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ABSTRACT 

 

DIFFERENCE, NOT DEFICIT: NEURODIVERGENT STUDENT PERSPECTIVES ON 

WELL-BEING AT AN EXPERIENTIAL THERAPEUTIC DAY SCHOOL 

Julia K. Beckermeyer 

Western Carolina University (May 2025) 

Director: Dr. Andrew J. Bobilya 

This study explores the perceptions of neurodivergent students regarding their subjective well-

being at Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS), an experiential therapeutic day school. It 

compares these experiences to their previous school settings. Using qualitative methods with 

exploratory quantitative analysis, the findings indicate that students perceive TCFS as positively 

impacting their well-being. Central themes include trust and community, student autonomy, 

freedom of expression, and the benefits of a holistic, experiential learning approach. The study 

reveals that neurodivergent students at TCFS feel a strong sense of belonging and self-

acceptance, contrasting with their prior experiences in traditional schools, where they often felt 

pressured to conform to neurotypical expectations. The research further underscores the role of 

small school size and close teacher-student relationships in fostering a safe and supportive 

learning environment. Additionally, experiential learning practices, such as nature-based 

activities and hands-on projects, contribute to student engagement, self-esteem, and skill 

development. While the findings affirm the positive influence of TCFS on student well-being, 

challenges remain, particularly in building trust among students and balancing teacher authority 

with student authenticity. The study’s implications suggest that educators, administrators, and 

parents should prioritize relationship-building, inclusive pedagogical practices, and student-

centered learning approaches to better support neurodivergent learners. Although limited by a 



ix 

 

small sample size and short data collection period, this study provides valuable insights into 

alternative educational models that promote well-being. Future research should explore the long-

term impacts of experiential and holistic education on neurodivergent students in diverse 

educational settings.  

Keywords: neurodivergent, therapeutic school, experiential education, well-being, holistic 

pedagogy 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

When you think of ‘school’, what do you think of? Is it a building? Is it a teacher or a 

classroom? Maybe you will think of homework or sports? The traditional notion of school in the 

United States is a room with four walls and a whiteboard, desks in rows, or, if you’re lucky, in 

groups. While teachers work incredibly hard to cater to all types of students in their classrooms, 

most do not feel confident providing instruction for neurodivergent students (Van Der Steen et 

al., 2020). Although public schools in the United States must provide a free and appropriate 

public education by law through the Individuals with Disabilities Act (Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2004), some students experience difficulties achieving 

success in these academic settings (Sam et al., 2021). Trailhead Community Farm School in 

Greenville, South Carolina, provides academic and therapeutic support for neurodivergent 

students who have struggled in other traditional academic settings. 

Neurodiversity refers to a wide range of neurological variations, including attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), autism spectrum disorder (ASD), dyslexia, dyscalculia, 

dysgraphia, and many other learning disabilities (Armstrong, 2017; Haney, 2018). A growing 

body of literature suggests that neurodivergent individuals excel in many traits such as divergent 

thinking, creativity, risk-taking, and spatial visualization skills (Kapp et al., 2013; Livingstone et 

al., 2023; Syharat et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2020). Despite the potential for neurodivergent 

students to leverage these assets in academic settings, they face many challenges, difficulties, 

and barriers when navigating a traditional and rigid academic environment that many schools 

encompass (Syharat et al., 2023). These barriers often impede neurodivergent students from 
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succeeding in traditional academic settings, and families often will look for alternative options 

for their students, such as experiential and therapeutic schools.  

Experiential education and therapeutic schools and programs are an ever-changing and 

evolving industry. From residential treatment centers to therapeutic boarding schools, wilderness 

therapy programs, and various day programs, these programs serve children, adolescents, and 

young adults to promote healthy growth, education, and personal well-being (National 

Association of Therapeutic Schools and Programs, 2024). Most therapeutic programs are 

residential and have been shown to maintain positive treatment effects (Behrens et al., 2010). 

There has been limited research on the approach of neurodivergent therapeutic day programs 

(Curtin, 2010), such as Trailhead Community Farm School, as a viable option for neurodivergent 

students. Throughout this chapter, I will discuss an overview of traditional therapeutic programs, 

Trailhead Community Farm School, and the well-being of students.  

Through chapters one and two, other examples of therapeutic programs will be explored 

and the benefits of participating in experiential forest school, specifically regarding a 

neurodivergent population. Experiential Forest Schools in the United States are currently geared 

more toward preschool populations, potentially due to the New York Times article ‘Preschool 

Without Walls’ (James, 2018). A key misconception of the forest school is that it only teaches 

‘survival’ skills, while in practice, lessons can be focused on anything from social and 

relationship development, science, math, and practical skills to music, drama, and more (James, 

2018). Forest Schools have a wide range of benefits, such as increased confidence, positive 

emotional well-being, better physical fitness and social skills, increased concentration, and 

improvement of fine motor skills (James, 2018). The well-being benefits from Forest School 

involvement have been researched for neurotypical students (Harris, 2021; James & Williams, 
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2017). However, few studies examine the intersection of experiential outdoor schools, student 

well-being, and neurodivergent populations (Friedman et al., 2023). Trailhead Community Farm 

School includes elements of experiential forest schools in their farming practices and distinct 

pedagogy of experiential education following the frameworks of John Dewey and David Kolb, 

where students are actively engaged in the learning process (Trailhead Community Farm School, 

2024c). As explained on the Trailhead Community Farm School (2024c) website, this pedagogy 

incorporates the elements and practices of reflection, student initiative and engagement, and 

designed learning experiences, allowing learners to learn from their mistakes and successes. 

Chapter three will go more in-depth into the experiential education pedagogy that TCFS 

practices.   

While therapeutic schools are utilized for a variety of reasons, such as drug and substance 

abuse, schools dealing only with neurodivergent populations are becoming more common 

(Behrens et al., 2010). Private therapeutic schools, residential programs, and wilderness therapy 

programs aim to serve the complex needs of struggling adolescents and their families who have 

not been successful with outpatient therapy or other public-school options. The National 

Association of Therapeutic Schools and Programs (NATSAP) is the primary professional 

organization overseeing these independently owned programs. Most therapeutic programs 

currently researched are considered “wilderness therapy programs” (Behrens et al., 2010; Harper, 

2017). Wilderness Therapy typically serves conditions such as substance use disorders, bipolar 

disorder, schizophrenia, depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, personality disorder, 

and conduct disorder (Armstrong et al., 2024). Despite most research focusing on these 

programs, the populations served are not entirely in line with the neurodivergent populations 

Trailhead Community Farm School serves, although some overlap exists. Trailhead Community 
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Farm School serves students with diagnoses such as ADHD, autism spectrum disorder, 

dysgraphia, dyscalculia, anxiety, depression, or PTSD. 

