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The primary goal of this research is to delve deeper into the influence of children's learning environments on their academic enthusiasm and learning outcomes. Specifically, to understand how different learning environments impact children's responses and engagement with learning. This involves exploring how children react to a variety of learning settings.
Furthermore, this study is closely aligned with interpretive research methodologies. Drawing on the work of Josep Rialp et al. (2019), we intended to utilize case studies to establish correlations that contribute to theory-building. By examining individual cases within specific learning environments, we aim to develop a theoretical framework rooted in empirical data, thus shedding light on the complex dynamics between learning environments and academic outcomes for children.

In today's dynamic education landscape, there's a notable shift towards prioritizing children's learning environments and intentions within school curriculums. Consequently, it's imperative for newly qualified teachers and practitioners to continually adapt and evolve alongside these changes, ensuring that learners' interests remain central to the educational experience.

Personally, I'm deeply invested in this area due to its profound impact on the holistic development of children. Recognizing the interconnected nature of cognitive, social, emotional, and cultural facets of learning, I'm committed to fostering inclusive, stimulating, and supportive learning environments that cater to the diverse needs and backgrounds of every learner. This links with Pebble Pad as a form of professional learning and innovation through having access to wider reading through an understanding of theories, research, and the pedagogy of children’s learning in order to develop new techniques within children’s learning and offer expertise to enhance the development of others. 

The research was conducted at an English-medium primary school in South Wales. The participants were children aged 4 to 6, comprising a split class of Reception and Year 1 students. Their classroom, situated on the ground floor, offers direct access to outdoor learning facilities. Adjacent to the classroom is an outdoor learning area, while gated access leads to the schoolyard, utilized for recreational activities during breaks.

Additionally, the school features a nature area located within a forestry area. Here, students engage in activities such as herb cultivation and wildlife observation. 


Literature 
The Welsh Government (2023) champions outdoor learning as a foundational pedagogical approach in implementing the new Curriculum for Wales. While its positive educational impact has long been acknowledged, outdoor learning now encompasses a broader role, recognized for its capacity to address holistic educational needs, including the well-being of both learners and educators. 
However, some educators may be unfamiliar with outdoor learning due to traditional learning approaches (Wallace & Louden, 2011), as well as the Welsh Government (2023) have recognised that foundation phase teachers in Wales may understand the importance of child-initiated learning but struggle to implement it beyond the classroom setting.
Prominent theorists who have extensively studied outdoor learning and have a huge influence over the new Curriculum include Piaget (1954) and Vygotsky (1978), whose constructivist theories propose that children actively construct their understanding of the world through interactions with their environment. Piaget's theory focuses on the child's role within their learning environment and cognitive development, while Vygotsky's sociocultural theory emphasizes the significance of social interactions and cultural tools in shaping learning. This corresponds closely with outdoor settings, offering abundant chances for exploration, experimentation, and hands-on learning experiences. Research from Mynard et al (2011) suggests that for outdoor learning to be effectively integrated into pedagogy, teachers must be equipped with the skills to embrace this educational approach. Dynment and Bell (2008) have studies showing that schools also struggle with outdoor space, equipment’s, and trained staff to facilitate the outdoor learning that is looked highly upon by the whole education system. It is of importance within the school setting for children’s learning experiences as Dyment and Bell (2008) also indicates that students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may face barriers to accessing outdoor spaces or participating in outdoor learning activities so are deprived of the holistic development that they require. 
The Ecological Systems Theory by Bronfenbrenner (1979) underscores the importance of exploring the diverse learning environments that shape a child's development. Central to this theory is the concept of the microsystem, comprising immediate environments like the child's family and school life. These microsystems exert significant influence over a child's learning environment, playing a pivotal role in fostering connections with broader ecological systems. However, it's important to acknowledge the limitations of this theory. In reality, these systems are interconnected and dynamic, with complex interactions that may not be adequately captured by the theory's hierarchical model. Moreover, the perspectives of key theorists are influenced by their positionality, which can shape how their ideas are perceived and interpreted amongst the education system. 
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(Watson, 2017).

