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Introduction:
Substantial evidence indicates a growing demand for forest school learning in educational settings (Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2018). Knight (2016) highlights that forest school learning immerses students in woodland environments, providing hands-on, holistic experiences that foster a deeper connection to nature. This study seeks to explore the influence of forest school learning on student well-being through an exploratory case study approach. As a prospective teacher, this topic is of great interest as it aligns with various aspects of the recently revised Welsh curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). In particular, the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) prioritizes student-centered learning, global citizenship, and the integration of authentic contexts in learning (Welsh Government, 2022), a focus that forest schools support (Tiplady and Menter, 2020). In addition, this research will add to the scarce literature available on studies conducted in Wales. Due to the variation in curriculum design among other countries, existing literature may not accurately depict the benefits students may experience in Welsh educational settings (Fendler, 2006). As a result, the study contributes valuable insight. Overall, the report is divided into four primary sections: literature review, research methods, findings and discussion, and conclusions, to answer the following research question:

How do Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and Key Stage 1 (KS1) pupils and teachers perceive the effects of forest school learning on pupils’ well-being?

School Context:
The case study in question originates from an English-medium primary school, situated in Powys. In alignment with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Guidelines (BERA, 2018), identifying data pertaining to the school, staff, and students will remain confidential. The school caters for 210 pupils, including 18 nursery pupils (Estyn, 2024). Following a recent inspection, the school has earned recognition for its excellent practices and facilities, with no further requirements for a ‘follow-up’ visit (Estyn, 2024). The implication is that the teachers exemplify exceptional practices that align with the new Curriculum for Wales (CfW) – proving advantageous to this study. As the Welsh Government’s education inspectorate, Estyn is a highly credible source. 

Research Objectives: 
The following research objectives have been generated on the premise of uncovering how teachers and EYFS and KS1 pupils perceive the effects of forest school learning on pupil wellbeing;

1.  To gather qualitative data through focus groups to understand how reception/ year 1 pupils perceive the effects of forest school learning on their well-being. 
2. To gather qualitative data through an interview to identify how the class teacher perceives the effects of forest school learning on pupils’ well-being. 
3. To identify specific strategies and elements of forest school learning that are perceived to have a positive influence on pupils’ well-being, as reported by both teachers and pupils. 


Literature Review:
Deriving from a Scandinavian philosophy that highlights the significance of children’s interaction with nature during their formative years (Dean, 2019), forest school education involves a comprehensive series of learning experiences that are conducted in a woodland environment under any weather conditions (Waite et al, 2015). The following discussion will examine existing literature on forest school learning and its influence on child development, focusing on principles and theoretical perspectives of forest school, and its relationship with socio-emotional wellbeing. 

Principles and Theoretical Perspectives: 
Forest school learning is founded on three foundational principles: prioritising child-centered learning, emphasising experiential learning, and nurturing nature connections (McCree and Cree, 2017). These principles are consistent with those of constructivism theory (Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2018). Piaget (1896-1980) introduced constructivism theory, which evolved into social constructivism theory, highlighting that individuals play a central role in their learning and construct knowledge through experiences, ideas, and social interactions (Lombardo and Kantola, 2021). The Welsh Government acknowledges the importance of constructivist pedagogy, as evidenced by the shift in education from traditional, content-driven teaching to a child-centered model (Welsh Government, 2022). According to Karavida et al (2020), forest school learning offers a significantly more child-centered educational experience compared to traditional classroom settings. Specifically, they observed that in natural environments, children have the opportunity to interact with and manipulate natural objects, leading them to develop their creativity and critical thinking skills through inventive exploration and problem-solving. Notably, Karavida et al (2020) report may be biased as it relied solely on observational research, which can introduce limitations such as researcher bias; however, the credibility of their findings is bolstered by the support of multiple studies in the field. In particular, Bal and Kaya (2020) also identified that natural objects and surroundings provide more opportunities for inquiry-based learning. In their study, teachers expressed that students pose more questions and converse more with their peers during forest school. Bal and Kaya (2020) explain that typical objects found in the classroom are often associated with everyday, practical uses, which can restrict opportunities for curiosity and exploration. Though Connolly and Haughton (2016) research reinforce this, they add that forest school learning must follow a structured blend of adult-led and child-initiated activities, thus pertaining to a situated form of experiential learning. Engaging in experiential learning involves actively participating in real-world, hands-on experiences that hold significance and relevance to the learner, mirroring the fundamental essence of forest school education (Kolb, 2014). Connolly and Haughton (2016) discuss that adults must present concepts and provide support and guidance, enabling students to assume responsibility and relevance for their own learning. Overall, it is evident that forest school learning aligns with key educational approaches that are relevant to the new curriculum for Wales. Thus far, the literature offers insight into the opportunities for inquisition and collaboration that forest school provides. 

