff Member 1: I'd say it's the same. It depends on the child. Like you can't put a blanket statement saying that all children are more engaged outdoors. Some of them don't like it. Some of them in the winter will ask to come back in, or if it's bad weather they don't want to be out there, some of them will want to stay inside and they prefer the role play areas, the writing area. It depends on them, you know, and that's boys and girls i'd say, it's a mixture, like some little boys really come into their own up the forest and they like that aspect of it, the freedom. Like I say, it depends on the child you're talking about. They do enjoy forest school, they enjoy getting their wellies on and things like that. They enjoy exploring our big field and we've got a circular area. They enjoy going down there. We do lots of work. You can get lots of skills out of it, but it's got to be right, it's gotta be pertinent you know.
Researcher: Do all children participate in the outdoor learning activities?
Staff Member 1: They all come to forest school, like they've all got to come to PE. They've gotta be a part of those experiences. But if they didn't want to go into our outdoor area, we wouldn't push them. If they don't want to go there to explore, they'd rather stay within the classroom that's fine. 
Researcher: What’s your opinion on the impact of outdoor learning for children in key stage 2?
Staff Member 1: It's just got to be to pertinent, you know. You need to have a purpose to go outside and explore properly. Yes, it's lovely for the children to go out and run around and explore. But then as they get older, they need to have a focus maybe, so that they can help them organise their time. It's always beneficial to go outdoors. Fresh air, different movements we can use our bodies for does help the children, they need a break from indoors, it helps them to release different energy. That's why break times and lunchtimes are so important. And like you know yourselves when it's wet play the difference in the children. It's important for the to release bigger feelings, maybe, more energy.
Researcher: I'm aware that the staff know a lot about well-being, when it comes to outdoor learning, do you feel confident planing and delivering lessons using the outdoors and do you find that the weather often has an impact?
Staff Member 1: We use the outdoors, but you need to be sensible. If it's bitterly cold, you need to think about the well-being of the children. If it's hammering down with rain, you need to think of the well-being. I know you're supposed to go out in all winds and weathers; to a certain extent, I agree. It's important for the children to experience those things, but you have to think of their safety. On a very, very windy day, is it safe to be in the forest? If it's bitterly cold, the children are just going to be focused on how cold they're feeling rather than what their learning. And then that is part of their well-being. Obviously, we're all very well trained. We've got a forest, we're lucky to have a forest in using a risk assessment and making sure we check the area is safe for the children's well-being. 
Researcher: Have any of the staff had training on outdoor learning?
Staff Member 1: Yeah, we've all had go outdoors training and then some members of staff had further training on forest school. It mainly involved setting up outdoor areas. 
Researcher: Thank you for your input.

Interview 2
Researcher: I have some questions related to outdoor learning and how children’s engagement and well-being is affected by different learning environments, specifically classroom and outdoors. Do you use much outdoor learning with your class? 
Staff Member 2: Yeah, I think predominantly the younger the children are, the more experience they have of outdoor learning and it tends to fit with that early year’s curriculum. But with the new curriculum and the new pedagogy, you know, it values outdoor learning massively. So, when the opportunities arise we've all got outdoor areas to use and we need to extend classroom provisions to the outdoors where possible. I think that if we're talking about as the children go up through the juniors, then we need to find interesting approaches that are meaningful to their work.
Researcher: Sort of like different habitats or areas?
Staff Member 2: Yeah, so they'd look at things like science and using the environments for their learning. Whereas in foundation phase it is just very much part of, you know, children should be able to choose their provision and go outdoors and indoors on a regular basis.
Researcher: I know that year 1 & 2 have a separate outdoor learning area, do you use that at all?
Staff Member 2: We do, at the moment there's no shelter. So, we've tried really hard recently to find things that we can put outside that can withstand weather and look in the future for PTFA to do some sort of funding so that we can have a covered area. And I think the general feeling from staff is if there was a covered area, because you could leave more resources out there, we would probably use it more. But at the moment we've got the little sheds, so they're good for cover and provision. We do use it, but I think we hope to use a lot more in the future if we had a better floor, because it's a little bit uneven. So, we've got to be a little bit careful at the moment. So, ours is a little bit more under development compared to the other areas, such as nursery and reception who use those on a daily basis then.
Researcher: Do you ever teach your class at either the forest area or over the field?
