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Introduction & Rationale
Working and teaching in a city widely regarded as a hub for outdoor activities, an array of alternative teaching environments are easily accessible in Maple Ridge.  Nestled amongst trails, mountains, lakes and rivers, the school I teach at has been heavily inspired by the direction of local First Nations’ elders. c̓əsqənelə Elementary means ‘Where the Golden Eagle Gathers’ in the language of Hulkomelem. Surrounded by a forest area on one side, c̓əsqənelə Elementary features oversized windows and wood detailing throughout the building to promote a connectedness with nature. Each pod in the school has a covered outdoor area designed to encourage outdoor learning. I teach grade 6/7 and have always enjoyed incorporating the outdoors into my teaching. Years ago, my class was continually asking me to spend more time outside. Inspired by their request, we developed the idea of spending an entire day outside and away from any traditional learning environments. Outdoor Day, as we called it, was a huge success and eventually became a valued tradition that my class enjoys once per term. Recognizing the positive impact outdoor day has on my students’ engagement with learning has become a centrepiece of my research question.
In addition to recognizing an anecdotally positive correlation between outdoor learning and students’ engagement, I have speculated more specifically about the impact of various outdoor environments on students’ engagement. When teaching recent baseball units, for example, we began with indoor extreme baseball, moved to outdoor baseball on our school field, and finally played baseball on an official sized field at a nearby sports complex. I observed that student engagement increased during each environment change, thus leading me to my research aim and question. 
Engagement in physical activity and the impact of environment on one’s engagement is a meaningful area to research as Canadians would benefit from a more active lifestyle. In Canada, only 48% of children aged 5 to 11 get an average of 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity per day; this drops to 27% for youth aged 12 to 17 years old (Canada, 2020). While enhancing adolescent motivation is critical for young people to develop positive attitudes toward physical activity (Lazaridis, Syrmpas, Krommidas, & Digelidis, 2023), a notable problem I hear about in my school district is the lack of available gymnasium space. Due to their traditionally smaller size, elementary school gymnasiums can typically accommodate just one class of students at a time; with my school and others in Maple Ridge operating over their capacity limits, the amount of time each class is afforded to use the gymnasium is minimal. Many teachers only do PE classes when they have the gymnasium booked and when their gym time is reduced, so too is their PE time. Further understanding the potential benefits of outdoor physical education on student engagement may encourage teachers to incorporate more outdoor learning into their teaching plans and benefit the students’ experience of physical activity all together. 
Research Question 
My aim is to understand the impact of differing environments on student engagement in physical activity. Specifically, my research question is how does student engagement with physical activity in 11 to 13 year olds change across different environments? My hypothesis is that engagement in physical activity will be highest when in environments with the most geographical distance from the school. My null hypothesis is there is no difference in physical activity engagement as the environment changes. My research objectives are to find out if students enjoy physical activity in one environment more than another and to find out the reason why one environment is more engaging than another. 
Literature Review 
Self-Determination Theory
Self-determination theory (SDT), according to Deci and Ryan (1985; 2000), is a theory of human motivation positing that autonomy, competence and relatedness are primary determinants of one’s motivation, engagement and learning in a variety of contexts. A review of the existing literature related to students’ engagement and motivation in physical activity reveals that self-determination theory is a central framework through which existing research in the field is understood. Sproule, Martindale, Wang, Allison, Nash and Gray, for example, used an SDT framework to assess the efficacy of outdoor and adventurous project work within an educational setting (2013). Their findings spoke specifically to the positive correlational relationship between outdoor work and participants’ experience of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Sproule et al., 2013). Lozaridis, Syrmpas, Krommidas and Digelidis (2023) similarly used an SDT framework in their study of 75 youths who participated in an outdoor activity and adventure program; their findings further corroborated those of Sproule et al. (2013) and many others. While confirming the positive effect that outdoor activity has on various psychological needs is meaningful, specific understanding of motivation and the implications of it on students’ participation in physical activity is further necessary for this field specific area of proposed research.
Motivation and Participation in Physical Activity
	Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (2000) suggests that motivation ranges from amotivation, marking a complete lack of motivation, to intrinsic motivation, in which one’s motivation from within himself drives his behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 2000). A review of literature examining students’ engagement in physical activity education, suggests that intrinsic motivation has been positively correlated with both higher participation in and enjoyment of physical activities in school environments (Yli-Piipari, Wang, Jaakkola & Liukkonen, 2012; Cox, Smith & Williams, 2008).  In their study of 757 Finnish adolescents, Yli-Piipari, Wang, Jaakkola & Liukkonen found that students with higher levels of intrinsic motivation than their peers both enjoyed physical education lessons and participated in physical activity more than their externally motivated peers (2012). Similarly, Cox, Smith and Williams (2008) found that extrinsic motivation was negatively correlated to enjoyment of physical education and activity, potentially inhibiting student participation in physical activity (Cox, Smith & Williams, 2008). Yli-Piipari et al. (2012), further illuminate the deficits of the traditional model of physical activity education, highlighting the ways in which pursuing good grades or high scores in organized sports promotes extrinsic, rather than intrinsic, motivation in learners.