Well-being: 
Definitions of well-being are often subjective. The researcher encompasses the belief that well-being is a product of emotional, social, cognitive, and physical health, also known as holism (Cahill et al, 2015). Blackwell (2015) claims that promoting well-being is a pivotal objective of forest school education. Their comprehensive content analysis revealed profound physical health benefits for learners. In particular, a reduction in blood pressure, stress levels, and cholesterol levels. Blackwell’s (2015) examination of both qualitative and quantitative data lends credibility to their findings, ensuring reliability (repeatability) and validity (accuracy). Notably, Maynard (2017) identified a trend among learners aged 6 to 11 years old, with an increasing number opting for a sedentary lifestyle. Forest school education offers a compelling solution to counteract this concerning phenomenon. Moreover, Munoz’s (2015) observations highlighted that exposure to outdoor environments encourages students to embrace risk-taking behaviours. This is a significant quality of the Health and Well-being Area of Learning Experiences (AoLEs) outlined in the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). They explain that forest school learning provides opportunities for activities that involve uncertainty and challenge, such as climbing trees. Research by Hughes (2013) reinforces this, they observed that forest school environments provide unrestricted space, fostering opportunities for children to engage in diverse activities without fear of criticism. The implication of this is that forest school empowers students – thus relating to emotional well-being. Maynard (2017) support this as they claim that risk-taking allows students to build confidence and motivation. The credibility of Hughes (2013) study is bolstered by the involvement of highly qualified educators, enhancing the validity of their findings. Substantially, case study evidence by O’brein (2019) indicates that forest school learning nurtures resilience. Resilience refers to the ability to adapt and ‘bounce back’ from a stress or trauma and is often associated with emotional regulation (Hinkley et al, 2008). The case study conducted by O’brien (2019) revealed that individuals who had experiences significant trauma exhibited a more relaxed demeanour in the forest school environment compared to the classroom setting. The researchers observed heightened levels of social interactions and engagement among these individuals while they participated in forest school activities. Cahill et al (2015) expands on this by suggesting that nature serves as a source of comfort for students, offering respite from the pressures and constraints often associated within the traditional classroom. These findings correlate with several studies, indicating that the results are highly reliable. Ultimately the research signifies that forest school learning offers many well-being benefits. 


Conclusions: 
In summary, the literature signifies that forest school learning provides a holistic approach to child development through immersive, nature-based learning experiences. Substantial evidence outlines the many well-being benefits that students can expect to experience when engaged in forest school learning. 

Exploratory Case Study:
According to Feagin et al (2016), a case study is a common research method utilised to collect comprehensive data on a specific phenomenon, event, situation, individual, or group of individuals. The nature of a case study can vary greatly depending on the research thesis or hypothesis. In the context of this study, an exploratory case study approach was adopted. Exploratory case studies are often employed to prompt further investigation on an ‘understudied’ topic (Fahy, 2020). Feagin et al (2016) elaborate that they probe the underlying ‘how, why, and what’ aspects of the research question to develop a greater understanding of the subject matter. While forest school education has become popular in recent years (Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2018), the specific aspect of how students perceive its influence on their well-being has not been extensively studied, particularly within the context of Wales as a whole. This research explores a relatively unexplored area within the broader field of forest school learning, thus making it exploratory in nature.

