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How does the outdoors enhance a child’s learning experience with additional learning needs? 

Abstract 

Outdoor learning can benefit young children in all aspects of their growth and development. Exposure to natural environments encourages young children to be competent and confident learners, whilst stimulating their health and well being. Through enabling adults that provide natural learning experiences young children can flourish into independent individuals. Considering young children with additional learning needs natural environments can further support their holistic development, through enhancing their emotional resilience, reducing stress and aiding cognitive function. The rationale of this study aims to explore the role of outdoor learning in the growth of young children and the advantages stimulating experiences can have for children with additional learning needs. This research project consists of a mixed methodological perspective producing both qualitative and quantitative data through interviews and observations. The focus group of this study contains a sample of six children with additional learning needs, in addition to their intensive individual support teachers based in the setting of a school. A series of observations will take place over three months, observing how many of the young children tend to prefer to be outdoors. Along with, interviews with each of their individual support teachers to gain an in-depth view of what their perspectives of the benefits the outdoors can have for the children are and why. 
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Literature Overview 

This study aims to explore the emphasis on outdoor environments provided for children with additional learning needs, considering the physical and sensory benefits. An in depth perspective on the focus of the health and well being of children participating in this inquiry in addition, with the distinguished barriers and conductors for execution. The researcher considered the motivation for this study as the means to discover, how outdoor learning magnifies a child obtaining additional learning needs’ learning experiences. According to Khan, McGeown and Bell (2020) outdoor learning places focus on experimental, hands on learning experiences in a real living environment. Encountering visual and tangible means as a method to understand and manage new knowledge and skills. A more kinetic approach to learning in young children creates a greater stimulating focus on their holistic awareness and ability. The idea of implying outdoor learning to early years settings began with Froebel. Expressed by Bruce (2019) the key features of Froebel’s theory emphasised the substance of the development of social, emotional, physical and spiritual needs of the child. As the means of the independence of movement and self-activity. In addition to, contributing authentic events including working with nature as a focal point to enrich young minds. Ouvry and Furtado (2020) acknowledged the ideas of Froebel and the significance of outdoor learning in the development of young children through their ideas on the encouragement provided by practitioners. This was a fundamental way for growth and maturity within early years settings for practitioners and children. Active freedom to explore and be curious through nature provides children with a sense of independence whilst utilising all their senses. Indicated by Sandseter, Kleppe and Sando (2021) that by implying risky play to outdoor learning experiences through, furnishing activities like obstacle courses constructed from natural objects like logs presents children to take risks. Through risky play young children can gain confidence and resilience whilst developing their fine and gross motor skills. In addition to, balance, coordination and physical competence. Outdoor learning further progresses cognitive function and brain development. Young children are able to experience excitement and thrill through risky play, promoting their self esteem when conquering new challenges and mastering tasks creating a rewarding experience for the child. Supported by Kinser (2019) children within early years settings have the opportunity to flourish through a sustainable living environment. Outdoor learning is essential in encouraging a child’s curiosity, experimental skills and understanding of the living world. With the aid of a kinetic approach children are inspired to be explorers and discoverers nurturing their independence and wonder. Young children thrive in nature enabling feelings of excitement, enthusiasm and joy. The freedom to explore delights children and utilises their imagination. A stick is not just a stick, it’s a sword or a wand. Whilst considering the individuality of all children and their needs, Macintyre (2015) identifies children with additional learning needs as possessing disorders associated with neurological deficiency’s such as autism, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, dyslexia, dyspraxia and a variety of others. Each additional learning need has individual demands concerning the appropriate support offered to the child, to create a greater learning experience. The support required to aid a child with additional learning needs can vary from practical strategies like providing an appropriate stimulating environment for the child like a sensory area. In addition to, adjusting teaching methods, ways of communicating and supplying rich exploratory experiences. The outdoors plays a fundamental part in early childhood development, previous research has shown the underlying benefits for children engaging in the outdoors with additional learning needs. The freedom to explore outside cares for a child’s curiosity through a stimulating experience. Early years practitioners enabling children to connect with the living world whilst encouraging outdoor and risky play, through creative outdoor learning environments promotes a child’s development and wellbeing remarkably in children with additional learning needs. During outside experiences children with sensory sensitives can encounter play with all of their senses (Early Years Alliance, 2019). 

