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The alignment of the study- was the research design appropriate for answering the research question?


The research question for this project was: To what extent does teacher’s connectedness to nature encourage them to deliver lessons outside?  In order to answer this question, I set out to examine teachers perceptions of their individual nature connectedness and whether or not this impacted their attitude towards teaching and learning outside. My research design came from extensive research into nature connectedness that called for greater opportunities for children to develop a connectivity to nature (Barford, 2018; Olivos Jara et. al. 2020). From my research I found many papers relating to adult, child and nature connectivity, but very few had made the connection between school teachers’ nature connectivity having an impact upon the delivery of outdoor education within the primary school. I wanted to research and gain an understanding of individuals’ nature connectedness with my target research group being teachers trained in mainstream education in England. 

The ideal way to gather an in depth understanding of an individual’s perspective is to interview them and transcribe the results, before using a system to find commonalities and anomalies. However, due to time constraints I made the decision to undertake my research using a quantitative survey, so that I could save time on the transcription of the interviews, therefore, my research took the form of a Likert survey. By their nature, surveys limit the responses that researchers are able to gather; they allow very little deviation from the questions that are asked. My survey took away the possibility of gathering detailed individual perceptions and instead left me with a collection of data to analyse that lacked the personal approach that I feel in hindsight would have been more appropriate to answer my research question.  My intentions were for a personalised approach, but in practise this did not happen. Upon reflection, a Likert survey was not the best research method to use to answer my question.

Furthermore, the theoretical basis that I chose, being an interpretivist approach, did not fit well with my method of data collection. Interpretivist researchers use setting to inform their enquiry (Reeves and Hedberg, 2003, 32). By choosing to use a quantitative data collection approach I lost an element of the personal context and setting that would have enabled me to delve deeper into the research responses and in turn interpret them. Again, I feel as if I rushed into designing my research proposal around something that I was interested in, and that the research pointed towards, but something that was not very practical during the current circumstances of COVID-19. Going forward, from further research I have found that an interpretivist paradigm would be more suited to qualitative data collections.  As a result of this it has become clear to me that further research that I undertake will be qualitative, especially with regards to data collection for my dissertation. I shall also be spending more time ensuring that my theoretical paradigm is well grounded and suited specifically to the research question and to what I am trying to achieve, rather than just finding a best fit. I realise now that the choices made at an early stage can have a dramatic impact upon the alignment of the study and how easy it is to go off on a tangent and loose the key points of the research design.  

With regards to answering my research question – I believe that my research design went towards answering the question in many respects, however I do not believe that my research design was appropriate. From my research I can not say with certainty that nature connectedness has an impact upon teacher’s motivation to take learning outside. It is clear that the majority of teachers that took part in the study claim to enjoy being outside in their own time. However, when working with children the responses changed and became much more individual. One key point that my research did uncover was the disparity between teacher education establishments and their outdoor education provision. 

In order to create my own nature connectedness scale, I referred to a number of different nature connectedness scales that had been created by previous researchers (Bragg et. al. 2013; Navarro et, al. 2017; Mayer et. al. 2004). As a result of my research I came up with a scale that was influenced by others’ findings, but one that was also unique to me. The scale was made up of groups of questions relating firstly to nature connectedness, and secondly relating to teacher attitudes towards teaching outside. I intentionally split the survey into these groups so that I could ensure that I was going to get an unbiased set of answers to the nature connectedness questions that focussed on the individual, before adding a group of children to the influence the answers. I also asked a question about teacher training, and whether or not people had received outdoor education training on their course. I feel that the survey was succinct and relevant, however it did not offer me the in-depth results that I was seeking. I could have added further survey statements, however I was concerned that a large number of questions could put participants off. Nonetheless, in hindsight I can now see that the alignment of my study would never have allowed for the in-depth results that I was seeking, as this could only be achieved by narrative interviews and discussions with participants, rather than the quantitative approach that I did take. 

The experience of conducting research and lessons learned including ethical issues

I found the experience of conducting research to be demanding and stressful, especially when working full time during a pandemic. I feel that if I were to have had a longer period of time in which to conduct my research, I would have enjoyed it more and would have been able to delve deeper into some of the points that I found. That being said, I am pleased that I undertook the project in difficult conditions as it has made me more aware of the process, the highs and lows of academic research, the pitfalls and the rewards of realising that something has been achieved and the research question has been somewhat answered.  

In order to improve my research project next time, I need to ensure that the research proposal is well aligned and is grounded in a theoretical paradigm that I am confident to work within. This will involve wider research before the proposal is written so that I am able to confidently present my proposal, and research results, in way that shows an in depth understanding of the paradigm and how to undertake research within the theoretical boundaries, not just a superficial understanding. I feel that if I had read a more extensive amount around theoretical approaches, with specific regard to outdoor education, I would have been more confident in this matter. 