Intrinsic Motivation when Outdoors
	Research suggests that outdoor physical education opportunities foster greater intrinsic motivation than traditional indoor opportunities (Mackenzie, Son & Eitel 2018). In their study of 22 high school students, Mackenzie, Son and Eitel compared an outdoor adventure science course with a traditional classroom model, collecting both behavioural and psychological data. Using Likert style questions from the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory, combined with data collected from pedometers worn by participants, Mackenzie et al. found that participants from the outdoor adventure science course not only reported higher intrinsic motivation than participants from the classroom setting, but also higher experience of autonomy, competence, relatedness and enjoyment than those in the classroom setting (2018). Barfield, Ridder, Hughes and Rice-McNeil (2021) found similar findings upon studying the Get Outside: After School Activity Program (GO-ASAP) administered by Eastern Oregon University. Upon studying two cohorts of 7th and 8th grade students participating in the GO-ASAP program, Barfield et al. found that students and their parents reported increasing social relatedness, competence, autonomy and intrinsic motivation as a result of participating in the outdoor nature based program (2021). 
Proximity of Outdoor Learning from the School Environment
	While a significant body of research seemingly confirms the benefits of outdoor physical activity on students’ psychological needs, intrinsic motivation and participation (Lozaridis et al. 2023, Sproule et al., 2013; Barfield et al., 2021;  Mackenzie et al., 2018), the nuanced effect that proximity of outdoor learning from the school environment and novelty of material or location has on student engagement appears to be less clear. In their study of the effects of education outside of the classroom on students in New Zealand, North, Hill, Cosgriff, Watson, Irwin and Boyes found both costs and benefits of implementing ‘newness’ in outdoor education (2023); that is, a qualitative analysis of data collected suggested that varying the outdoor environment, changing the students’ learning routines and presenting new material was positively correlated with student engagement for some students and with fear and discomfort for others (North et al., 2023). Miller, Wolfson, Laska, Nelson and Pereira (2018) similarly found both costs and benefits of implementing an outdoor ski program for elementary aged students in Minnesota. While ski specific competence and motivation was positively impacted, the novel learning environment had no specific impact on general motivation to engage in physical activity (Miller et al., 2018).
Overall, despite a body of research that seemingly agrees with the general benefits of outdoor physical activity on students’ psychological needs and motivation, I have found a lack of research comparing the effects of various environments on student participation in PE classes. Specifically, I wish to focus strictly on the motivation and engagement of students during PE class in three particular environments: indoor gymnasium, outdoor school space and outdoor forest/trail environment. 
Methodology
Upon approval of my research proposal, I will seek informed consent from all necessary parties involved (students, their parents/guardians and the school principal). Students who opt not to participate in my case study will continue to participate in their regular physical education activities but will not be required to complete any further questionnaires or focus groups related to this study.
Upon collection of informed consent, I will perform a case study on my grade 6/7 class of 25 students. As a pragmatist, I expect to use a mixed methods approach in collecting and interpreting data. My study will consist of four phases in which the environment for physical activity changes. Phase one will consist of a physical activity lesson using the school’s outdoor field space. Students will play a game of Capture the Flag. Phase two will involve the same game played, but in a forest environment during our planned outdoor day. Phase three will include the same game played in the school’s indoor gymnasium and phase four will integrate novelty physical activity in an outdoor forested space during our class’s second outdoor day of the school year.
To measure students’ perceived competence, effort/importance, pressure/tension, perceived choice, value/usefulness and relatedness, I will administer the Activity Perception Questionnaire, a subsection from the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (Ryan, Mimis, & Koestern, 1983). Because Fabiola, Iwin, Jennifer and Zaira (2012) found that 5 point Likert scales have higher validity amongst 10 to 12 year olds (Fabiola et al., 2012), I intend to adapt the Activity Perception Questionnaire’s 7 point Likert style questions to 5 point ones. Prior to commencing my case study, I plan to run a pilot study administering these questions to my same aged volleyball team; I will gauge ease of understanding and, in the case of reported confusion or difficulty comprehending the questions, I will adapt the questions prior to administering them to my classroom students.
Activity Perception Questionnaires will be administered immediately following the conclusion of each of the four phases. During phases one and three, questionnaires will be completed using school issued iPads and Microsoft Forms, while paper questionnaires will be completed during phases two and four, with responses manually entered into a Microsoft Excel grid upon collection. Each response on the Likert style questions will be assigned a numerical value, for later quantitative analysis using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).
Qualitative analysis will be in the form of my own observations during each phase. Specifically, I will record notes based on informal conversations with students during and upon completion of each phase. I understand that it is possible that new or unforeseen elements related to flow theory or the newness of physical education lessons may arise during the course of my case study. If this is the case, I will explore these further and consider how/if to integrate this into my case study. Upon completion of phase four in late January, I will conduct three focus groups in which students will be invited to compare the different environments they have experienced and share their feedback of each. 