Moreover, case studies tend to be favoured by interpretivists over positivists (Tumele, 2015) as they often yield a large volume of qualitative data (data in the form of words and perceptions). Interpretivists are researchers who prioritise subjectivity and seek to understand behaviours through qualitative research (Potrac et al, 2014). Alternatively, positivists prioritise objectivity and focus on identifying patterns and trends in research using quantitative (numerical and statistical) methods (Nekola, 2015). Widodo (2009) article highlights that case studies enable researchers to gather rich and in-depth data pertaining to the context, processes, and factors influencing a particular situation. Rich data is crucial for maximising internal validity (Cahit, 2015). Validity refers to the accuracy and truthfulness of the study findings. Nonetheless, case studies may introduce bias, such as researcher bias (where the researcher’s subjectivity influences the interpretation of results) and participant bias (where participants behave in a way that supports or undermines the perceived desirable outcomes), a phenomenon also known as the Hawthorne Effect (Sedgewick and Greenwood, 2015). Evidence from Gerhard (2008) suggests that incorporating multiple data collection methods and being mindful of personal biases can help reduce the potential for bias. Furthermore, case studies frequently lack generalisability (applicability of findings to the broader population) and reliability (repeatability of results) due to the specific nature of the case being studied. Nevertheless, it is crucial to recognise that the curriculum for Wales prioritises child-centered learning, emphasising the individual needs and experiences of each student (Welsh Government, 2022). Consequently, the pursuit of generalisability is not necessarily paramount, as the effectiveness of educational approaches may vary across different school contexts.

Participants for this study were selected via convenience sampling – a non-probability sampling technique (Emerson, 2015). Convenience sampling involves selecting participants who are ‘readily’ available (Sedgewick, 2013). Prospective participants were recruited through a school placement opportunity organised by the university. Despite the risks of convenience sampling leading to an unrepresentative sample (a sample that does not accurately reflect where it has been drawn from) and participant bias, it was favourable as it met the requirements of an exploratory case study. Knight et al (2022) utilised convenience sampling in their exploration of teacher perceptions of inclusive education in Wales. They addressed that they did not seek a representative sample for their study purposes. Alternatively, they sought to identify patterns among perceptions – which is also true for this study. Overall, the case study focuses on perceptions from a combined Reception (EYFS) and Year 1 (KS1) class consisting of 23 (15:8 ratio) students (60% males and 40% females) and 1 class teacher. The class composition is untypical for the school however 8 Year 1 pupils with additional learning needs and poor social-emotional skills were intentionally placed in the reception class for additional support. In summary, the consideration of the strengths and limitations of employing an explanatory case study approach highlights its favourable utility for investigating the research question at hand. 


Research Methods:
The study was designed on the premise of uncovering how teachers and Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and Key Stage 1 (KS1) pupils perceive the effects of forest school learning on pupil wellbeing. This research is cross-sectional; therefore, participants were contacted once on 23/04/24 to complete the study on 26/04/24. Kesmodel (2018) outline that cross-sectional studies are studies that are conducted at one point in time. Consequently, Pandis (2014) critique that cross-sectional research only captures a ‘snapshot’ of a relationship, therefore impact and cause-and-effect relationships cannot be deduced from the findings. Nonetheless, a cross-sectional study was favourable for this research due to a limited timescale. Notably, the results will offer insights for the researcher to apply in their teaching methods at this school. 

Furthermore, the study employs a mixed-method approach, incorporating both focus groups and a structured interview. The aim was to achieve data triangulation. As outlined by Carter et al (2014), data triangulation enables comparisons and contrasts to be drawn from findings. This proved beneficial as it allowed for the identification of similarities in perceptions among students and the teacher. Akutey and Timub (2021) state that data triangulation strengthens both the validity and internal reliability of a study. Focus groups entail assembling a cohort of individuals – typically between 5 and 10 participants – to deliberate on a particular topic under the direction of a moderator (Krueger, 2014). Evidence by Barbour (2014) signifies that focus groups yield rich and in-depth data. This is advantageous as it can enhance internal validity, indicating that the results are likely truthful. Throughout the focus groups, the facilitator served as the moderator, directing participants in group discussion using a set of predetermined questions (See Appendix X). Notably, Stewart and Shamdasni (2017) claim that having the researcher act as a moderator may introduce bias and influence the study outcomes. However, this approach was deemed favourable due to the strong rapport between the students and the researcher. Rapport, defined as a positive connection between individuals, is crucial as it fosters an environment where participants feel at ease expressing themselves (Abbe et al, 2012), thus influencing validity. In addition, the researcher mitigated such risks of bias by maintaining a reflective stance on their objectivity. The schedule for the focus groups was arranged as follows in the table below:




	Table 1: Focus Group Schedule.

