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Abstract

The intertwined roles of the environment, education, and well-being are unique in shaping a
sustainable and healthy society. Environmental factors which include air quality and access to
green spaces significantly influence educational outcomes by affecting cognitive development,
concentration, and overall learning conditions among students. A healthy environment
enhances students' ability to focus and retain knowledge, while environmental degradation can
lead to health issues that can hinder academic performances. Education has the ability to foster
environmental awareness and sustainable practices, thus empowering individuals to make
informed decisions about their surroundings and well-being. This paper explores the dynamic
relationship between these three pillars, emphasized the use of outdoor learning over the
traditional method. A validated questionnaire was used to illicit information on the study. The
reliability of the questionnaire was ascertained. Two research questions were raised and
answered and a research hypothesis was formulated and tested at 0.05 level of significance. It
was discovered among others that the presence of green spaces in educational settings
positively influenced students' mental health and emotional wellbeing. The paper recommends
the need for integrated policies and educational programs that promote environmental
stewardship, natural learning environment, green space learning, mental and overall societal
well-being.
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Introduction

In recent years, the intersection of environment, education, and wellbeing has emerged
as a critical area of study. As the global community becomes increasingly aware of the impacts
of climate change, environmental degradation, and sustainable living, the role of education in
shaping future generations has expanded beyond academic knowledge to include
environmental consciousness and holistic wellbeing.

The concept of "green learning™ encapsulates this shift. It emphasizes the integration of
nature, sustainability, and ecological awareness within educational practices. From outdoor
classrooms to environmentally friendly school designs, and from nature-based curriculums to
promoting physical and mental wellbeing through interaction with nature, the environment is
playing an increasingly influential role in shaping the way students learn and thrive. Attention
Restoration Theory (ART) in Heather et. al. (2016); Khan and Kellert, (2002) explained how
interaction with natural environments helps restore cognitive function and reduce mental
fatigue. The theory supports the integration of green spaces in schools for both learning and
psychological wellbeing. The relationship between the environment and education does not
just foster academic growth; it profoundly impacts students' emotional, mental, and physical
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wellbeing. Studies have shown that students exposed to greener environments tend to perform
better academically, experience lower stress levels, and develop a stronger sense of connection
to the world around them. As educators and policymakers rethink the design and content of
learning spaces, understanding the dual role of the environment in promoting education and
wellbeing is more crucial than ever.

This article delves into how fostering a green learning environment contributes to
holistic development, shaping healthier, more engaged, and environmentally conscious
learners for the future.

Wellbeing and the Environment: A Symbiotic Relationship

The relationship between environment and human wellbeing has long been
acknowledged, but it has gained significant attention in recent years, especially within
educational contexts. Wellbeing, in this sense, goes beyond physical health; it encompasses
emotional, psychological, and social aspects of a person’'s life. The natural environment plays
a crucial role in fostering these dimensions of wellbeing, particularly in learning spaces where
young minds are nurtured.

Exposure to nature has been consistently linked to reduced stress, improved mental
health, and enhanced cognitive function. Nature serves as a powerful classroom, offering a vast
array of opportunities for learning and holistic development (Kellie et. al., 2011).
From fostering curiosity and creativity to enhancing physical health and environmental
awareness, outdoor education plays a pivotal role in shaping well-rounded young people. Green
spaces—whether they are parks, gardens, or eco-friendly school designs—offer a restorative
break from the overstimulation of urban environments. Students who interact with natural
surroundings often experience lower levels of anxiety, increased focus, and improved
emotional resilience. These benefits extend to educators as well, creating a more harmonious
and supportive learning environment overall.

Furthermore, schools and learning centers that prioritize environmental sustainability
often cultivate a sense of community and shared responsibility. This fosters social wellbeing,
as students learn the importance of collaboration, empathy, and stewardship. Programs that
incorporate outdoor learning, such as nature walks, gardening, or environmental science
projects, help students develop a deeper connection to the earth. This connection not only
enhances their sense of purpose but also encourages healthier lifestyles and habits, such as
physical activity and mindfulness, which are conducive to overall wellbeing (Wang et. al.
2021).

From a mental health perspective, integrating the environment into education has been
discovered by Wang et.al (2021) to reduce burnout, increase happiness, and provide a sense of
calm and balance. In an age where digital distractions and academic pressures are high, green
spaces act as a buffer, helping students disconnect and recharge. By blending the environment
with educational practices, schools can create holistic systems where academic achievement
and wellbeing go hand in hand.