Staff Member 2: Yeah, we use both the forest and the field. So, we do things that fit with our lessons, for the field, obviously we use it for sports and we use it for PE during the summer. But we do things in year two like we recreate the fire of London so they will make a Tudor house and we line them up and fire service come and set fire to them. We've got a lot of grounds to be able to offer lots of expediencies really.  We do welsh week now, there'll be an outdoor treasure hunt and we'll use all the grounds up to the forest and things like that. I think the pond area needs a little bit of work really, it's a little bit overgrown. So I think we need somebody on board to tackle that this summer, and then we may use it, because we use to use it pond dipping and things like that. I think the new curriculum is the way forward with making more provision for outdoor learning. I think there was a time like when I first started teaching and that area was used constantly. And we were pond dipping, i'd do my forest school train and classes were out all the time. Then there became this really numeracy and literacy heavy curriculum, where all the teachers were feeling the pressure of putting work in books, and you know, 'I have got time to go outdoors because I need to do all of this', and now that should shift again. We're almost the recycle of it, I think in a couple of years’ time we will almost be back to where we were with outdoor provision. 
Researcher: When you're taking the children out do you ever notice any variation in their engagement compared to the classroom?
Staff Member 2: I think the more you do it, the more second nature it becomes to them. They tend to get very excited if they haven't been outside in a long time, so I think that excitement then just becomes part of the norm. I mean, the lovely thing about being outside is whatever activity you're doing compared to inside is you've got an ever-changing environment. So, you know, the things they're going to notice and the things that happen one day don't happen the next day. You know, it's like having a carpet that's constantly changing. There'd be leaves one day, one day it'll be dry, one day it'll be wet, and they get to experience all of that as well. And lots of children don't get opportunities to go for walks in the woods and things, so it's nice to be able to provide that as well. 
Researcher: Can you remember anything from your forest school training, that may be of worth?
Staff Member 2: Just about. I think that the thing that I took from it the most was the difference between structured activities outside. I think as a teacher, you have the idea of I'm going to plan something, and this is what we're going to do, and this is what I want the children to achieve. And I think the important thing to remember when using the outdoors is to go a lot more with the children's creation. I make boxes then towards the end, so there was a box of den building equipment, a box of instruments and different things. And they could just use whatever they wanted in the boxes in a way, and just using that as quality time to observe then, because the things you notice the children doing are so beneficial to your observations and things that you wouldn't see them doing in class, you'd see them doing in the outdoor environment.
Researcher: Do you think that outdoor learning is more children led than teacher led or is it a balance? 
Staff Member 2: When you do the specific forest school train it's very child led, you know, they would never go down the line of "So everyone's going to make a clay hedgehog today, we're going to find sticks to poke in to be spines". They would be like "Today we've got some clay", "Today we've got some den building equipment", what are we going to do with it? And again, that's linked into the new curriculum now isn't it, pupil voice and child centred learning? 
4.1.2 Interviews (pupils)
Interview 1
Researcher: Do you ever use the outdoors when you’re learning in school? 
Responses: Only at break time. We used to in nursery. We did a bit in year 3 too. The teachers don’t really let us do that anymore though, I don’t think they like going out because of the weather. We have a mindfulness shed that we’re making for outside at play time so if people are sad they can go there to think but that’s not open yet. I think that’ll help us learn during play though.
Researcher: What do you find more engaging? Learning in classroom or learning outdoors?
Responses: I like learning outside. It does depend on what we're doing but it’s much more exciting when you’ve got fresh air. 
Researcher: What kind of learning environments do you use to learn inside, other than the classroom.
Responses: The map area. There's a narrative area where there's loads of books. There's an ICT area.
Researcher: I’ve noticed you have workspaces in the corridors, do you ever use those?
Responses: No, not really. They're basically used for guided reading.
Researcher: Do you ever go to them to sit down and do your work?
Responses: Yeah, if someone needs quiet time to finish their work but not often. Or if you were naughty.
Researcher: What areas outside do you use to learn?
Responses: We use the football area for PE. Sometimes in summer we get to play netball.
Researcher: Do you ever use the forest?
Responses: Not anymore really, the teachers don’t take us there to do stuff often. 
Researcher: Where do you feel the most at ease when you’re learning?
Responses: Outside definitely. It's like we get to be more creative and it helps me be more mindful. It's like new as well, instead of being stuck in the classroom we get a change of scenery and that helps me think. There’s just loads of space, and then inside, some classrooms are really small so you're all cramped up and it makes you zone out.
Researcher: Do you think it's nice to have the option of using different learning environments or do you prefer learning in the classroom? 
Responses: I'd always enjoy it if we changed environments more, it'd be more of a personal experience and keep me more interested. 
Researcher: Do you think learning outside would cause many distractions?
Responses: Well it could sometimes, but there’s always something people are distracted with. It's distracting in class sometimes. 
Researcher: Do you think getting used to going out there more often would help with that? 
Responses: We'd probably, like understand the outside a little bit more. And the fresh air is nice too. We mainly just go outside when it's like break and lunch time, for play not for lessons.
Researcher: Do you think weather would have an effect on how you'd feel about going outside? For example if it was cold would you prefer to stay inside?
Responses: I'd probably just get a coat on and then go outside; I don't care about the weather. I would want to go outside anyway. 
Researcher: Do you get to contribute to how you learn?