Research on schools and programs that specialize in neurodivergent therapeutic support 

with nature-based experiential education specifically are harder to find. Determining how many 

of these programs exist in the United States alone is difficult. The National Association of 

Therapeutic Schools and Programs has twenty members classified as therapeutic boarding 

schools and two listed as therapeutic day schools (National Association of Therapeutic Schools 

and Programs, 2024). However, one could speculate that those numbers could not possibly 

comprise the total number of therapeutic schools and programs in the United States. However, 

based on this data, the divide is straightforward; most therapeutic programs are residential and 

encompass taking children out of their everyday lives to attend school. While this style works for 

some students, Trailhead Community Farm School works to make a therapeutic day program 

with forest school elements to keep children living at home with their families.  

 Opening its doors in Fall 2023, Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS) serves 

neurodivergent students in grades 6-8 in a private, non-profit, year-round, experiential, and 

specialized education day program (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024c), with goals to 

support students who have had difficulty succeeding in traditional academic settings and to work 

with families to offer comprehensive support as an alternative to sending students to residential 

therapeutic boarding schools. TCFS offers year-round schooling to provide consistency and 

routine that are essential for neurodivergent students. Through individualized academic and 

emotional clinical support, TCFS ensures that all its students receive what they need to reach 

their full potential (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024a). While Trailhead is a private, 

non-profit school with a tuition of $19,850/year, they are an eligible school for the South 
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Carolina Exceptional Scholarship, which provides $11,000/per year to families in need.. They 

also provide financial assistance to families in need (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024a). 

Despite having these financial opportunities available to families, the school is still costly. It thus 

raises an equity concern for how any student could access a program such as this.  

 Nestled on 21 acres just outside Greenville, South Carolina, the property boasts several 

outdoor learning spaces such as low and high ropes courses, a thriving garden, and space for 

farm animals (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024c). As a private non-profit organization, 

TCFS can provide more experiential and hands-on opportunities for students that are not feasible 

in traditional public school spaces. They can provide ample opportunities to assist visual, 

auditory, and kinesthetic learners, such as field trips and project-based learning structures 

(Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024a).  TCFS follows the Common Core Standards and 

South Carolina State Standards. Taking advantage of their fantastic campus, the school uses a 

combination of indoor, outdoor, and field trip-based education, understanding that learning takes 

place in multiple settings.  TCFS understands that educators are essential for a student’s learning 

and growth process, but also require collaboration with therapists, family, and community 

members, which sets this school apart from typical residential therapeutic boarding schools. Each 

student is given an individualized plan combining the knowledge of educators, therapists, and 

parents. This plan provides holistic and realistic student growth goals and ensures students are 

thoroughly cared for academically and emotionally when with TCFS.  

 Trailhead Community Farm School (2024c) believes that schools should be places that 

offer more than simply education; they should address the social and emotional needs of students 

and facilitate the development and growth of healthy relationships. These goals align with an 

understanding of the importance of student well-being, referring to one’s positive evaluation and 
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satisfaction with one's life (Klik et al., 2022). A good school environment is regularly recognized 

as an important factor that can either strengthen or harm student well-being (Klik et al., 2022).  

While student well-being is widely researched in more traditional educational 

environments (Klik et al., 2022; Ling et al., 2022; Willis et al., 2019), Wilderness Therapy 

environments (Bowen et al., 2016; Harper & Cooley, 2007; Jong et al., 2022; Russell, 2005) 

Residential Therapeutic Schools (Farnfield & Onions, 2021) and in nature school environments 

(Largo-Wight et al., 2018), there is a lack of well-being research in experiential therapeutic day 

programs such as Trailhead Community Farm School. Therefore, the purpose of this study was 

to explore the student perceptions of well-being at Trailhead Community Farm School. The 

research questions framing this study were: 

1. How does Trailhead Community Farm School impact student well-being, if at all? And 

2. What are the students’ perceptions of their well-being at Trailhead Community Farm 

School compared to their previous school experiences?  

In the following chapter, I will explore the literature surrounding the basis and need for this 

research and study in greater depth.  

.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 In this literature review, I strive to detail the vast existing literature regarding well-being, 

focusing specifically on well-being in educational research. I will introduce this realm of 

research in detail and look in-depth at research regarding well-being, neurodivergence, and 

experiential education schools similar to Trailhead Community Farm School.  

Perspectives of Well-Being 

 Well-being has been studied very thoroughly in psychology. Diener (1984) has focused 

on hedonic and subjective well-being (SWB). SWB is the perspective that people use to evaluate 

their well-being and experiences. Therefore, it is subjective to the person. SWB means a person’s 

positive experiences are interchangeable with ‘happiness’.  Simplified, hedonic SWB is the 

maximization of one’s sense of happiness. SWB is not the only way of understanding well-being 

(Deci & Ryan, 2008). Another perspective, referred to as Eudaimonia, argues that well-being is 

more than simply happiness and recognizes that if people report being happy, it doesn’t 

necessarily correlate with being well psychologically. Watermann (1993) describes this type of 

well-being as living well and maximizing human potential. It is described not as an end state but 

as the fulfilling process of living the way one is inherently meant to live. This type of well-being 

can be traced to Aristotle and is in line with humanistic psychology (Deci & Ryan, 2008) 

 These two well-being perspectives—hedonism and eudaimonism—are based upon 

different views of human nature. Hedonic, as Tooby and Cosmides (1992) describe, is where 

humans are seen as malleable and able to gain meaning through social and cultural experiences. 

On the other hand, the eudaimonic perspective is that humans are not empty vessels, or without 

inherent knowledge, experiences, or potential, and their experiences are coded as positive or 
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negative, which impacts their well-being. It is believed that if one experiences eudaimonic well-

being, they will, by default, experience hedonic well-being but not vice versa (Waterman et al., 

2006). While well-being has a significant overlap between eudaimonia and hedonic perspectives, 

for the sake of this study, I will be utilizing the Aristotelian eudaimonic perspective of well-

being.  Ryff (1989) depicts this type of well-being as having seven characteristics: self-

acceptance, personal growth, relatedness, autonomy, relationships, environmental mastery, and 

purpose in life. In the next section, I will unpack the characteristics I used from an educational 

perspective of well-being adapted from Ryff’s (1989) original eudaimonic characteristics.  