	Groups:
	Participants N:
	Schedule:

	Group 1
	5
	1:30pm  –  1:45pm

	Group 2 
	5
	1:50pm  –  2:05pm 

	Group 3
	6
	2:10pm  –  2:25pm 

	Group 4
	6
	2:30pm  –  2:45pm 

	Peer Debrief
	22
	3:00pm – 3:10pm 











The Focus groups were conducted according to the school’s pre-determined mixed-ability groups, and they were held in the students’ classroom. The aim was to create a familiar and comfortable setting for students, facilitating interactions with their peers with whom they typically collaborate. After students were briefed on their rights to consent and withdraw from the research, they were provided with an opportunity to review their ‘forest school learning log’, which documents all the activities undertaken by the class throughout the school year. Consistent with the guidelines outlined by BERA (2018), the log cannot serve as evidence. Subsequently, the session commenced with the use of the pre-determined questions. 

Moreover, a semi-structured interview is a method whereby the interviewer asks a predetermined set of questions (Olatunde et al, 2021). Interviews distinguish themselves from questionnaires and surveys, which consist of predetermined questions, typically being conducted in person (Galleta, 2013). Mann (2016) states that interviews frequently produce a significant amount of qualitative data because researchers can prompt participants to elaborate on their responses to ensure clarity, a feature not always available in questionnaires. Similarly, Galleta (2013) suggests that the data obtained from interviews is likely to be rich and detailed, primarily because of the rapport that can develop between the researcher and the teacher. Due to the researcher’s six-week placement in the school, they had developed a strong rapport with the teacher prior to the interview. Notably, Olatunde et al (2021) emphasise that interviews pose a potential risk of bias due to researcher influence. To mitigate this, the researcher adopted a neutral tone and maintained impartial body language to prevent data distortion. Furthermore, the researcher chose to conduct the experiment within the classroom setting, specifically during lunch period so students were not present, in order to create a comfortable environment for the teacher. The schedule for the interview was planned as follows:
	Table 2: Interview Schedule.

	Date: 
	Interview Schedule:
	Time: 

	26/04/24 
	 Debrief 
	12:15pm – 12:25pm 

	26/04/24
	Interview 
	12:25pm – 12:50pm 

	03/04/24 
	Member Checking
	9:00am – 5pm 




Although a limited time-scale (during an interview) may constrain the retrieval of in-depth qualitative data (Olatunde et al, 2021), it was necessary as the time slot synchronised with the availability of the class teachers’ schedule. Careful consideration was taken in formulating the questions for both the interview and focus groups, ensuring they were tailored to elicit meaningful responses while maintaining neutrality and avoiding leading prompts (Caims et al, 2022). For the interview, open-ended questions were employed to elicit comprehensive responses (Agustianingsh and Mahmudi, 2019), allowing the teacher to express their experiences without constraints. Alternatively, a combination of open-ended and closed-ended (questions with set answers) questions were employed in the focus groups. This approach was preferred as it facilitated the identification of patterns within the data, while also allowing for the exploration of in-depth opinions and experiences to substantiate these patterns (Caims et al, 2022). As briefly mentioned in the ‘Explanatory Case Study’, the eight year 1 pupils consist of individuals with additional learning needs and/ or poor social-emotional skills. This factor likely influenced the findings, given that these pupils had an extra year of experience with the forest school program at the case study school. Regarding the interview, this circumstance proved beneficial as it enabled the class teacher to offer insights into the personal development of these pupils over a longer timeframe. Overall, the researcher acknowledges the limitations of the study design but considers it the most suitable for addressing the research question.

Data Analysis and Methods:
The researcher adopts a critical realist (CR) epistemological stance. Epistemology is a branch of philosophy concerned with the origin, theory, and acquisition of knowledge related to reality (Hofer, 2001). As outlined by Bhaskar (2012), CR acknowledges that reality is contingent, complex, and shaped by a range of influences. As a result, CR values practical, real-world applications of research findings (Easton, 2010), which this study aims to achieve by examining perspectives of both pupils and teachers – uncovering the ‘how, what and why’ to consider practical recommendations. Accordingly, the researcher conducted thematic coding – following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach – to analyse the findings. Thematic coding involves recognising recurring themes and patterns in qualitative data that align with the research aims (Williams and Moser, 2019). For this research, thematic coding was applied to determine how often participants provided identical responses. The themes were developed based on their relevance to the research question, thus taking an inductive approach. In the following section, data will be demonstrated within graphs or tables through the use of Excel (Microsoft Corporation, 2018), with specific attention to relevant comments. The themes identified in the data were: 