As I was undertaking research with adults the ethical issues were not as pertinent as if I were to be researching with younger and more vulnerable participants as the adults that I was working with were able to explicitly give their consent. However, there were still a number of ethical considerations that I came across. The first appeared when I found my indented participants averse to partaking in my research. As an academic researcher I was aware of the appropriate ways to approach this situation and it was apparent that I should not be approaching the participants directly for their engagement with the study a this could appear to have been coercion and could have resulted in biased and distorted results. As a result of this I approached my headteacher who, in turn, communicated with the staff at my school via email, reminding them to participate in the study.  

Conducting the research

In order to conduct my research, I developed a Likert scale with a number of statements surrounding nature connectedness. I researched the nature connectedness scale, and the children’s nature connectedness research and pooled some of these questions together alongside my own. I found it particularly helpful to have been able to adapt some tried and tested responses to suit my own research needs. 

I conducted the research by producing a survey using the TEAMS platform as this is GDPR compliant. Initially, I sent out the link to the survey to the teaching staff at my current school and made it explicitly clear that the research was my own, responses would be anonymised and that the BERA and UWTSD research guidelines would be adhered to. Unfortunately, the time that I sent this email coincided with the return to school after the third English lockdown. This email drop received very little response from my colleagues, and I believe that this was due to the additional pressure faced by teachers at this time. As a result of the lack of response, this I spoke to some of my colleagues and asked them to complete the survey with the same explanation as the email. This did tender a few more responses but again not as many as I had hoped for. After the lack of engagement at school I shared my survey on online forums for teachers, I did not share it on online forums for outdoor educators as I didn’t want to bias my study by working with people who had a greater insight into outdoor education and more awareness of nature connectedness.  However, this could have been a valuable data collection angle and after completing the research I would now have like to have seen the responses from outdoor educators to have had the opportunity to compare the results of experienced outdoor educators to teachers with very little experience. This is something that I will be taking forward onto my next research project. Sharing via online teaching forums yielded lots of queries from fellow teachers, but not many responses to the questionnaire itself. In total out of the thirty plus responses that I was aiming for I received twelve. It is this lack of response, alongside the fact that my question was not answered by my research design, that supports my idea for using a different research method in my dissertation.

In addition to the above points, it could be said that the lack of response could have been down to the way in which the survey was presented. Over the past year people have become more confident with technology as Teams and Zoom have become part of our daily lives. However, some people may have found the Teams interface difficult to use or may not have wished to submit their answers online. The Covid-19 pandemic could also be a contributing factor for this too. Furthermore, I believe that the statements in the survey could have confused people. Going forward I realise that when using a survey to gather results the questions need to be succinct and grounded in the research intention. When researching, it is vitally important to ensure that the research is approachable by the intended participants. My concern is that my survey was not presented and worded in an approachable way for all, and as such, I lost out on a number of responses. In the future I will ensure that my research project is approachable and engaging for the participants. I will be changing to a more qualitative data collection method and I will be changing my theoretical approach. I feel that an interview with a number of people would have provided me with a larger data field to analyse and therefore could have resulted in a clear answer to my question. Therefore, when undertaking my dissertation, I will be looking at qualitative data collection methods, despite the fact that they are more time consuming. I feel that ethically, an interview provides researchers with concrete evidence of the participants thoughts and ideas around the research subject. 

Research Results

Despite not reaching my original plan of at least 30 participants I did survey 12 teachers in total. All of the participants answered all of the questions on the questionnaire. None of the participants left feedback in the feedback form on the survey. I split my questionnaire into two headings: with regards to your teaching and, personally. As mentioned before, the survey was compiled by looking at a variety of ready published Likert nature connectedness’ scales and adapting them to fit my own personal research questions. Having the opportunity to adapt fellow research questions, and to add my own questions enabled me to ensure that my choice of phrases for the scale was robust enough for this research project. 

[image: ]The first statement on my devised scale was: (personally) Being in nature makes me very happy. The majority of survey participants indicates that they agreed with the statement. 8.3% of the research cohort neither agreed nor disagreed with the findings. Despite this the vast majority of teachers’ have a positive emotional response to being in nature.  



The second survey statement was: I always find beauty in nature. The results for this question were unanimous in agreement that the participants always find beauty in nature. Indeed, 66.7% of the participants strongly agreed with this statement. 
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The third survey statement related to the importance of spending time in nature for the individual participants. As per the other results most of the participants answers were positively weighted towards agreement with the statement. However, in this instance 16.7% of the research cohort recorded neither agreement or disagreement.