Modern Well-Being in Educational Research 

 In educational research, it is established that there is a positive relationship between 

student well-being and academic performance (Aspelin, 2012; Farrington et al., 2012). Well-

being, as Willis et al. (2019) determine, is an umbrella term in education. They adapt Ryff’s 

(1989) seven characteristics of eudaimonic well-being to fit the educational context. The 

characteristics become self-concept, identity, self-esteem, self-efficacy, motivation, self-

regulation, and performance mindset. This study recognized the definitions for each of these 

terms from the American Psychological Association (APA) dictionary and some influence from 

well-known scholars in psychology. Self-concept is one’s sense of identity and evaluation of 

oneself regarding physical and psychological characteristics (American Psychological 

Association, 2024c; Rosenberg et al., 1989) while identity refers to one's sense of self combining 

physical, psychological, and interpersonal characteristics with affiliations (e.g., ethnicity) and 

social roles (American Psychological Association, 2024a). Self-esteem is when one’s 

characteristics are perceived to be positive by others and the person (American Psychological 

Association, 2024e; Rosenberg et al., 1989)—the more positive the perception of these qualities 
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and characteristics, the higher self-esteem. Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s perception of 

confidence and competence in certain settings (American Psychological Association, 2024d; 

Bandura, 2011). This differs from motivation, which is the momentum someone has toward a 

direction and purpose. Stemming from this is the performance mindset. This is another phrasing 

for a growth mindset. While growth mindset is not listed in the APA dictionary, according to 

Dweck (2006), it is one's understanding that their learning will be improved through constant 

persistence and effort.  Finally, self-regulation is one’s ability to control their emotions and 

behaviors through monitoring, evaluating, and reinforcement (American Psychological 

Association, 2024b).  

 These characteristics and terms are essential for discussing and understanding well-being 

within the educational world. Well-being in educational contexts has been studied often. Bizumic 

et al. (2009) researched how positive school climate (the social environment of a school) and 

positive school connectedness (how students feel they belong) lead to increased student well-

being. This positive school climate and good school connectedness encompasses elements of the 

characteristics of Willis et al. (2019) regarding educational well-being, such as self-esteem and 

identity. Yu et al. (2018) learned that students with positive well-being are more likely to take 

more risks and pursue challenges at home and school. For example, students might participate 

more in their classes if they have good well-being. Students with healthy peer and teacher 

relationships are more likely to produce problem-solving skills and more creativity, which can 

lead to higher academic outcomes (Fairlamb, 2020).  

 Overall, many studies have investigated well-being in educational contexts, but few have 

explicitly examined well-being in neurodivergent-focused schools like Trailhead Community 
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Farm School. In the next section, I will examine the relevant literature regarding neurodivergent 

students and their well-being.  

 What is Neurodivergence? 

 Neurodivergence is a non-medical term, concept, and identity used to describe people 

with brain differences, including medical disorders, learning disabilities, and other conditions 

(Cleveland Clinic, 2022; Livingstone et al., 2023). TCFS describes the student populations they 

serve as neurodivergent. I will use the same language the school has chosen when describing my 

study population. Neurodiversity as a concept is understood diversely. It is defined as a cultural 

identity and a class for non-normative ways of thinking (Chapman, 2019), a pedagogy and 

portmanteau (Fitzwater, 2017), a theory (Tomlinson & Newman, 2017), a paradigm (Kapp, 

2020), an analytical lens (Bakan, 2014), a disability framework (Lambert et al., 2020), and even 

a tool of therapeutic practices (Barnhart, 2017). Neurodiversity is also the basis for neuro-equity 

and liberation (Graby, 2015). Some ideas about neurodiversity have been criticized for being too 

watered down and ignoring the real-world discrimination neurodivergent people face. These 

views have been called "neurodiversity lite" (Neumeier, 2018). 

The term neurodivergent was coined by Australian sociologist Judy Singer in 1998 to 

recognize how every brain develops uniquely (Livingstone et al., 2023). While there are many 

different definitions assigned to the term neurodiversity, there are three key pillars most have 

agreed upon as defining features of the term: neurodiversity is a difference, not a deficit; 

neurodiversity is in the body; and neurodiversity is understood as either binary, spectrum, or 

universal. I will discuss these pillars in depth in the following sections.  
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Neurodiversity is a Difference, not a Deficit 

The movement of neurodiversity is discussed as an alternative to the pathologization and 

medicalization of human differences and argues that neurodivergence should be a valuable and 

acknowledged form of human diversity (Kapp et al., 2013). Neurodiversity advocates propose 

that instead of looking for ‘cures’ and idolizing the latest interventions to normalize 

neurodivergent populations, we should look to disability justice as a priority (Gillespie-Lynch et 

al., 2020) and advocate for neurodiversity to be accepted along with other forms of difference in 

identity such as gender, sexuality, and race (Livingstone et al., 2023).  

Neurodiversity is a difference, not a deficit of being (Livingstone et al., 2023). While 

differences are traditionally acknowledged as challenges, those challenges stem from socially 

constructed barriers and marginalization that lead to differences being associated as 

disadvantageous (Livingstone et al., 2023). Some challenges necessitate accommodations and 

support for many individuals in the neurodivergent community. However, the movement’s 

perspective retains that difference is fundamentally positive, and any associated challenges do 

not limit or diminish that difference (Kapp et al., 2013). 

Neurodiversity as a Biological Phenomenon   

Neurodiversity is a biological phenomenon in the body (Baron-Cohen, 2017; Guest, 

2020). Whether neurodiversity is discussed as a political or a scientific concept, there is an 

agreement that it is based on biological differences found between people. This began with 

Singer (1998) and Blume (1998) referring to ‘wiring’ differences between autistic and non-

autistic people. Neurodiversity is now discussed in two main ways: wiring and genetics. Many 

authors utilize the ‘wiring’ metaphor to describe cognitive and neurological differences and refer 

specifically to “differently” wired brains when discussing neurodiversity as a concept and the 
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characterizations of the movement (Baron-Cohen, 2017; Glannon, 2007; Orsini, 2012). Many 

also root definitions of neurodiversity in genetics and discuss how neurodiversity is a socially 

constructed movement to promote neurological characteristics that are associated with natural 

genetic variations and certain disabilities (Fitzwater, 2017; Lewin & Akhtar, 2020). Ortega 

(2013) states, “Metaphors are never innocent and brain metaphors even less so.” (p. 89). Overall, 

descriptions and metaphors focusing on the brains and genetics of neurodiversity dominate the 

literature (Livingstone et al., 2023). While a complete discussion is outside the scope of this 

literature review, many important questions remain.  

Neurodiversity is Binary, a Spectrum, or Universal 

 When neurodiversity is understood as a biological feature of brains, it is framed as a 

binary, spectrum, or universal feature. Traditionally, it is referred to as a binary concept: 

neurodiverse and neurotypical. Authors with this viewpoint understand that one is either 

neurodiverse or not (Livingstone et al., 2023). Runswick-Cole (2014), a strong critic of binary 

application, frames neurodiversity as a biopolitical category. This strangely leads to an 

understanding that neurodiversity is a political category that serves as a basis for shared identity 

and political organizing and the crux of the binary framing of neurodiversity (Ortega, 2013). The 

popular metaphor of ‘wiring’ differences leads to a common sense understanding that the two 

groups are mutually exclusive (Livingstone et al., 2023).  