Responses: Yeah, they sometimes give us a choice about what we’re doing but never whether we can do lessons outside. Anytime we ask, miss always says maybe another time.
Interview 2
Researcher: Do you enjoy learning when your in the classroom or when you’re outdoors more?
Responses: I prefer to learn outside.
Researcher: What kind of environments, other than the classroom, do you have available to you inside?
Responses: Play areas. Corridors, we have the library. Yeah, the halls. We've got a massive gym. And we have different areas in our classrooms to help us. Like the cwtch area where we can just sit there if you're a little stressed or something, we can sit there to chill out. Or when we get a really angry, we can get like five minutes to calm ourselves at the back. And if we have arguments with our little friendship group we go down in the back to sort it out. No teachers involved we have to sort it out.
Researcher: Did you do much outdoor learning during nursery to Year 2?
Responses: Yeah. Yeah we use to do it a lot more in like nursery and year one. We'd do forest school too. 
Researcher: Do you still use Forest school and the outdoor environment now that you’re in a higher year group?
Responses: I haven't been in the forest for ages. Walking home is the only time i've been near the forest since. We don't really use the field either. Only in the summer when it's really sunny. Like we don't get to do any nature hunts anymore where we'd go up the forest to see what we'd find like slugs and stuff. And like make bird feeders and milk bottles. We don't really do anything linked to nature anymore really 
Researcher: Do you miss that?
Responses: Yeah a lot. In year one we use to go up there like once or twice a week. Yeah, we used to go up the forest and down the filed in the little muddy areas. 
Researcher: Do you think outdoor learning could impact your well-being? 
Responses: Yeah. I think we should mix up the places we learn. So then it's not just like you feel like you can't go else, because some people don't like being in class and they would like to go outside more. We're creating like a mindfulness shed which is outside as well so we’ll be aware of our surroundings and all that. 
I just think well we're leaving the school this year and we should all have access to using all the outdoor areas we have to learn more. And like we're in primary now and its not like as strict as comp so you should get to have a bit more freedom I guess and get more of you're environment outside. And they even built ponds up there, and we haven't seen them in ages. And they use to put tadpoles in there and now it's just all overgrown and full of stinking water. It's like resources being wasted then.
Researcher: Do you think outside learning could benefit you?
Responses: I remember in year 4 we only went outside for an experiment.  And the topic because we had to look for these creatures up there and that was the last time we went up.  We also use to get free time to go out, and we use to just play games with our class. In like year five at like golden time, we got to go outside to play cricket if we wanted to. Now we don't do it at all apart from boys who go to play football out there. Most of the girl would like to play netball but they just don't take us out to play netball. We could do it ourselves as long as there was a teacher around us.
Researcher: Do you think the weather would affect how you feel? Do you think in the winter when it’s a little bit colder you'd prefer to stay in?
Responses: I would want to go out. As long as you have a coat or something to make sure you're warm. As long as it's not raining, I wouldn't mind 
In classes it's just the same everyday. Come in, read your book or watch news round. When you're outside it's not the same because it's always changing outside. And because the classes are all open we can share everything that's going on, like when some boys are shouting in another class. We can engage our senses outside, we can't really do it inside because we're use to everything inside. Outside, everyday something will change. Yeah like in the autumn all the leaves are on the floor and we can just play with it. I remember before we got to make a collage out of the stuff we'd find. 
Sometimes I think we're just not allowed to do outside learning because the teachers think we're a bad class. Like our class is known as the naughty class, even though most of us have not done anything, but we're all being punished for other people’s actions. 








Chapter 5: Conclusion
5.1 Conclusion
During the project there was an attempt to discover and compare children’s opinions of different learning environments with particular focus on learning in a classroom and outdoor learning. While collecting data to discover the impact of outdoor learning and other learning environments on children’s levels of well-being and engagement, opposing views were considered. Throughout the research it was noticed that there is not one blanket statement that can cover pupils’ views regarding outdoor learning or any other learning environment within the school e.g. classroom or corridor workstations. There was a variety of responses regarding where the children preferred to learn, however, the vast majority stated that they felt happiest and most engaged during a lesson or activity that took place outdoors. 
During the elective experience the author observed occasional outdoor learning and made note of several learning environments within the school. Through observation and discussion with pupils and staff it was noted that, in School A, outdoor learning was much more prominent in Foundation Phase and seemed to become less frequent in upper Key Stage 2. Although this is the case, interviews with pupils in higher year groups suggested that the lessons, experiences and activities they remembered and enjoyed the most over the years were outdoor learning experiences.
It became clear during the research that there are numerous things to consider when planning outdoor learning including its relevance, the weather, as well as staff confidence and availability. It was noted that to benefit the pupil’s learning experiences, staff should endeavor to consistently maintain occasional but purposeful outdoor learning experiences in higher year groups as well as in Foundation Phase.
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