Relevance of the Environment to Education

The environment plays a pivotal role in shaping the quality of education, both directly
and indirectly. Traditionally, classrooms were seen as isolated spaces where learning occurred
within four walls, detached from the natural world outside. However, the relevance of the
environment to education is becoming increasingly clear, with a growing movement toward
integrating environmental awareness and sustainable practices into the curriculum and school
design.

A well-designed environment enhances learning experiences by providing students
with a more engaging, stimulating, and dynamic setting (Spalie, et. al., 2011) Natural lighting,
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fresh air, and green spaces within or around schools create healthier learning environments that
improve concentration, reduce fatigue, and stimulate cognitive functions. Studies (Sharon,
2020; Amy, 2016; Chawla, 2020) have explained that students in schools with greener
surroundings tend to perform better academically, with higher retention rates, improved
problem-solving skills, and increased creativity. This is particularly true for subjects like
science and geography, where direct interaction with the natural world deepens understanding. .
According to social sciences studies (Vella et.al. 2022; Spalie et al.,, 2011), outdoor
environmental education improves the process of learning and remembering due to the usage
of multiple senses, enhances observation capabilities and critical thinking, gives inspiration
towards learning and contributes to an expansion of interests in nature.

Beyond physical design, environmental education cultivates critical thinking and a
global perspective. Incorporating the environment into education encourages experiential
learning, where students can explore and engage with real-world issues firsthand. According
to researches Becker et. al., (2017); Dadvand, et.al. (2015); Louv, (2005) this active learning
approach is more effective than passive memorization, as it fosters curiosity and a deeper
understanding of the subject matter. Moreover, environmental learning nurtures a sense of
responsibility and ethics. By teaching students the importance of sustainability, conservation,
and environmental stewardship, schools are preparing them to become informed, conscientious
citizens. This relevance extends beyond academic achievement, as these values shape students’
attitudes toward the planet, encouraging lifelong behaviors that prioritize environmental
preservation and sustainability.

Integrating the environment into education also aligns with the growing demand for
green jobs and industries. Students today will need to be equipped with the knowledge and
skills to navigate an economy increasingly focused on sustainability. Schools that promote
environmental literacy are therefore preparing students not only for academic success but also
for future roles as leaders in solving global challenges related to climate, energy, and resources.
In essence, the environment offers both a backdrop and a content-rich source for learning. Its
relevance to education goes beyond aesthetics or wellness—it's about embedding a deeper
understanding of the world and fostering a generation that can think critically about and act on
the environmental challenges that lie ahead.

Various Studies have supported the impact of the environment on education and wellbeing.
Louv (2005) highlights the growing disconnect between children and nature, coining the term
"nature-deficit disorder." He discusses how this disconnection impacts children's cognitive,
emotional, and physical development, stressing the importance of outdoor education and
natural play in promoting holistic wellbeing and learning. Humans have an innate connection
to nature, which is essential for mental and emotional health, It was discovered by researchers
that the psychological and social benefits of nature exposure in children provides evidence of
improved cognitive functioning, emotional stability, and social skills in children who have
regular access to natural environments and that outdoor learning promotes better engagement,
critical thinking, and cooperative skills ( Kahn and Kellert, 2000; Cox, 2017).

While investigating the impact of green space on cognitive development in children
and the effects of physical environment, Barrett, Barrett and Davies (2015) provides evidence
that a well-designed, eco-friendly learning environments contribute to students' concentration,
engagement, and overall academic success. Dadvand et. al. (2015) studied the relationship
between exposure to green spaces and children'’s cognitive development. The findings showed
that children who have regular access to green spaces, such as parks and gardens, experience
enhanced cognitive functioning and memory development, which directly benefits their
academic performance. "The Impact of Green Schoolyards on Early Childhood Health and
Education" by Danks et al. (2020) highlights the benefits of green schoolyards, showing how
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these spaces contribute to children's physical activity, mental health, and academic
performance. The research found that schools with access to nature-based play areas saw
improvements in student concentration, stress reduction, and overall wellbeing.