One troubling idea is that homogenizing neurodiversity as an either/or concept leads to a 

social rather than biological label (Strand, 2017). More recently, building upon the idea of the 

‘autistic spectrum’, some scholars have held the perspective that neurodiversity exists as a 

spectrum on which everyone falls (Griffin & Pollak, 2009). This perspective promotes the idea 

that neurodiversity can be found throughout many subclinical traits across possibly all people 
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and can be documented as such (Brownlow & O’Dell, 2013; Haney, 2018). Haney (2018) argues 

that understanding subclinical traits of autism within the greater population could lead to more 

support for neurodiversity, push back against the socially constructed divides, and broaden the 

definition of what normal is. While this concept is not without critique, it does work to normalize 

the neurodiverse experience by removing the exceptionality (Attias, 2020).   

Some scholars also understand neurodiversity as a universal feature impacting all human 

minds. This perspective stems from the idea that every brain is unique, shaped by a complex 

combination of genetics, environment, experience, and culture (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2020). 

Rather than framing neurodiversity as a concept that only applies to specific diagnostic labels—

like autism, ADHD, or dyslexia—this broader understanding emphasizes that variation in 

cognitive processing, sensory perception, attention, communication styles, and emotional 

regulation is a natural and expected part of the human condition. Kornblau and Robertson (2021) 

argue that there isn’t a single “average” brain in human society, and that these neurological 

differences should be seen as inherent to our species rather than deviations from a norm. This 

inclusive framing challenges the binary thinking that separates "neurotypical" from 

"neurodivergent" and instead invites reflection on how society defines, labels, and responds to 

cognitive difference. These differences in how neurodiversity is conceptualized naturally lead to 

the question: Who counts as neurodivergent, and what assumptions underlie that categorization? 

Who is Neurodivergent? 

 The lack of agreement on whether neurodiversity is binary, a spectrum, or universal 

makes it challenging to understand who it encompasses when discussing it. While in theory, 

neurodiversity is a conceptual framework and does not refer to a group of people, most people 

quickly move from defining neurodiversity to establishing who should be grouped (Livingstone 
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et al., 2023). This has led to neurodiversity becoming a moniker for people, experiences, and 

diagnoses rather than a conceptual framework or theoretical concept. 

 Typically, the key group of people most closely aligned with neurodiversity are 

individuals with autism. Commonly, the terms neurodivergent and autistic are used as synonyms, 

as well as neurotypical, referring to both those who are non-autistic and not neurodivergent 

(Happe & Frith, 2020). Even literature that defines neurodiversity as ‘more than autism’ 

continues to center on autism (Livingstone et al., 2023). Describing neurodivergent as “autism 

plus” allows autism to function as the foundation of neurodiversity while still recognizing other 

tenets of the classification (Livingston et al., 2023, p. 90). Most typically, autism plus includes 

ADHD, bipolar, and dyslexia as other commonly associated forms of neurodiversity. In this 

study, neurodivergence is recognized as autism plus, and it is understood that neurodiversity is 

not only about autism but a range of characteristics and forms. 

Neurodivergent Well-Being in Educational Settings 

Research regarding the intersection of neurodivergent communities, educational settings, 

and well-being is relatively infrequent. I will discuss a few notable studies that have broached 

this topic of well-being for neurodivergent students, most of which are focused on higher 

academic settings. One recent exception is a study from Naples and Tuckwiller (2021), a pilot 

study of school-based well-being in young neurodivergent children. The study determined that 

students participating in an 8-session covitality (or strengths-based development) intervention 

demonstrated improvements in subjective well-being. This study recognizes how student 

experiences in school are integral developmentally and to their subjective well-being in young 

neurodivergent students (age 6-8). Naples and Tuckwiller (2021) also call for research on school-

based subjective well-being with neurodiverse student populations.  
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Due to the ‘invisible’ nature of most neurodiverse conditions, Syharat et al. (2023) found 

that students are hesitant to disclose their disability to schools out of fear of not looking like a 

‘typical’ student. This study discussed how neurodivergent graduate students navigated complex 

relational dynamics strongly impacted by the hierarchies of academia. The study found that 

students may struggle to meet expectations, marginalize themselves from higher academia, and 

decrease their subjective well-being.  

The autistic and ADHD traits in university students were found to impact student mental 

health and well-being negatively (Garcha & Smith, 2024). Autistic college students in traditional 

higher education are less likely to have a sense of school connectedness and life satisfaction, 

which also impacts their overall well-being (Casagrande et al., 2020). Identities are complex 

across college students, especially when adding in neurodivergence. Some interpersonal 

relationships between students can be impacted when they disclose their neurodiversity with 

neurotypical students (Frost et al, 2019). While the majority of previous studies have looked at 

neurodivergent student well-being in the higher education setting, the current study focused on 

neurodivergent student well-being in grades 6-8 at Trailhead Community Farm School.  

Experiential Education and Forest Schools 

 John Dewey's (1938) work has been a foundation for experiential education's values for 

many years. Experiential learning, hands-on learning, and learning in context are essential pillars 

of meaningful experiential education. At its central tenet, Dewey’s experiential education is 

student-centered and community-focused (Simpson, 2011). Contemporary experiential learning 

traditionally follows Kolb’s (1984) endlessly recurring and dynamic cycle: Concrete Experience 

→ Reflective Observation → Abstract Conceptualization → Active Experimentation (repeat). 
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Following this structure recognizes that the brain physically responds well to experience and can 

use that experience to learn and grow (Kolb & Kolb, 2018).  

Public education has shifted, especially in the United States, in the past twenty years with 

an emphasis on standardized test scores, influencing schools and teachers to narrow the 

curriculum to focus on test preparation subjects (Berliner, 2011; Faulkner, 2006; Zakharov & 

Carnoy, 2021). Consequently, time-intensive experiential learning that integrates subject matter 

in real-life contexts has been drastically de-emphasized (Erskine, 2014; Faulkner, 2014). With a 

shift towards test-based accountability, there are fewer school opportunities for experiential 

outdoor education (Faulkner, 2006). However, nature-based learning methods such as 

environmental education, outdoor play, and forest schools have increased in popularity as 

alternative styles of education after the COVID-19 pandemic (Friedman et al, 2023).  

Children’s mental health benefits from time in or near nature (Friedman et al., 2023). 

Instruction in a natural setting has also been linked to higher academic achievement in core 

subjects (Khan et al., 2020) and reduced behavior seen as ‘off-task’ (Largo-Wight et al., 2018). 