· Social Skills and “Sense of Belonging”
· Emotional Regulation and Resilience 
· Forest School Challenges
· Effective Strategies

Throughout the data collection and analysis phase, the researcher implemented several procedures to uphold trustworthiness. Member checking was utilised to validate the credibility (the accuracy) of the interpretation of the results. The process involves sharing the research findings, themes, quotes, and conclusions with the participants involved in the study (Motulsky, 2021). Once the findings were finalised, the teacher was given the opportunity to review and verify the interpretation of their interview responses. While member checking may invite bias, it was preferable as it ensured participant validation and accountability in the research process (Hallet, 2013). Due to a knowledge barrier, pupils were not directly asked to participate in a member checking. Alternatively, the researcher facilitated a ‘peer debriefing’ with the pupils at ‘carpet time’ (where students gather at the end of the day to discuss their day). Evidence by Simpson and Quigley (2016) claim that ‘peer debriefing’ is an effective procedure for upholding credibility for those considered ‘vulnerable’. They state that participants are likely to reiterate their true perceptions in a neutral environment – thus verifying the documented data. The peer debriefing took place on the day of the study and students engaged in a discussion of the topics they identified during the focused conversations. The class teacher attended the debriefing session, giving them the opportunity to verify the interpretations drawn from the group discussions through member checking. The member checking occurred exactly one week after the study, which means that the credibility of interpretations drawn from the findings and verified by the peer debriefing were limited to the teachers’ memory. Nonetheless, the teachers’ verification confirmed that interpretations were reflective of the peer debriefing and raw notes of the focus group conversations. Overall, the researcher employed suitable methods to uphold trustworthiness.

Ethical Considerations:
Taking ethical issues into consideration is vital in order to safeguard the dignity, rights, and well-being of participants (Sidgwick, 2019). Ethical approval was granted for this project on 23/04/24 (See Appendix A) by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’ Research Ethics Committee. The main ethical issues for consideration were informed consent, right to withdraw, and anonymity. Informed consent refers to the voluntary agreement of an individual to participate in a procedure (Nijhawan et al, 2013). Jefford and Moore (2009) elaborate that it upholds ethical principles such as respect for justice and autonomy, hence its significance. According to legislation, those under 16 must provide parental consent to engage in a research study (Welsh Government, 2022). Parental consent was obtained through a form distributed by the schools’ messaging service on 23/04/24 (See Appendix B). Alongside the consent form, an information sheet (See Appendix C) was provided to address the aims and objective of the study, avoiding ethical concerns regarding deception. Deception entails offering false or invalid information for a purpose (Colloca and Howick, 2018).  Informed consent was ensured through debriefing procedures conducted on the day of the study. Prior to the commencement of each focus group session, the researcher utilised child-appropriate language to elucidate the purpose of the study. Each student has been provided with a ‘happy face’ and ‘sad face’ sign, which served as a non-verbal indicator of their willingness to participate or withdraw from the conversation. Moreover, anonymity refers to unidentifiable information (Wallace, 1999). Alternatively, confidentiality refers to the security of private information (Kaiser, 2012). In order to maintain confidentiality and protect anonymity, the researcher opted not to record any personal or sensitive information, including names or specific details related to the educational institution. Each student participating in the focus group was assigned a code name  in the documented data and within this report (in example, Group 1: Student A). Similar ethical considerations were applied to the interview conducted with the classroom teacher, who was provided with a consent form and information sheet electronically on 23/03/34. Throughout the interview process, the researcher refrained from recording any identifying information, referring to the participant as ‘Teacher’ throughout the document data and within this report. The right to withdraw was ensured through the emphasis on voluntary participation. To safeguard data, all results were secured on a password-protected file on the UWTSD cloud. All data has been scheduled for eradication on 08/05/24. Overall, by adhering to strict ethical guidelines and procedures, this study demonstrates a commitment to upholding the principles of ethical research. 


Findings and Discussion: 
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