Analysis
Upon students’ completion of the Activity Perception Questionnaire at the conclusion of each phase, I will input all the data into a grid using Microsoft Excel. I will give a numerical value to each question so that I can analyze the data using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software. Specifically, I will be looking for possible trends, correlations or patterns that might give further meaning to my data collected. 
Timetable and Schedule
Working back from a dissertation deadline of September 2025, I intend to begin phase one of my research in early October. This is dependent on receiving my approval for my proposal and ethics. I plan on completing the four phases of gathering my research data by early February. During my school district’s scheduled spring break, I will analyze the data collected during my research phases. I will complete the draft of my dissertation by the end of June 2025 and spend the first week of July 2025 editing it before I submit it. 

	Phase
	Approx. Date & # of Sessions
	Activity
	Environment

	1
	One day in early Oct.
1 session
	Capture the flag
	Outside on the school field

	2
	One day in mid-late Oct.
1 session
	Outdoor Day #1: capture the flag 
	Outside at Albion Park in the forest area

	3
	One day in early Nov.
1 session
	Capture the flag
	Indoor: school gymnasium

	4
	One day in late Jan. or early Feb.
1 session
	Outdoor Day #2: Various outdoor activities (no Capture the Flag)
	Outside: Kanaka Creek Regional Park, near the Fraser River



Instruments

During phases one and three, I will provide students with a QR code to access the digital version of the Activity Perception Questionnaire. Students will use school issued iPads and the questionnaire will be administered via Microsoft Forms.  Paper copies of the questionnaire will be provided for students during phases two and four due to outdoor conditions and lack of access to iPads during planned outdoor days. A clip board, paper and pen will be used for recording my qualitative analyses during each phase and Microsoft Excel will be used to create the grid in which my data is recorded and stored.
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