Wilson (1984) suggests that humans have an innate connection to nature and that exposure to natural environments is essential for psychological well-being and cognitive development. He posits that contact with nature reduces stress and facilitates cognitive restoration, leading to improved attention, creativity, and learning outcomes. While this perspective is supported by evidence, critics such as Kellert (1997) argue that it overlooks the influence of cultural, social, and individual factors in shaping attitudes towards nature and outdoor environments. This perspective aligns closely with Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, which recognizes the role of individuals within children's lives in shaping their perceptions of outdoor environments, sometimes leading to negative viewpoints on outdoor learning.

Bloom (1987) believes that outdoor learning is at the expense of rigorous intellectual training. He argued that experiential approaches may prioritize subjective experiences over objective knowledge and critical thinking skills.
Integrating outdoor learning into the education system is crucial, but it comes with costs for the Welsh Government to initiate teacher training programs as part of broader education policies. An example of such an initiative is the Natural Environment Cymru (Welsh Government, 2023).
As part of the initiative to integrate outdoor learning spaces into educational settings, the Forestry Commission acknowledged the significance of Forest Schools. These schools facilitate children's engagement with woodland environments, allowing them to initiate their own play, participate in activities like cooking on open fires, listen to stories, and explore at their own pace. This recognition resulted in projects funded by the Welsh Assembly across Wales, promoting Forest Schools as a form of outdoor learning within the education system (Knight, 2013).
With outdoor learning becoming a central focus to children’s learning, and school finding a balance with implementing it across the curriculum (Waite (2022) believes that there is difficulty in assessing learning outcomes from outdoor learning activities which might pose a barrier. This aligns with Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences (2011) who suggested that educators should consider a diverse range of intelligences beyond traditional measures for written test, and outdoor learning through navigations, physical activities, naturalistic intelligence through observation was a key focus. 

In any position within a childcare or teaching environment, it's crucial for professional development to stay abreast of evolving research, technologies, and pedagogical methods. This ongoing learning enables educators to remain current and adjust their practices as needed (Timperley et al., 2007). Rickinson and colleagues (2004) advocate for teachers to gain pedagogical knowledge and skills tailored to outdoor learning, including curriculum design and assessment practices. This aligns with Shulman's Pedagogical Content Knowledge Framework (1986), which underscores the significance of integrating subject matter knowledge with effective teaching strategies.

Children’s indoor learning environment is still a key aspect to their holistic development, in which is hard to acces outdoors. Hew and Bush (2007) disscuss the integration of technology into the classroom is vital for children to develop with the technical availabilities that are given to us today such as interactive white boards, educational apps in which captivate student’s interests in learning. While Barett et al (2013) expands on this is discussing the whole layout of children’s classroom environments can affect their engagement. He states that all children have different approaches and responses to their learning needs while an appealing space can promote focus for some, and others may see it as a cluttered classroom which is a distraction. It is clear that a range of learning environments is needed to enhance children’s learning with a growing focus on outdoors. While Pie Corbett’s talk of writing framework (2008) emphasizes a multi-sensory approach to language and development in encouraging children to engage with stories and texts through speaking, listening and physical actions, this approach can effectively be connected with outdoor learning to provide rich multi-sensory learning experiences to enhance imagination in children to therefore create language rich story skills.



Discussion of research design.
The new Curriculum strongly promotes the incorporation of outdoor learning across all subjects, enabling students to apply their learning in real-world contexts (Welsh Government, 2022). Literature by Dyment and Bell (2008) highlights the importance of teacher professional development in outdoor learning pedagogy, with the curriculum emphasizing the provision of educators with essential knowledge and skills for facilitating outdoor learning experiences. By utilizing case studies, educators can gain practical insights into outdoor learning, identifying both successful and unsuccessful instances to ascertain best practices, challenges, and effective implementation strategies. The literature enhances the huge amount of research and theorists that are patinate about outdoor learning and children’s holistic and cognitive development, that it overpowers other views within the education system.  A case study contributes to theory development by refining established theories (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). By analysing empirical data from a particular case, researchers can assess the practical application of these theories. Louv (2005) states that outdoor learning is highly context dependent, influenced highly by natural environments, cultural norms, and educational policies. Case studies offer researchers the opportunity to explore how these contextual factors shape outdoor learning experiences, offering an understanding between context and practice. 