Vella, et. al. (2022) in his work on "Green Spaces and Cognitive Development in
Primary School children” explores the relationship between green spaces and cognitive
development in primary school students and discovered that students who attend schools with
greener surroundings had better attention, working memory, and cognitive development
compared to those in less green environments. The study emphasizes the importance of nature
exposure for academic and cognitive benefits. This study agrees with Dadvand, et.al. (2015)
Sharon (2020), Kahnand Kellert, (2002), the reviews debated that outdoor learning
environments significantly improved students' engagement and performance, particularly in
science and environmental education. A study titled "School Grounds and Physical Activity:
An Assessment of Inclusive Design Features for Children with Disabilities” by Dyment, et. al.
(2021) among others; Barrett et. al (2015); Habibe (2014) examines how the design of school
grounds, particularly incorporating green and accessible features, can promote inclusive
education and wellbeing for students with disabilities. The study shows how natural
environments can be designed to encourage physical activity and social interaction for all
students, which improves both mental and physical health outcomes.

Outdoor play in natural environments supports the development of social and emotional
skills as well as the mental health in young children. This is evidenced in the research of
Dowdell, Gray and Malone (2020); Becker, et. al. (2017); Wang, etal. (2021) and
Nieuwenhujsen, et.al. (2017) which emphasizes that outdoor environments help foster
cooperation, communication, and emotional regulation, which are essential for both learning
and wellbeing.. The researches carried out by Chawla, (2020), Patchen, et. al. (2022) brings
together numerous studies on the health and developmental benefits of nature contact for
children. It concludes that regular exposure to natural settings in school environments
contributes to physical health, reduced stress levels, and improved academic outcomes.
"Learning Beyond the Classroom: The Benefits of Outdoor Education in a Global Perspective"
by Passy, et. al. (2021) explores the benefits of outdoor learning from an international
perspective, providing case studies on how schools around the world are successfully
integrating environmental education. It highlights improvements in student motivation,
cognitive skills, and emotional wellbeing as key outcomes of nature-based learning
environments.

A Case Study on "The Green School Movement and Impacts on Student Wellbeing: "
by Miller & Ward (2022) was focused on examining how eco-friendly school designs influence
student health and wellbeing. The study shows that students in green schools, which emphasize
sustainability and environmental education, report higher levels of happiness, lower anxiety,
and greater engagement in environmental stewardship. A recent publication titled "Greening
the Curriculum: A Framework for Sustainable Education™ by Sterling, et al. (2023) outlined a
framework for integrating sustainability and environmental consciousness into the school
curriculum. The authors argue that environmental education not only prepares students for the
challenges of climate change but also improves critical thinking, empathy, and overall mental
wellbeing through an interdisciplinary approach.

Problem of the Study

Despite growing recognition of the importance of environmental factors in shaping
educational outcomes and student wellbeing, many educational systems worldwide still
prioritize traditional, indoor-based teaching models that often isolate students from natural
surroundings. Furthermore, the increasing urbanization of schools and limited access to green
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spaces in learning environments raise concerns about the long-term implications for student
health and academic performance.

Numerous studies have demonstrated the positive effects of exposure to natural
environments on student’s mental health, cognitive development, and academic achievement.
However, there is still a lack of comprehensive integration of these findings into mainstream
educational policies and practices. Schools often struggle with balancing academic rigor and
environmental engagement, and the physical design of schools frequently overlooks the
potential benefits of incorporating natural elements.

This study addresses the gap by exploring how green environments can be better
integrated into educational settings to foster holistic development. It aims to understand the
extent to which environmental factors influence students' learning experiences and wellbeing,
and to identify the challenges schools face in implementing eco-friendly and nature-based
learning environments.

Research Questions
1. What is the relationship between exposure to natural environments in schools and
students' cognitive development?
2. How does the presence of green spaces in educational settings influence students’
mental health and emotional wellbeing?

Hypothesis

The only hypothesis tested in the study is:

There is no significant relationship among green environment, cognitive development and
wellbeing of students.

Results and Discussion

Question 1: What is the relationship between natural environments and students’ cognitive
developments?

Table 1: Relationship between natural environments and students’ cognitive developments

Variables F %

How often are you exposed to outdoor, natural environments at school (e.g gardens, parks,
green play areas)?

Daily 24 20.0
Several times a week 57 475
Occasionally 24 20.0
Rarely 12 10.0
Never 3 2.5
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How would you rate your ability to concentrate during outdoor lessons compared to
indoor lessons?

Much better outdoor 24 20.0

Better outdoors 36 30.0

No difference 45 37.5

Better indoors 12 10.0

Much better indoors 3 2.5

Do you think your academic performance improves when lessons are conducted outdoor?
Strongly agree 24 20.0

Agree 45 37.5

Neutral 48 40.0

Disagree 3 2.5

Do outdoor lessons help you retain information better compared to lessons in the
classroom?

