
The Effects of Outdoor Adventure Education on Individuals on the Autism Spectrum

Introduction 

[bookmark: _Int_MEUOkqep]Coventry et al (2021) outlines the increased research being carried out on the use of outdoor education. In their meta-study they cite over 50 recent pieces of research in the area of mental and physical health over the past decade. Their study provides much data to explore on the benefits of outdoor adventure education in terms of combatting symptoms and providing relief. With the growing number of Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) diagnoses (Russell et al., 2022) the research has suggested that use of outdoor adventure education can positively benefit people with ASD. The method and style of delivery of outdoor adventure education will also be explored as a contributary factor in its effectiveness particularly within a school setting. (Li et al., 2019)

The aim of this dissertation is to conduct a literature review exploring studies where outdoor adventure education has been use and monitored to collect varieties of research methodologies including qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods if available. The studies explored in this dissertation will focus on the effects of outdoor adventure education on people who are on the ASD spectrum. 

The objective of the dissertation is to evaluate the effects of outdoor adventure education thought a hypothesis which explores if there is a positive correlation between various settings for the use of outdoor adventure education the support for people with ASD.

There has been a growing interest in the effect outdoor adventure education has on people with ASD, it can be an amazing tool to help with the development of people who have ASD (Friedman. 2024). In a study carried out by Zachor et al. (2017) they explain that an ‘outdoor adventure program intervention had a significant impact on ASD symptom severity’ and they show in their data, that the group given outdoor adventure education as a treatment had a mild reduction in ASD trends while the control group’s trends showed that with conventional treatment they had little and possibly negative effect. This quantitates study showed that there can be a correlation between the use of outdoor adventure education and the relieving of symptoms for people with ASD.

Morsanuto et al. (2023) also supports the general idea that outdoor adventure education focusing on challenging the participants which helps to reduce ASD symptoms as well as teaching and developing social skills that can be used outside of that outdoor setting and ‘can be effective in reducing the overall severity of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) symptoms.’ (Morsanuto et al., 2023). 	Comment by Fay Sellick: You have used  (2023a) and (2023b) in your Reference List. Indicate a or b in your citations.

Although at this stage no supporting research can be found, an area which will be explored is to see if the physical environment from densely populated areas to sparsely populated areas where outdoor education is undertaken can be identified as a contributary factor in the reduction of symptoms. Outside the remit of this dissertation is the links being made by Xie et al (2022) and Walker et al. (2020), that there may be a link with excessive light pollution and the neurological development of children.
 

[bookmark: _Int_5CyEPQFZ]With the growing knowledge of how the outdoors can be used safely, a number of businesses have started to deliberately use this time in the outdoors for healing. Surf to Heal is one of those companies and when researchers studied their effects, they found that there was a significant increase in participants' relief from ASD symptoms compared to before they went to the Surf to Heal camp. (Bhrúdair and Dumitrescu, 2024). An extension to this literature review would be to perform qualitative research with local organisations within southwest Wales who are working with people with disabilities in general and a specific focus on people with ASD.

Literature review 

Bhrúdair, S.N. and Dumitrescu, A. (2024) research was to see if there were different answers to a social behaviour questionnaire that was conducted before and after the Surf 2 Heal treatment. 
Their finding shows the using Surf 2 Heal as a treatment method had a positive effect on the participants. With 96% of participants showing an improvement to the social skills. It uses a qualitative research methodology where participant responses were broken down to numbers and compared to their original answers of their questionnaire. The relevance to this dissertation is that this study is deliberately using outdoor adventure education and documenting the results of the participants outcome of using this for their treatment and education.

Coventry, P.A. et al. (2021) demonstrates the usefulness using the outdoors to combat mental health issues for their participants and to show that using the outdoors as a treatment is worth continued funding and study. This research found that using the outdoors as a treatment for mental health conditions had a significant result which if conducted suitably and consistently were effective. Their study used a mixed method mythology where both quantitative 
and qualitative styles where use. Coventry, P.A. et al. (2021) study’s focus on how nature can be used to treat mental health is related as many people who have ASD suffer from mental health problems.

Friedman, S., Gibson, J., et al. (2024) researches if forests schools have a positive impact on children who are autistic. Their findings show that forest schools had a general positive impact with the children. However, for some participants it started to feel like a chore which then impacted the positive aspects of using a forest school within their greater learning journeys. With the growing use of forest schools with mainstream education it is useful that some research has already been done on how forest schools affect people on the autistic spectrum, and they have found evidence showing both positive and negative impacts of using the outdoors as a teaching space.

Li (2019) state that ‘this study presents a framework of the main benefits and concerns associated with contact with nature for children with ASD.’ The study also discusses the barriers of an urban landscape to people who are ASD and how that limits their ability to fully utilize the facility’s it provides. The finding of the mixed method study show that sensory stimulation had greater development in an outdoor setting as well as demonstrating how in every step of the development and learning proses external and internal barriers are put in place that restrict the outdoors to the participants. The study discusses the barriers relating to ASD people to utilise any outdoor activities to support learning of students with ASD.

Research Design 

This dissertation is going to be a literature review focusing on academic sources which have been peer reviewed and published through mainstream recognised academic publications.
Studies into educational theories such as physical literacy have discussed the effects of outdoor adventure on people with ASD. There is a suggestion in studies that there is a correlation between outdoor education and the reduction of ASD symptoms (Friedman et al., 2024). However, the author has yet to find any studies which link outdoor education theory with the reduction of ASD symptoms, showing physical literacy methodology having greater engagement with people who have ASD (Pavlova et al., 2022). 

 
Methodology

[bookmark: _Int_nNDPcF8J]As this is a literature review, the ethics of conducting such a research method are minimal as there are no surveys to be collected, there are no interviews to be undertaken, and no new information gathered. The ethical aspect of studying people who might not be able to communicate clearly if they have consented to being studied is less of an issue, as this dissertation is consolidating the research conducted by others. The researchers will have completed their own ethics form, which will be reviewed throughout.

To study the effects of outdoor adventure education on people on the autistic spectrum a literature review using mixed methodology will be undertaken. This is because both qualitative and quantitative styles have been found in the initial studies explored. There will be a primary focus on quantitative research methods as much of the research being reviewed uses this style. As this is a literature review it is secondary data being looked at to show if there are any common characteristics throughout the studies. This way of studying the effects of outdoor education on people who have ASD is effective as it is there is a rich variety of current research to be explored. 

Conclusion

The research is expected to show that outdoor adventure education has a broad positive impact on people with ASD. Previous research sources have stated that it is hard to implement and use within the current education systems without it being a specialty add on (Li et al., 2019).
It is important to look for studies that have been conducted over a significant period to show if the benefits are maintained in the long term.

It is hoped to be able to show effective methods of delivering outdoor education to people on the ASD spectrum and to judge the transferable skills gained in outdoor adventure education into other aspects of their lives. 
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