Case study research, according to Yin (2009), is a qualitative research approach characterized by its in-depth investigation of a particular case within its real-life context. This method involves the collection of multiple types of data to provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under scrutiny. 
An exploratory case study was employed as the research methodology to examine a previously unstudied phenomenon or situation. This approach entails exploring various aspects to generate hypotheses, insights, or understanding, rather than testing predefined theories.

In relation to the research question, according to Yin (2018) a case study allows for specific details examination of the specific phenomenon of outdoor learning and therefor its impact on children’s perspectives and engagement. The researcher can delve deeper into the experiences of individuals which provides rich insights into the mechanisms underlying observation affects. 
However, Yin (2018) also considers that the findings from a case study may not be easily generalizable to other contexts due to unique characteristics of the case study. 

Another limitation to using a case study for this specific reach question according to Stake (1995) is that the interpretation of data in a case study in inherently subjective and influenced by the researcher’s perspectives, biases, and preconceptions. Therefore, this could affect the validity and reliability to the study findings. Nevertheless Marriam (2009) believes that employing multiple data collection methods, case studies can provide a wealth of qualitative data, allowing for nuanced understanding of the complexities involves in outdoor learning experiences. 

In the outdoor learning case study, the participants consisted of a sample of children, aligning with the principles of a cross-sectional study as explained by Kothari (2004). This type of research involves collecting data from a population at a single point in time. While a longitudinal study, as described by Menard (2002), would have been preferable for tracking changes over time and enhancing the validity of the research question regarding children's engagement levels and perspectives in outdoor learning environments, constraints such as time and finances led to the selection of a cross-sectional design.


Ethical
This study’s ethical approval was granted by University Wales Trinity Saint David’s Ethics board (Appendix 11). 

According to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2019), it is essential for educational researchers to adhere to a principle of respect towards all individuals, including themselves, who are involved or affected by their research. This entails treating individuals with fairness, sensitivity, dignity, and the acknowledgment of their rights throughout the research process. In coherence to this guideline stands the
The Education Workforce Council (EWC) (2024) promotes the concept of ethical educators. As an independent, professional regulator for education, the EWC plays a vital role in upholding ethical standards in educational research. Through its guidelines and standards, the EWC indirectly influences research practitioners to make ethical decisions and conduct research responsibly.

In accordance with the code of conduct set forth by the EWC (2019), Ethical positionality refers to the ethical stance or perspective that researchers take when conducting their studies. Lather (2006) discusses the importance that researchers must consider the potential impact of their positionality on participants, ensuring that they are treated respectfully and fairly throughout the research process. Registered teachers are mandated to uphold professional relationships with learners, employing respectful and tailored communication to meet their individual needs. This responsibility encompasses safeguarding the safety and holistic well-being of learners, including aspects of their physical, social, moral, and educational welfare (BERA 2019).
To align with these principles, assent was obtained from all participants below the age of eighteen. This process involved clearly explaining that while they were not able to opt out of their learning activities, they retained the right to decline participation in the research study. To empower them in this decision-making process, each child was provided with a sticker and instructed to remove it if they chose not to participate in the research. Importantly, participants were assured that their decision would be respected without any further questioning.
Furthermore, in the research conducted, consent was obtained from all participants legal guardians due to the requirement of participants needing to be over the age of eighteen to consent on behalf of themselves. It was imperative for the researcher to remain sensitive to the participants' right to withdraw their consent at any point and for any reason (BERA, 2019).

Adhering to the guidelines outlined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2019), it is standard practice to prioritize the confidentiality and anonymity of participants' data in research endeavours. This entails recognizing the rights of both institutional entities and individual participants to privacy, thereby ensuring that their information is treated with the utmost confidentiality and anonymity. 