Methodological considerations 

Research 

According to Song (2021) research can be defined as the modelling of new material with the approach from current knowledge to construct new ideas, prospects and methodologies. Mukherji and Albon (2018) suggests that research is demonstrated throughout everyday life, when a person makes a decision to read a book, article or watch a documentary. However considering academic research, the researcher must recognise the paradigm and methodological approach that encourages the research to be carried out, supporting Song’s (2021) proposal. Kay (2022) describes the term research as the investigation or study of materials and sources to signify facts or reach conclusions. To execute a successful approach to research it is essential to indicate the leading focus of why the research is being pursued and how it will be enforced taking into consideration different methodologies. Before conducting a study it is essential to signify the relevance of the question, the researcher is asking. Significant research has the ability to develop or alternate a way of thinking and strategies of performing a task. Committing to a study can be time consuming and often difficult for that reason, it is vital that the researcher is determined and patient whilst working towards meeting the conclusion to their research question. Indicated by Hameed (2020) research can be divided into two concepts qualitative and quantitative. Both methods to researching produce a contrasting perspective to the research question. Each frame of research considers different methodologies to gather the appropriate understanding and knowledge to aid the study. Recognising this study, the aspects of research would be the samples which would be the participants of the study. Accordingly, the six selected children with additional learning needs and their intensive individual support. Furthermore considering the setting of the research, in this case the school where the children attend, as well as the rationale of the study to investigate how the outdoors can benefit a child with additional learning needs’ holistic development. 

Methodologies 

Described by Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011) methodologies refers to the approach and strategies used to gather and explore data that has been collected by the researcher. In the terms of this study the researcher regards methodologies through practical means and tools. The objective of a methodology is to offer a centred approach to enable decision making and construct the fitted strategies. Goundar (2012) describes that methodologies can be considered as a variety of methods to achieve the research question. Considering such methods in either a qualitative or quantitative approach based on the research question. Methodologies can be beneficial for researchers as it structures the appropriate methods to achieve the research question, supporting Perry and Wallers (2011) perspective. Considering this study the researcher would pursue the methodologies through a mixed method approach to gather both quantitative and qualitative data. Methods like interviews and observations would be appropriate means to reach the research question. 


Observations 

Pope and Allen (2020) suggests that observations are a method used for studying how a sample acts or carry’s out a specific task. Through viewing what the sample does do the researcher can develop an understanding of why the they may choose to do something or how many samples choose to do it. An observation can produce both qualitative and quantitative data through a natural process. Aiding this perspective, Ciesielska, Bostrom and Ohlander (2017) states that observations may be considered in everyday social interactions. For example, when a child observes a  peer playing with the blocks, that child may then be interested in playing with the blocks. Furthermore, one of the main characteristics of observations include a direct or indirect approach. When observing children it is significant that the researcher does not intervene during the observation, to avoid interfering with the data. Suggested by Jarvis et al. (2012) the researcher must carry out observations with an objective approach especially when observing young children. Observations are viewed as one of the most appropriate methods when carrying out research on children, as young children may not be equipped to participate in interviews or surveys. Considering this it is substantial that the researcher collects accurate and objective data, in order to respect and represent the child’s point of view during the observation. 

Interviews 

According to Mukherji and Albon (2012) an interview is a research method where the researcher asks a series of questions to a focus group o individuals with the exception of gaining answers to a particular question or an elaboration of their views on a particular topic. An interview can produce both qualitative and quantitative data, based on the types of questions asked to the interviewees. Often researchers use interviews as a research method to gain a more in depth understanding of the research question, to produce a qualitative perspective. This is supported by Powney and Watts (2018) when stated that interviews are viewed as one of the most appropriate forms of data collection. An interviews aids a participants ability to express their thoughts and feelings on specific events, gathering a greater insight into their perspectives creating a more rich understanding for the researcher. Creating a bigger discussion on the analysis of the data, to offer a range of perspectives on the findings gathered. 

Qualitative 

Stated by Lester, Cho and Lochmiller (2020) qualitative research provides the researcher with an in-depth understanding of the study carried out. The development of qualitative research produces detailed descriptions of the data collected. The outcomes of such research offers insights of professional practices with appointed factors. Conducting qualitative research it is significant that the researcher regards a balanced and attentive approach to provide a greater understanding. Exploring qualitative research suggests considering appropriate methodologies and theoretical perspectives. Indicated by Tenny, M. Brannan and D. Brannan (2022) qualitative research accumulates the samples experiences and insights. Thorough research questions like how something happened or why something happened exists in qualitative studies. Qualitative research provides the capacity to gain a greater understanding of human proceedings and patterns. Gathering information with this type of understanding the researcher pursuing the study would construct methodologies like interviews or questionnaires outlining questions of how and why. An occurrence like an experience, viewpoint and actions would be difficult to apprehend quantitatively. Whereas the qualitative approach grants participants to describe what they was thinking, feeling or encountering at a specific time or during an event of interest. This is supported by Wellington (2008) when expressing qualitative research as being gathered in real-life natural settings to produce a rich, expressive and vast interpretation of the material accumulated. Qualitative methodologies to research  generates a substantial amount of information whereas quantitative research offers a greater understanding of the statistical knowledge. 