In a study by James & Williams (2017), school-based experiential outdoor education was proven 

to motivate apathetic learners and bring learning alive for those unsuccessful in a traditional 

classroom setting, especially those with learning disabilities. Extended time in an outdoor 

education program improves children’s social-emotional, cognitive, linguistic, and motor skills 

(Yildirim & Akamca, 2017).  

Although many neurodivergent students have benefited from nature-based learning 

opportunities, most research has focused on the neurotypical experience (Friedman et al., 2023). 

While limited, the existing research provides helpful insight into the benefits of nature-based 

learning for neurodivergent students. In one case study by Friedman and Morrison (2021), 
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autistic children had positive experiences when going outside at their public school. They 

continued to have a desire to go outdoors for lessons.  Another study found that the student-

perceived benefits of forest schools included relationship development, positive risk-taking, and 

academic success (Bradley & Male, 2017). Forest schools also appear to benefit children's well-

being due to the freedom and novelty of outdoor experiences. However, well-being was also 

contingent on how the child felt on any particular day and how well routines were upheld 

(Friedman et al., 2022). While TCFS differs slightly from a traditional forest school, it 

incorporates elements of forest schools through outdoor learning and experiential education.  

Trailhead Community Farm School 

 Trailhead Community Farm School’s (TCFS) curriculum and academic programs are 

specifically designed to follow the teachings and pedagogies of John Dewey and David Kolb 

(Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024a). The school’s pedagogical approach focuses on 

student connectedness and engagement to assist the learning cycle and provides excellent 

opportunities for relationship building and critical thinking (Trailhead Community Farm School, 

2024a). With an understanding that school should be interactive and reactive with real-world 

experience, TCFS is utilizing nature-based and experiential education to help students put their 

learning into practice. In chapter three, I will discuss TCFS student demographics.   

Since Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS) has only been open since Fall 2023, no 

studies have been published looking specifically at this school. According to a parent testimonial 

from the TCFS website (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024b), one student did very well 

academically in their previous school but struggled socially and emotionally. Now at TCFS, the 

student feels understood, accepted, and appreciated. TCFS treats their neurodiversity as a 

strength, not a hindrance. Another testimonial emphasizes how many positive changes they have 
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seen in their child, and how much healthier physically, emotionally, socially, and intellectually 

they are after being at TCFS for a few months. This same parent discussed how negative their 

child felt in traditional public schools and was constantly told to fit into a mold they could not 

live up to, but now, at TCFS, their child is excited about learning and going to school each day.  

While these testimonials are not the results of empirical research, they speak about the 

important work TCFS is doing for its neurodivergent students. The well-being of the TCFS 

students is a critical topic for the school. It recognizes that academic achievement is unrealistic 

unless students feel comfortable and emotionally well (Trailhead Community Farm School, 

2024). On a personal level, as a former public school special education teacher, I was curious 

about the perceived differences students feel in their subjective well-being pertaining to their 

experiences at TCFS and even in comparison to their previous schools. I was also curious about 

the differences in well-being seen in the testimonials and mission statement of TCFS compared 

to the observed impacts on well-being during this study. 

Student well-being is widely researched in traditional schools (Klik et al., 2022; Ling et 

al., 2022; Willis et al., 2019), Wilderness Therapy environments (Bowen et al., 2016; Harper & 

Cooley, 2007; Jong et al., 2022; Russell, 2005) Residential Therapeutic Schools (Farnfield & 

Onions, 2021) and in nature schools (Largo-Wight et al., 2018). This study sought to dive further 

into the well-being of TCFS students due to a lack of research on student well-being in 

experiential therapeutic day programs for neurodivergent children. Therefore, the purpose of this 

study was to explore the student perceptions of well-being at Trailhead Community Farm 

School. In the next section, I will discuss the chosen mixed-method design (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003) and the qualitative and quantitative methods used to 

understand student well-being at TCFS.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the student perceptions of well-being at 

Trailhead Community Farm School. The research questions framing this study were: 

1. How does Trailhead Community Farm School impact student well-being, if at all? 

3. What are the students’ perceptions of their well-being at Trailhead Community Farm 

School compared to their previous school experiences? 

This exploratory concurrent nested mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003) had two simultaneous phases that provided context for the 

participants’ views of their well-being following participation in their school—Trailhead 

Community Farm School (TCFS). Qualitative data were collected through participant 

observations and five one-on-one semi-structured interviews. Quantitative data were collected 

through the Panorama Well-Being Survey (Panorama Education, 2020). Data was analyzed 

separately and used to better understand student perceptions of their well-being.   

As discussed in chapter 2, an Aristotelian definition of well-being—living well and doing 

well—was adopted for this study. This understanding of well-being is an umbrella term in 

educational research for student self-concept, self-regulation, identity, self-esteem, self-efficacy, 

motivation, and performance mindset (Willis et al., 2019). A comprehensive mixed-method 

approach was chosen to understand the student perspective of their well-being at TCFS 

holistically. This approach allowed the study to explore the complex topic of well-being. It 

holistically gathered three different data sources to paint a picture of what the students 

experienced and thought about their well-being at TCFS.   
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Researcher Reflexivity 

 I am a former educator and have spent five years in public school classrooms as a science 

teacher and a special education teacher. While my experience in the classroom looked incredibly 

different from TCFS, I was aware of my biases, good or bad, toward public education and 

alternative education. I felt burnt out by public education during my 5 years of teaching. One 

driving factor for why I joined this graduate program is to push back against traditional public 

schooling structures and embrace more alternative and non-traditional structures. While I know 

the public schools are doing fantastic work and the countless teachers are working incredibly 

hard to provide an excellent education, I also feel that the public school setting is not adaptable 

for different types of learners and does not fully encourage student curiosity and learning. I 

accounted for these biases during this study through the many types of data generation and self-

checks throughout the study. During this project, I was intensely aware of my position as not part 

of the neurodivergent community. I worked to allow interviews and observations to tell the story 

of the students and their experiences as they told me and showed me throughout the project. I 

recognized that as an adult, students could view me as someone with more authority, and I 

worked to assure them that nothing they say or do would impact their grades or time at school.  

Ethical Considerations 

 My primary ethical consideration when working with children was to ensure they were 

comfortable during observations, the survey, and in the interview setting. First, I submitted this 

study for approval from the Western Carolina University Internal Review Board to ensure its 

integrity and safety. Since these students were part of the neurodivergent community, O’Reilly 

and Dogra (2017) suggest offering the child a choice on whether they would like an adult (parent 

or teacher) in the room with them during the interview. They also suggest discussing this with 
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parents and teachers to understand how they feel the student would do in an individual setting or 

with parent/teacher presence.  

 TCFS families were excited about this research, and the majority of families returned 

consent and assent forms. I ensured that my observational research and survey did not reflect 

their involvement for families who abstained.  