To uphold research integrity, the paramount principles of confidentiality shall be rigorously observed, in which Klitzman (2013) supports the discussion that confidentiality is ensuring participants' identities are known to the researcher or research team but are kept confidential and are not disclosed to anyone outside of the research team. This commitment entails safeguarding the identities and personal information of participants by implementing robust measures. Specifically, all research data will be meticulously handled to preserve confidentiality. This will be achieved by segregating personal identifiers from the collected data, employing coding or anonymization techniques when warranted, and limiting access to identifiable information solely to authorized personnel. These protocols will be strictly adhered to throughout the research process, ensuring the utmost protection and respect for the privacy of participants.



Research method.
In order for the research method to answer the research question about how outdoor learning, specifically through activities like story time influence children’s perspectives and contribute to their overall engagement and enthusiasm for learning, the research needed to be of qualitative data (Merriam and Tisdell 2015). 

Focus Group 
To adhere to the guidelines set forth by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2019) regarding consent and assent, the research methodology was structured to include only those participants for whom obtaining consent and assent was feasible. This necessitated focusing the research on a specific group within the research location and utilizing information solely related to their involvement, while excluding data concerning any individuals not directly participating in the study. This approach ensured ethical standards were maintained and respected the rights and autonomy of all participants involved in the research process.

Lesson plans/structure 
To achieve a qualitative data outcome in our research, it was imperative to establish a structured schedule. Appendix 2 provides a detailed representation of the lesson plan designed specifically for organizing an outdoor and indoor learning activity. The one lesson plan gives a representation of both learning environments as the same tasks and intentions were prepared. As emphasized by Creswell and Creswell (2017), a lesson plan serves as a roadmap, breaking down the research process into manageable steps for data collection and analysis. By delineating timelines and necessary resources for each stage, it ensures that researchers remain organized and on track throughout the research endeavour. 
To uphold the ethical standards outlined by the EWC (2019) and ensure clarity and appropriateness for all participants, the outdoor research methods of indoor learning.
Was conducted within a single learning session, and then the outdoor learning on a separate day, within a single learning session. This deliberate approach aimed to capture participants' opinions and feedback while they were still fresh in their minds, to avoid confusion and thereby enhancing the validity of their responses.

Observation
The lesson commenced with an engaging outdoor story time and an indoor story time session involving a structure to both to ensure the researcher was able to gauge their engagement levels throughout both learning environments. 
This segment of the study employed observational research methods to attain a comprehensive understanding and clearer insights into the research question. As emphasized by Creswell & Poth (2018), qualitative methods, such as observations, enable researchers to delve deeply into observed phenomena, uncovering underlying meanings, motives, and perspectives of the participants involved. 
Through the observations, one Leuven Scale for Engagement (LSE) was used for the indoor session and the outdoor session, as Gijbels (2008) states that it is a tool used to measure the engagement levels within an education setting during a learning activity (shown in appendix 4 and 5)

Stuyven et al. (2010) assert that existing literature validates the Leuven Scale for Engagement's (LSE) proficiency in encompassing a spectrum of student engagement dimensions, spanning behavioural, emotional, and cognitive realms. This concordance between the LSE's capabilities and the multifaceted nature of engagement aligns seamlessly with the objectives of our research endeavour aimed at the understanding of outdoor learning perspectives. By leveraging the LSE, our study benefits from its established foundation grounded in empirical research, thereby fortifying the methodological framework with comprehensive insights. 
There are various limitations to observation being a method to the rsearch question, in which correlates with the Leaven scale for engagement through Carter (2026) arguing that SLE was primarily developed for the use in traditional classroom settings and may not fully capture the unique dynamics of outdoor learning. This therefore could have made the research unfair and results favourable for the indoor learning session. 
In conducting comparative observational research between outdoor and indoor learning environments to assess their respective impacts on children's engagement levels, a notable challenge emerged. Children's attitudes toward learning can vary from day to day, influenced by various factors that affect their concentration levels. This variability poses a significant challenge in maintaining consistency and reliability in observational data collection across different sessions or settings which is shown noticeably to Child A in comparing the LSE (shown in appendix 4 and 5).


Questionnaire/Pupil Voice.
As part of the research inquiry into children's perspectives on outdoor learning, it was imperative for the researcher to directly solicit input from the children themselves. This aspect of the research was conducted subsequent to both observation sessions to ensure that the children had a clear understanding of their opinions, thereby facilitating genuine findings.