Quantitative 

Suggested by Albers (2017) quantitative research collects numerical data that can be explored to support the aim of the research question. The purpose of quantitative research is to accommodate the investigation of underlying patterns and relationships between the findings, establishing similarities and differences. Statistics can be used as a tool to draw a distinct conclusion to the study. This is supported by Watson (2015) when stated that quantitative studies generate statistics, which can be comprehended to draw conclusions. Quantitative studies incorporates methodologies like questionnaires or observations. Considering questions like multiple choice or observations where a number can be recorded of how many samples choose to participate in a specific task. Such methodologies produce a numerical perspective, which can be stored in graphs, tables or percentages. This is constructive when proceeding to determine clear patterns between the findings. Furthermore, O’Dwyer and Bernauer (2016) suggests that quantitative research aims to discover new knowledge in a less complex execution, in comparison to qualitative studies. Quantitative studies represents complex information but into simpler representations like a bar graph or tally chart. This can be beneficial for the researcher as this type of methodology is transient yet effective. 

Research Paradigms

Jarvis et al. (2012) a research paradigm is a collective term for a range of logical approaches and strategies for the current research to be undertaken. Mukherji and Albon (2015) supports this when describing research paradigms as a reflection on the researcher executing this studies advanced assumptions, nature of knowledge, most competent ways of understanding and the framing of interest for the study. The purpose of a research paradigm is to establish the foundations for undertaking the research, scaffolding what the researcher believes to be the characteristics of the information gathered in addition with the methodologies used to carry out the study. This is supported by Coe et al. (2021) when stated that a research paradigm can be considered the growth of new concepts whilst acknowledging the collection of methodological perspectives of current research. A research paradigm can be viewed as an ontological perspective. Ahmed (2008) suggests that ontological perspectives can be expressed as the study of being. It is related with what kind of world the researcher intends to investigate, considering which research paradigm the study realities to a qualitative or quantitative approach. 

Triangulation 

According to Noble and Heale (2019) triangulation can be described as a method to greater the dependability and authenticity of the research findings. Triangulation considers combining the mixed methodologies of the research study, to assist the fundamental biases that can arise through quantitative and qualitative data. Triangulation can further explore and describe human behaviours utilising a selection of methods, providing a balanced conclusion to the research study. The strategy of triangulation, can authentic data and is expected in both qualitative and quantitative studies. Triangulation can enhance research as it presents a variety of data collections to illustrate different characteristics of a question of interest. This is supported by Bans-Akutey and Tiimbu (2021) when stated that triangulation offers researchers with a more sophisticated perspective of the research study. Triangulation in research focus’ on validating results of a study, often implying the use of mixed methods. Mixed methods considers merging both qualitative and quantitative findings, nevertheless triangulation describes how the researcher can make use of a variety of approaches in the study. This enables the researcher to select the required information to establish the credibility of the study to further analyse the data. Verifying the reliability of the study is significant as it establishes that the reader can appropriately interpret the research data, granting appropriate decisions to possibly be made based on the findings. 

Ethical Considerations

Suggested by Resnik (2020) ethics can be outlined as what people distinguish as morals, the belief of what is right and what is wrong. A common establishment of ethics is the norms of conduct that differentiate between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour. Ethical norms are taught commonly in the home, at school, in church or in other social settings like clubs. The development of the moral compass takes place in early childhood, as a child grows and passes through milestones they become more mature beings. Able to understand the concept of what is right, what is wrong, what behaviour can be viewed as acceptable and what behaviour can not. Ethics are fundamental to individuals and the structure of society. NSPCC (2023) states that when both working with and researching children it is significant that the researcher balances the aim of the research with the safety and well being of the child. Considering their rights to participate in the research and how it may impact them as individuals. Ethics are key when providing the appropriate support to the children participating in the study, ensuring that they feel respected and safe to continue to partake in the research. 

Consent 

Mactier and McConnell (2023) describes consent as an essential ethical and legal principal considered in good practice. For consent to be valid in research, the participant must be aware of what they are agreeing to and the possible associated risks of the study. Brooks, Riele and Maguire (2014) suggests that informed consent is related to the ethical aspect of respect for the persons engaging in the study. The principles of consent suggest that the participants should be supplied with sufficient knowledge expressing information about the research project. This information should be accessible for the participant to make the decision weather they wish to continue with the study or not. It is significant that the decision to consent is voluntary, where participants are free to refuse to participate or withdraw throughout any point of the study without the fear of any negative impact or consequences. Taking into consideration the concept of consent, participants of the study should be competent to make decisions and choose freely. The idea of consent was developed to protect participants from risk or harm from researchers and research studies. According to the Department for Education (2023) consent when researching young children should be from a parent or legal guardian, this can be achieved through means like letters, leaflets or consent forms indicating what the research entails and why the research is significant. Taking into consideration, article 13 of the United Nations convention on the rights of the child the researcher should encourage the child to freely express themselves, their thoughts and feelings on the research study. To respect a child’s independence and competence to make decisions based on their own objective and feelings, the researcher should follow and listen to the child when expressing themselves and their ideas. Encouraging an ethical approach through consent young children should be given the opportunity to express their views on matters that affect them and supplied with the means to engage in the research. Additionally, it is essential for the researcher to gain consent from the setting where the study is taking place, other participants of the research, as well as the university. Regarding this study, the school would be the setting where consent would be required and the one to one teachers who would also be participating in the study. 