Strongly agree 21 175
Agree 33 27.5
Neutral 51 42.5
Disagree 15 125

Table 1 presents the relationship between natural environments and students’ cognitive
developments. The result shows that 47.5% respondents indicated several exposure to outdoor,
natural environments at school (e.g. gardens, parks, green play areas), 30% indicated better
outdoor ability to concentrate during outdoor lessons compared to indoor lessons while 37.5%
reported no difference. More than one-third of the study participants agreed (37.5%) that
academic performance improves when lessons are conducted outdoor while 27.5% affirmed
that outdoor lessons aids better retention of information compared to lessons in the classroom.
This implies that the relationship between natural environments and students’ cognitive
developments is positive.

Question 2: How does the presence of green spaces in educational settings influence students’
mental health and emotional wellbeing?

Table 2: Influence of presence of green spaces in educational settings on students’ mental
health and emotional wellbeing.

"Variables F %

How do you feel after spending time in a natural green environment during school hours?
Much more relaxed 18 15.0

More relaxed 57 47.5

No change 24 20.0

More stressed 21 175

To what extent does time spent outdoors during school reduce feelings of anxiety or stress?
Greatly reduces 24 20.0

Somewhat reduces 36 30.0

No effect 33 27.5

33



International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE)
DOI: 10.48047/intjecse/v18i1.4 ISSN: 1308-5581 Vol 18, Issue 01 2026

Somewhat increased 24 20.0

Greatly increases 3 2.5

Do you think spending time outdoors improves your emotional wellbeing (e.g happiness,
mood, and calmness)?

Strongly agree 39 32.5
Agree 39 32.5
Neutral 21 175
Disagree 21 17.5

Table 2 presents the influence of presence of green spaces in educational settings on students’
mental health and emotional wellbeing. The result shows that majority of the students felt more
relaxed after spending time in a natural green environment during school hours, 30% indicated
that time spent outdoors during school somewhat reduces feelings of anxiety or stress while
more than half of the study participants (65%) adjudged that spending time outdoors improves
students’ emotional wellbeing. This implies that presence of green spaces in educational
settings positively influence students’ mental health and emotional wellbeing.

Hypothesis: There is no significant relationship among green environment, cognitive
development and wellbeing of students.

Table 3: Correlation Matrix Among green environment, cognitive development and
wellbeing of students.

Green environment (1) Cognitive development Well-being (3)

(2)
Green environment (1) 1.000 .844™ 831"
Cognitive development (2) 1.000 6227
Well-being (3) 1.000

N = 120; " p<0.01

Table 3 presents the relationship among green environment, cognitive development and
wellbeing of students. The result shows that green environment (r = 0.844, p < 0.01) was
positively related to cognitive development. Similarly, there was significant high positive
relationship between cognitive development and wellbeing of students (r = 0.831, p < 0.01).
Cognitive development correlated significantly with wellbeing of students (r =0.622, p < 0.01).
The hypothesis is hence rejected.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate the significant impact of natural environments
on both education and students’ wellbeing. Exposure to green spaces and outdoor learning
environments has been shown to enhance cognitive development, improve mental health, and
increase student engagement. The integration of nature into learning processes fosters better
concentration, information retention, and academic performance, particularly in comparison to
traditional indoor learning environments. Moreover, students consistently report reduced levels
of stress and anxiety and heightened emotional wellbeing when regularly exposed to natural
settings at school.
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Despite these benefits, many educational institutions face challenges in implementing
green learning environments. Financial constraints, limited access to green spaces, and
traditional pedagogical practices often hinder schools from fully incorporating outdoor learning
into their curriculum. However, the growing body of research supporting the advantages of
nature-based education calls for a shift in how we approach learning environments.

Recommendations
The following are thus encouraged:

1. Educational policymakers and school administrators should prioritize the development
of natural spaces within school grounds, including gardens, green rooftops, and outdoor
classrooms.

2. Schools should aim at integrating outdoor learning into a wide variety of subjects,
which have been shown to improve student engagement and motivation.

3. Schools should promote a culture of environmental responsibility among students by
incorporating sustainability and environmental awareness into the curriculum.

4. School planners and architects should consider the design of learning environments to
promote students performances and wellbeing.
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