Trailhead Community Farm School 

 The Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS) is a private, non-profit, year-round, 

academic, and therapeutic experiential education day program specifically for neurodivergent 

students. The curriculum is focused on fostering academic growth while incorporating 

therapeutic support to allow students to overcome obstacles hindering their learning experience. 

The school focuses on more than just education; they want to provide a space that addresses 

social and emotional needs and develops healthy relationships with family, friends, and self. 

These goals are aligned with the previously mentioned definitions of well-being.  

Exploratory, Concurrent Nested Mixed-Methods Design 

 Using multiple methods to evaluate a program often helps to understand the phenomenon 

better (Allegrante et al., 2018).  Quantitative and qualitative methods can be intertwined to 

provide a more comprehensive and unique idea of special education practices than either method 

provides alone (Love et al., 2022). According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2018), six main 

mixed-method designs exist. Three are sequential—explanatory, exploratory, and 

transformative—and three are concurrent—triangulation, nested, and transformative. Each 

design has distinct uses and theoretical lenses, implementation approaches, equal and unequal 

data priority, and stages when data is connected (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). In the 
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concurrent nested design used in this study, data is collected in parallel, but priority is unequal. 

This design helps gain a broader perspective on a topic with qualitative and quantitative data 

while prioritizing one side of the data due to the limitations of the methods (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011). 

The exploratory, concurrent nested mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003) in which qualitative and quantitative data generation occurs 

simultaneously (Creswell et al., 2003) with separate analyses, is merged with one phase as the 

‘dominant’ and interpreted. While a traditional concurrent triangulation design merges and 

interprets data from both phases equally (Creswell et al., 2003) this quantitative data was utilized 

in an exploratory way to enhance the understanding of the qualitative findings, with the 

qualitative methods remaining dominant within the concurrent nested design (Creswell et al., 

2003; Onwuegbuzie & Teddlie, 2003). The less dominant approach for the quantitative data was 

primarily due to the limitation of a very small sample size at Trailhead Community Farm School 

(n=9).  Although some would choose to forgo a mixed method design with the sample size so 

small, together TCFS and I determined that the exploratory quantitative data brought valuable 

insight regarding the well-being of their students and was utilized to enhance the dominant 

qualitative data as well as assist with the school’s goal of understanding student well-being. 

TCFS has decided to utilize the Panorama Well-Being Survey regardless of this study. 

Additionally, the quantitative data provided a baseline from which further research and 

evaluation efforts can expand in future years beyond the scope of this study.  
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Study Participants  

Trailhead Community Farm School had nine neurodivergent students enrolled in the Fall 

2024, ranging in age from 11 to 14. The following table details the student ages, grades, and 

genders.  

Table 1 

Demographic Information of Neurodivergent Students Enrolled at Trailhead Community Farm 

School, Fall 2024 

Student Grade Age Gender 

1 6th 11 Female 

2 6th 11 Male 

3 6th 12 Female 

4 7th 12 Female 

5 7th 12 Male 

6 8th 13 Female 

7 8th 14 Female 

8 8th 14 Female 

9 8th 14 Male 

Note. This table presents de-identified demographic data of nine neurodivergent students 

enrolled in Fall 2024. Ages and genders are based on school records.  

Students enrolled at TCFS have a variety of neurodivergent disabilities. The Fall 2024 

students had one or more of the following: autism spectrum disorder, ADHD, dysgraphia, 

dyscalculia, anxiety, depression, or PTSD. Regarding student race demographics, two were 

black, 1 Hispanic, one mixed-race, and five were white. 
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Since the school population was so small, participant observation was done during their 

academic and outdoor learning classes during the school day. Consent/assent forms were emailed 

home to families, and the staff helped tremendously to get the forms returned by families. Only 

students with returned consent/assent forms were observed, interviewed, and given the survey. 

For the five one-on-one semi-structured interviews, I worked with TCFS teachers to determine 

students who could sit through a 30–45-minute interview. From this, I chose five students 

randomly based on grade, ensuring I had at least one student per grade (grades 6-8).  

The Panorama Well-Being Survey participants were all students who had provided 

consent and assent, enrolled in, and attended Trailhead Community Farm School. Since the 

sample size was so small, obtaining as many survey answers as possible was very important.  

Data Collection 

 The qualitative methods for this study were participant observations and 1:1 semi-

structured interviews. These methods were chosen to provide insight into the personal subjective 

well-being of participants through observed examples, participant observation, and 1:1 semi-

structured interviews. After IRB and committee approval, I began the study with participant 

observations on November 13th-15th and 18th and 19th, 2024. On November 20th, 2024,  I 

administered the Panorama Well-Being Survey.. I spent the rest of that week and the following 

week analyzing data and finalizing my interview questions. Finally, I conducted the 1:1 semi-

structured interviews with five students on December 4th and 5th.  
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Participant Observation. Marshall et al. (2022) define participant observation as a 

systematic description and recording of behaviors, objects, and events in the setting chosen for 

study. Using observation as a method allows settings to be described using the five senses 

(Erlandson et al., 1993) and to provide a written description of events in the setting and situation. 

Observations occurring in the natural setting can be used to discover complex interactions 

relatively unobtrusively (Marshall et al., 2022). Participant observation allows researchers to 

learn about the subject matter while observing and participating in the setting to various degrees 

(DeWalt & DeWalt, 2010). Ideally, researchers should spend a significant amount of time 

immersed in the setting, learning about the subject matter and allowing for learning to occur 

from observations as well as personal experience (Marshall et al., 2022). This method establishes 

rapport within a community and provides a situation where members can act naturally 

(Kawulich, 2005). 

 In this study, I used participant observation as a data collection method to provide a 

holistic understanding of the potential impacts Trailhead Community Farm School provided for 

the well-being of its students. Participant observation made the research objective more accurate 

to increase validity (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2010). For this study’s participant observations, I joined 

TCFS for a week of classes, November 13th-19th, 2024. I observed how students and teachers 

interrelate and how interactions and classes might impact student well-being. Schensul et al. 

(1999) determined that participant observation can be used as a beginning step in studies to 

provide a researcher context for questions to be addressed with participants during interviews. I 

began with the week of participant observation to better understand what was happening within 

the program, which would assist with the interviews later and provide an in-depth understanding 



26 

 

from an observational standpoint of the activities and moments potentially enhancing student 

well-being while at TCFS.  