Participatory research

When conducting a research study with children it is significant that researchers take into consideration Rodger Hart’s ladder of participation (1992), to develop participatory research. Organising Engagement (2023) describes Hart’s ladder as a representation of a child’s involvement, capability and control during an adult led task like a research study. The ladder of participation is separated into eight rungs, each describing a decrease in the child’s freedom to learning based on the less enabling adult. Beginning on the eighth rung describes a child initiated approach with shared discussions with adults, based on matters involving the child considering their thoughts and feelings. Encouraging a child led approach during a research study would create a more rich understanding of the data. Contrasting with the first rung, expressing a greater adult led perspective. Young children are tokenised, adults do not motivate the child to be independent or encourage their competence to make decisions. This is supported by Fox (2016) when stated that Hart’s ladder of participation can aid professionals to empower children to participate. Providing the foundation and wider basis to understand young children recognising their voice as well as, their capacity to learn and to form new ideas and concepts. 

Confidentiality and Anonymity 

Stated by the Health and Care professions council (2023) confidentiality is a method used to protect an individuals personal information. Personal information like the type of health or care support the individuals may need or their address, religion and other individual characteristics about them. Practitioners that are involved in the individuals health or care support will have access to their personal information, however it is significant that professionals are cautious with this information for it to remain protected. Breaking confidentiality can affect future practice of professionals and the services provided for the individual. The principles of confidentiality builds on the code of conduct of health care professionals and the standards of practice provided for the public. Suggested by Kaiser (2012) confidentiality within research studies refers to agreements detailing what will be pursued throughout the study, in addition to what may be done with the data collected. Research data may include rich descriptions of the studies participants requiring confidentiality to be a concern.  Protecting confidentiality and anonymity in research studies taking place with young children in a school setting it is significant that researchers are able to gather detailed accounts of data whilst, acknowledging the value of confidentiality for the participants along with the setting. 

Possible risk 

When designing a research study it is crucial that ethics are taken into consideration throughout the process, an ethical approach to design should offer participants to feel at ease without unnecessary pressure. The British Educational Research Associations guidelines (2018) suggests that researchers conducting studies should bear in mind their duty of care to participants, acknowledging any potential risk or harm that could arise. Researchers should be prepared to offer support to those involved in the study and reduce any upset or discomfort. The researchers design of the study should avoid any actions that could cause harm of any kind to participants, considering the more vulnerable individuals. The responsibility of protection describes the researchers duty to make participants or guardians of participants aware of any potential risks of the study, as well as any unexpected risks that can impact any partys thus should be made aware immediately. 

Data storage 

Data storage is a method used to protect and conserve any knowledge or figures gathered through a research project. When contemplating how to store data the Data Protection Act (2018) is significant, this legalisation was applied to protect confidentiality. Providing participants with comfort that organisations and business’ use their information only if relevant and necessary. In addition, this legalisation promotes the right for individuals to have access to what and how much information organisations have cumulated about them. Through executing the aspects of confidentiality, the researcher pursuing the study complies to make certain that any personal information they have gathered throughout the study is protected and secured. Consequently, establishing a safe environment for data to be stored this can include a filing cabinet with a key or password needed for access if the researcher collected data using pen or paper. Keeping this in mind, if researcher collected data through a computerised program with a strong password needed to gain access. 

Conclusion

In the case of this research study, based on the findings the researcher would pursue the mixed method approach considering the use of a research triangulation. Identifying the appropriate methodologies as observations and interviews. Considering these methodologies as cooperating in both a quantitate and quantitative paradigm. Based on the evidence the researcher decided to pursue both methodologies of observations and interviews, as they both create a range of results that would effectively meet the research question. To pursue to answer the research question, the researcher would select to observe children with additional learning needs in the outdoors. In addition to interviewing each child’s intensive individual supporter (one to one) noting questions like based on your personal experience did you find the outdoors as a useful teaching tool to the child. Furthermore, the researcher would consider the ethical aspects to designing and pursuing a research study. Taking into account the purposely of consent, confidentiality, possible risk factors and the protection of data through the storage of the information gathered. 
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