[image: ]

The fourth survey statement was designed with the hope that it would allow me to gain an understanding of as to whether the participants had their own intrinsic pre-perceived nature connectedness without realising it as nature connectedness. I found similar worded statements on a number of pre-prepared surveys. Each participant responded in agreement with the fourth statement, with an overwhelming positive response with strong agreement totalling 75%.

[image: ]
My fifth statement in my survey was included to indicate first the level of nature connectedness, and secondly to aid my understanding of the links between the survey participants and pro-environmental behaviours. The results from this were particularly interesting and unexpected. 25% of participants disagreed that they felt part of nature, with only 8.3% claiming to strongly agree with the statement.
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The sixth survey statement had a more positive outcome than the fifth with 83.3% of the responses weighted towards positive associations with sounds in nature.
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The seventh statement: I like to see wild flowers in nature, achieved a 100% positive response rate with all survey participants agreeing or strongly agreeing with it. I found this result particularly interesting as it was clear the despite not all participants recognising that they felt part of nature, they did in fact enjoy being part of it, without recognising it.

[image: ]

The eighth statement was the final statement with regards to the participants personal response and was included in order to reveal any underlying nature connectedness that had not been exposed by the other questions. The statement was: I go outside to find solace in nature. I specifically chose this statement to elicit an emotional response from the participants. I intended this statement to become one of the key statements in my entire research project. Much like the fifth survey statement, the current statement divided my research cohort in a way that I did not expect. I feel that my preconceived understanding of how others would connect positively with nature was particularly challenged by this as 41.7% of participants either disagreed or strongly disagreed that they found solace in nature which could be down to their unnoticed and unchallenged biophobia. 

[image: ]

The ninth statement was the first in the section of the survey that was aimed at understanding responses with regards to teaching. I included this statement in order to gauge if people had indeed taught a curriculum subject (not P.E.) outside. The responses to this showed that 75% of the participants had indeed taught a curriculum subject outside. There was a very small percentage of teaching staff that had never taught a curriculum subject outside. It could be the case that these teachers were the ones who reported biophobic responses and negative associations with nature which is something that needs to be researched further in order to ascertain why this is and how to remove the barriers. 

[image: ]

The tenth statement was designed to reveal whether or not teachers enjoyed the process of teaching curriculum subjects outside. 66.6% of the survey sample indicated that they enjoyed the prices of teaching a curriculum subject outside. Referring back to the ninth statement this highlights that of the teachers who have taught outside the majority of the m have enjoyed it. 
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I included the eleventh statement in order to ascertain if teachers had had experiences of outdoor education (excluding P.E.) during their teacher training. 50% of respondents indicated that they had not had any form of outdoor education during their teacher training. If this is something that the government have been trying to push since 2006 (DfES) why is it not more prominent in teacher education? This is something that needs to be researched further. 
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The final statement of my survey was: I find value in teaching a curriculum subject outdoors. 75% of participants agreed with this statement, thus indicating that the majority of teachers do value teaching outdoors. 
[image: ]

In conclusion the research, it can be seen that the majority of teachers have an element of nature connectedness that encourages them to take learning outside of the classroom. However, there are still a number of teachers who exhibited biophobic responses towards teaching outdoors and also towards nature itself. It is my belief that if outdoor education was part of the teacher training curriculum people would feel more confident to take their teaching outdoors as they would already have a basic knowledge and skillset needed to provide a variety of learning experiences for the children. 

Implications for future study and practice

The research question was answered by my chosen research method, however, in hindsight I would not have chosen to undertake quantitative data collection. I wanted to gain an insight into teachers experiences of nature, teaching outdoors and their own biophilic and biophobic (Ulrich, 1993) responses and I feel that the quantitative approach that I chose only scratched the surface of this. The Likert scale did provide me with answers to my questions, however it did not really allow for depth of understanding in the way that I would have hoped it would. 

Furthermore, during the pandemic I found my chosen research group to be overworked with very little spare time to respond to my research. COVID-19 has increased key workers workloads, no matter in which sector they are in.  Unlike pre-Covid times the teachers that I intended to research had only one 20-minute break per school day. Every minute of teachers’ time is precious and a researcher persistently asking for their participation was not received well. As a result of the time constraint suffered by teachers, I did not collect the number of results that I had intended to. When I became aware of the hostility within my school, I tried to collect data from teachers by other means: online and via sharing platforms. This resulted in three extra responses. 

I believe that if I were to have undertaken a qualitative data collection method, I could have gathered more useful information from less participants to have scrutinised. I appreciate that it takes time to transcribe interviews, however, with an interview it is possible to ask a set of questions and then to allow the participant to respond in their own way, with their own thoughts, rather than a set scale statements. 
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