 While I was ‘participating’ as an adult community member during these observations, I 

am not a middle school-aged student within this program. Schensul et al. (1999) mention how 

not being fully part of a community can lead to a lack of trust and discomfort with an outsider. I 

ensured participants were as comfortable with my presence as possible by being present 

consistently throughout the week. I also am not someone in the neurodivergent community. Due 

to these limitations, I conducted this study from the “observer as a participant” stance. Gold 

(1958) described this stance where the researcher is allowed to participate in the group activities 

as desired, but their focus and goal is to collect data. The participants in the group are aware of 

the research being conducted. In this stance, the researcher is not a fully participating member of 

the group and participates only to conduct better observations to gain a holistic view of the 

setting. Adler and Adler (1994) point out that this stance still allows researchers to gain an 

insider role within the community without needing to fulfill the role of a whole group member. I 

chose this stance for the participant observations due to my age limitations and not being part of 

the neurodivergent community. It was unrealistic to assume that I could fully participate in TCFS 

activities in the same way the students could.  

 While observing, I focused my time primarily on the first research question—how does 

Trailhead Community Farm School impact student well-being, if at all? I focused my field notes 

on looking for moments where students demonstrated happiness, unhappiness, and well-being 

(or lack thereof). While I understood the facets of well-being detailed by Willis et al. (2019), 

self-concept, self-regulation, identity, self-esteem, self-efficacy, motivation, and performance 

mindset during my observations, I did not specifically look to identify these during the 
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observations. Instead, I had open-ended, handwritten two-columned notes during observations. I 

participated in daily activities that felt appropriate, such as when students were gardening, in 

shop class, or a whole group morning meeting. Observations also included looking specifically at 

teacher-student and student-student interaction to understand the aspects of student well-being 

that are being addressed during day-to-day interactions and relationships. I also mapped out the 

setting as Kutsche (1998) described, drawing a physical map of the setting and how it is used at 

different times during the day. This also included a count of participants during certain activities, 

a portrayal of where they were positioned, and descriptions of the activities being observed 

(Schensul et al., 1999). This assisted with understanding the whole situation and how the 

students interacted with their surroundings as an additional way to observe their well-being. 

Participant Observation Data Analysis. DeWalt & DeWalt (2010) describe field notes as 

both data and analysis. My field notes (or participant observation notes) were not separated into 

the different facets of well-being. However, those were considerations when taking notes to 

remove extraneous information and focus the observations on the type of information needed for 

the study (deMunck & Sobo, 1998). Following the suggestion of deMunck & Sobo (1998), I kept 

a notebook with open-ended, handwritten, two-columned notes. Each page was split, and one 

side was dedicated to pure observations, quotes, and things seen while at TCFS. The other side 

was a space where I, as the researcher, could write notes I wanted to add while observations were 

happening. This was also a space where I could infer aspects of well-being that might fit a 

specific observation. For example, if a student displayed obvious regulation strategies (such as 

putting their hood up, walking away from overstimulating activities, or utilizing the sensory 

room), I would infer this as ‘self-regulation’ in my columned notes.  At the end of each day, I 

wrote a narrative description of the well-being observed throughout that day, following the 
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guidelines of Kutsche (1998), aiming to construct and analyze material that reflected the data 

collected in the two columns.  

I analyzed the participant observation data following the Creswell & Creswell (2023) 

steps in the analytic process listed below: 

1. Organized and prepared the data for analysis: Reviewed field notes and narratives, and 

cataloged visual material. 

2. Read through the data: This allowed me to reflect on the overall meaning. At this stage, I 

wrote additional notes in the margins for the beginnings of my general thoughts on the 

meaning.  

3. Coded the data: Following Tesch’s (1990) eight steps (listed below) for forming codes and 

themes. 

3.1. Read through transcriptions carefully 

3.2. Picked one document, determined each section's underlying meaning, and wrote 

thoughts in the margin. 

3.3. Repeated step 2 for all documents 

3.4. Went back to the data and abbreviated topics into codes. 

3.5. Determined the best descriptive words to describe the codes and turned them into 

categories. Tried to reduce the list of categories by combining topics or showing 

interrelationships.  

3.6. Made a final decision on the abbreviations for categories and alphabetized codes.  

3.7. Assembled all the data in each category in one place and performed a preliminary 

analysis. Looked for expected codes and surprising codes.  

3.8. Repeated and recoded as necessary. 
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4. Identified themes: Determined 5-7 themes for the significant findings in the data. These 

themes accounted for diverse perspectives, quotations, and evidence.  

5. Developed a storyline interpretation: Interconnected themes into a storyline to develop the 

problem chronologically.  

6. Further analyzed data: Adjusted 1:1 semi-structured interview questions as needed to 

convey interest in the predetermined categories and codes. This began the process of 

exploratory data triangulation, with the qualitative data dominant and quantitative data used 

exploratively (Creswell et al., 2003; Onwuegbuzie & Teddlie, 2003) to understand individual 

student well-being perspectives.  

After five full school days of observations during the week of November 13th-19th, 2024, 

I administered the Panorama Well-Being Survey on Wednesday, November 20th, 2024. I then 

took the rest of the week to analyze the participant observation field notes and the Panorama 

Well-Being Survey results. Following the analysis, interview questions could be adjusted before 

the week of December 2nd-6th, 2024, when interviews would be conducted. I discuss the data 

analysis procedures for the Panorama Well-Being Survey and 1:1 semi-structured interviews in 

their subsequent sections.  



30 

 

Panorama Well-Being Survey. Since the school's population was so small, the 

quantitative method was utilized as an exploratory method and would not be used to generalize 

beyond the study sample. The quantitative method was a 19-question Panorama Well-Being 

Survey (Panorama Education, 2020). This survey was analyzed in an exploratory way only for 

measures of central tendency (MCT), and the findings were to assist with finalizing the focus of 

the semi-structured interview questions and drawing limited comparisons between data The 

survey was administered to students by TCFS teachers, regardless of this study, for the school’s 

knowledge.  

The Panorama Well-Being Survey was developed to focus on student wellness and 

mental health by understanding students' perspectives on positive and negative feelings and the 

social support they receive and provide within their school experience (Panorama Education, 

2020). This survey is separated into four groups of questions focusing on positive feelings, 

challenging feelings, supportive relationships, and free-response questions. Panorama Education 

states that schools can choose to use part or all of the survey depending on their goals for 

research. The survey was given to students on a printed sheet of paper, and they were given a 

pencil to answer the questions to the best of their ability. Working with teachers, I ensured the 

students were provided with any of their accommodations, such as read-aloud, extra time, 

designated breaks, or separate designated spaces needed to succeed when taking a survey as per 

their IEP/504 plans. I was not given access to the IEP/504 plans, and I relied on teacher 

assistance to ensure students were given their proper accommodations.  