Prepared questions were provided to the children prior to the research to establish a cohesive direction for the inquiry. While Tracy (2010) contends that pre-prepared questions may inadvertently introduce bias by influencing the direction of responses, potentially affecting the study's validity, Creswell and Creswell (2017) argue that preparing questions in advance enables researchers to standardize wording and structure, thereby minimizing ambiguity and ensuring clarity for participants.

In order to seek answers from the pupils while also considering BERA (2019) guidelines of  treating individuals with fairness, sensitivity, dignity, and the acknowledgment of their rights throughout the research process, the researcher needed to ensure that the method of results was of capability to all children, and children at varied progression steps (Welsh Government, 2023) the children were asked to draw their responses which is shown in appendices 7-10 to the pre prepared questions. Hogan et al (2016) argues that using drawings as a response to questions may not fully capture the complexity and depth of children’s thoughts and experiences. However, Drawing is a universal understood form of communication that transcends language barriers, ensuring inclusivity is considered (Matthews, 1994).
In support of this, the researcher transcribed the responses to the other questions which is (shown in appendix 3) in which Mills (2014) supports the idea that this method allows opinions for a precise and accurate representation of their words which contributed to validity of results. Although, for some children, language abilities and communication skills may vary widely based on certain factors of cognitive development (Dockett and Perry, 2007). One factor that directly affected the research data was children copying what others were saying as a way of answering the pre-prepared questions in which can have a negative outlook on the reliability of the results. 

Data Presentation and results
To analyse the findings from the researcher's observation notes, a thematic analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke's (2006) methodology. This involved systematically reviewing each statement and identifying recurring themes or patterns within the notes. The process began with multiple readings of the observation notes to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the content. Key words or phrases were then identified within each observation, and descriptive codes were assigned to represent the main themes present. Subsequently, the analysis of findings was synthesized into a coherent narrative, providing explanations for each theme identified. While Nowell (2017) argues that thematic analysis can be time consuming, particularly through the coding and theme development, Braun and Clarke (2006) believe that thematic analysis allows for a detailed exploration of participants perspectives and provides a rich insight into the phenomena. This is beneficial to the findings of this research question due to it being in-depth and explores the accuracy to perspectives around outdoor learning. 

In relation to the observation notes that were taking during the outdoor learning research, the first theme that was identified was that outdoor learning brings through the natural surroundings contributing to a more relaxed atmosphere in which children can engage within. This corresponds with Attention Restoration Theory (ART), as proposed by Kaplan and Kaplan (1989), which posits that natural environments, including outdoor settings, possess a restorative influence on attentional capacity and cognitive functioning.
Another theme identified was an increased level of motivation amongst the children through freedom and the novelty of outdoors contributing to greater enthusiasm and willingness to learn in comparison to indoor learning.
A theme that was identified was enhanced social dynamics in which children exhibited better social interactions and cooperation in comparison to indoor learning. This links with the Social Learning Theory developed by Albert Bandura (1977) who emphasizes the important role of observation, social interaction, cooperation, and collaboration amongst peers. 
The last theme that was identified was weather-related challenges such as cold temperatures requiring adjustments to ensure comfort and wellbeing of the children in which could affect their engagement levels. 

A thematic analysis was also suitable for the pre prepared questions that were asked to the children, in correlation to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) methodology of a thematic analysis. 
For the main question being if children preferred learning outdoors, or indoors the participants presented their opinions through a drawing using chalk on the outside grounds (see appendices 7-10). The results showed that majority preferred outdoor learning, with one participant choosing the draw indoor learning, in which allowed a true perspective of the participants opinions.
From the write up, key themes were identified. The first one being outdoor learning is seen as enjoyable and fun through the sense of freedom of role play games.
The next theme was space and calmness. The children appreciate the ample space provided outdoors and view it as calm, peaceful and a positive factor to their learning. 
Another theme was the suggestions for improvements being that small group setting are preferred for both outdoor and indoor learning and having the outdoor space allows this to take place within the learning environment. As well as the opportunity for more hands-on activities such as building, painting which was deemed important to helping them learn outdoors. 
The last theme was emotional responses. The children described positive emotional experiences when learning outside including happiness, excitement, and a sense of freedom. This contributed to their overall wellbeing. 


Conclusion and discussion.
In conclusion to this research project, the observation that was undertook was a reliable source of data as it included witnessing and recording engagement levels/ behaviours that occur in real time. However, due to my sample size being of a small quantity of participants, it meant that children’s perspective on outdoor learning did not adequately represent the broad population, therefore limiting generalizability of the findings. Polit and Beck (2017) supports this by believing that without a sufficiently diverse sample, the study results may not be applicable to other populations, which in turn diminishes the external validity to apply the findings beyond the study context.
Due to the outdoors of the observation study being within one outdoor setting and one indoor setting, this meant that the reliability of the observational data is influenced by contextual factors such as setting, participants and research conditions. Creswell and Creswell (2017) believe that a variation factors across an observation setting can introduce variables that affect the reliability of the findings. 
Through the observation, using the Leuven observation scale it is clear that the record of wellbeing scores was different for children during each learning session. As shown in appendix 4 and 5, Child D’s wellbeing was lower on the day of the indoor learning session compared to the outdoor session, and his engagement level was also lower. Cook et al (2011) believes that children’s wellbeing can have an influence on their engagement levels and behaviour during an observation session. Conversely, a child in a positive emotional state might exhibit behaviours that are perceived as more positive or cooperative than they actually are. 

As a research method being a pre-prepared questionnaire for the children, it meant that as the researcher, I had a clear vision of the questions I intended to ask in order to ensure I got the most data out of the research, however I felt that as I took the session with the children, they felt the pressure to provide positive responses that they perceive as desirable. Lau et al (2007) backs this up by stating that pre prepared questionnaires makes children think that the researcher is expecting certain answers in which always need to be positive. This therefore affects the validity of the results to this method. When asking the children the questions, there was no understanding of if they had interpreted the questions correctly which is argues strongly by Flowler (2013). Children’s cognitive abilities and language proficiency vary widely which can undermine the reliability of the responses obtained. There therefore meant that differentiation was limited in which affects the ethical consideration of the research. Babbie (2016) states that questionnaires that failt to consider children’s developmental needs and may cause distress and discomfort. Although there was on offer to children of multiple responses to certain questions such as drawing in which ensured all children have the opportunity to participate fully in the research, there was a lack of consideration in the adaptation of questioning. 


Recommendations 
In reflection on the research findings, it becomes evident that they align seamlessly with the inception of the new curriculum in educational systems. As educators, administrators, and support staff are granted greater autonomy within the educational landscape, it becomes imperative for these professionals to possess the requisite knowledge and understanding to leverage the new curriculum effectively. By doing so, they can ensure that they are maximizing educational opportunities for children and facilitating diverse learning experiences that cater to individual needs and preferences. A research study can play a vital role in aiding educators to understand the efficacy of various education approaches as a form of professional development. This research has afforded me the opportunity to delve into the works of theorists and relevant literature concerning outdoor learning, and its benefits for children's holistic and cognitive development. In the bustling environment of the education sector, where professionals often feel the weight of academic milestones and the need to demonstrate progress through written assessments, this study provided a refreshing perspective. By focusing on observing children's outdoor activities and soliciting their input on preferred learning environments and facilitative factors, I gained valuable insights. These insights allow me to reflect on my teaching practice and collaborate with children and co-workers to create an enriching learning environment that promotes positive learning outcomes.

In terms of the research adding value to my intended research study, I believe that with a prolonged research time, would allow me to look into the study deeper. For example, I feel that the quantity of participants needed to be greater, and with a range of ages. This would have given me a more in-depth and greater understanding of children’s perspectives into outdoor learning. I could have also used different outdoor learning environments such as forestry areas, sensory areas, busy outdoor areas, and quiet areas in order to gain more in-depth reasoning into what children enjoy about outdoor learning as they would have been involved in a range of experiences to aid their answers, therefore improving the reliability and truth into the responses. 

Moving forward, I will always reflect on my practices and work with children in their choices of learning environment as this will affect their engagement, therefore their learning outcomes. I will use the literature and further reading for this research study to support my professional development as a qualified teacher. 
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