This survey helps educators understand students’ feelings and how they feel supported in 

their relationships with teachers and friends at school (Panorama Education, 2020). This survey 

has been examined and assessed for reliability and validity. Reliability was assessed through 
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Cronbach’s alpha for positive feelings and challenging feelings to observe how similarly students 

respond to different items within the same scale (Panorama Education, 2021). Both exhibited 

good reliability by exceeding the typical thresholds of their respective metrics. Positive feelings 

showed a value of α = .80, and challenging feelings a value of α = .82. The Kuder and 

Richardson Formula 20 was used instead of Cronbach’s alpha for supportive relationships since 

the items are binary. Supportive relationships showed a value of .65. 

Structural, convergent, and discriminant validity were carefully tested and confirmed 

across a large, diverse group of students from many different schools and districts. Structural 

validity was supported through factor analyses that showed that the different parts of the survey, 

such as Emotion Regulation and Sense of Belonging, were measuring what they were intended 

to. Convergent validity was demonstrated through strong connections between Panorama’s well-

being measures and other established tools like the KIPP Character Report Card and the 

Delaware School Climate Survey. Discriminant validity was also confirmed, meaning the survey 

did a good job keeping separate ideas, like emotional well-being and supportive relationships, 

distinct from each other. This shows that the Panorama Well-Being Survey is a solid and 

trustworthy way to understand how students are doing across various schools. 

Panorama Education (2020) suggests a minimum sample size of 40 students to be able to 

run a statistical analysis. Since TCFS only had n=9 students, this data was only used 

exploratively. If TCFS ever expands to over 40 students, I suggest rerunning this survey to 

explore student well-being further. 

Student well-being has become a critical predictor of student educational achievement, 

mental health, economic and relationship success, and social-emotional skills (Carroll et al., 
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2023). Well-being is becoming more valued in schools, but not commonly measured (Panorama 

Education, 2020). Figure 1 lists the survey questions below. 

Figure 1 Panorama Student Well-Being Survey  

For each question, answer based on your experiences at Trailhead Community Farm School. 

These questions will ask you about how you have been feeling recently. Please respond 

honestly—there are no right or wrong answers because there are no right or wrong feelings! 

Your answers will help us better support you and other students, and will not affect your 

grades or show up on your report card. You can skip any question you feel uncomfortable 

answering, but we encourage you to try your best to answer them all. 

 

PART ONE: 

 

Question           Response Options 

During the past week, how often did you feel __________? 

Excited Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Happy Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Loved Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Safe Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Hopeful Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

During the past week, how often did you feel ___________? 

Angry Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Lonely Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Sad Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Worried Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Frustrated Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 
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 Supportive relationships with school staff, outside adults, and peers are indicators and 

promoters of student well-being (Carroll et al., 2023). Using this survey provided additional 

context for exploring the data collected through observations and interviews.  

PART TWO: 

Question Response Options 

Do you have a teacher or other 

adult from school who you can 

count on to help you, no matter 

what? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have an adult outside 

of school (family or someone 

else) who you can count on to 

help you, no matter what? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have a friend at school 

who you can count on to help 

you, no matter what? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have a teacher or other 

adult from school whom you 

can be completely yourself 

around? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have an adult outside 

of school (family or someone 

else) who you can be 

completely yourself around? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have a friend from 

school whom you can be 

completely yourself around? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

PART THREE: 

 

Free Response Questions 

1. Thinking about everything in your life right now, what makes you feel the happiest? 

2. Thinking about everything in your life right now, what feels the hardest for you? 

3. What can teachers and other adults do to support you better? 
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 Panorama Well-Being Survey Data Analysis. The data analysis completed from the 

quantitative sections of this survey—positive feelings, challenging feelings, and supportive 

relationships—were measures of central tendency (MCT). These MCTs are single values that 

accurately represent the entire data set (Manikandan, 2011b). They are more commonly known 

as the mean (M), median (Mdn), and mode (Mo).  

Most survey questions are on an ordinal (and not continuous) scale, and some are binary 

(yes/no). Referring to the scoring guidelines and suggestions of the Panorama Well-Being 

Survey, ordinal responses were converted to an integer value (beginning with “1”). In part one, 

higher integers represent a more positive response, such as students who report “almost always” 

feeling happy are assigned a numerical score of “5”. In contrast, if they were to report “almost 

never” feeling happy, they would be assigned a numerical score of “1”.  For questions regarding 

“challenging feelings” such as their feelings of anger, higher numerical scores still represent the 

more positive response, such as students who report “almost never” feeling angry are assigned a 

numerical score of “5”, whereas if they were to report “almost always” feeling angry they would 

be assigned a numerical score of “1”. These scores were then used to conduct MCT for each 

question. For part two, binary responses of “yes” and “no” were converted to integer values of 1 

and 0, respectively, so that MCT could be performed. Part three included three free-response 

questions that were analyzed qualitatively using the same analytic process steps for participant 

observation in the data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2023).  

 Despite only being able to produce MCTs, the data were meaningful for understanding 

the students' perceived well-being at TCFS and gave a starting point for future research. I will 

discuss the three MCTs below as described by Manikandan (2011a; 2011b). As data were 

collected, MCTs were produced for each set as it made sense.  
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1. Mean (M) uses every value in the data set and provides a good representation of the data 

(Manikandan, 2011b). I utilized the arithmetic mean by adding all the values in each data 

set and dividing by the number of observations. A disadvantage of M is that it is 

susceptible to extreme outliers, especially with a small sample size (Manikandan, 2011b). 

This is a known limitation of the use of M. The Standard Deviation was used here to 

assess the range of data about the M (Manikandan, 2011b). 

2. Median (Mdn) is the ‘positional average’ and is the middle value when all observations 

are arranged in ascending/descending order (Manikandan, 2011a). The median is the 50th 

percentile. Since the sample size was odd (n=9), the Mdn was the actual middle of the 

observations. An advantage of Mdn is that outlier data do not skew it. 

3. Mode (Mo) is the value that occurs the most frequently in a data set. The data set may 

have more than one Mo if two or more values occur with equal frequency (Manikandan, 

2011a). A disadvantage of Mo is that the frequency of observation fluctuates more with a 

small sample size. Mo can be calculated easily, but it is not typically used in statistical 

analysis since it is not algebraically defined.  

M was the preferred MCT to summarize data for this study (Manikandan, 2011a).. Mdn 

could also be preferred in extreme outliers or undetermined values, as well as with ordinal data 

(Manikandan, 2011a). Mo was not preferred in this case as data was not measured on a nominal 

scale (Manikandan, 2011a).  

Following the analysis, data were used to assist in finalizing interview questions and 

helped lead to helpful information for TCFS to use in their programming. After the survey 

administration and analysis, the 1:1 semi-structured interviews were conducted from December 
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2nd to 6th, 2024, after students returned from Thanksgiving Break. The following section will 

discuss the data analysis procedures for the 1:1 semi-structured interviews.  

Semi-Structured Interviews. Qualitative interviews provide insight into an aspect of life 

in which a participant has substantial experience, using an open-ended and in-depth research 

method (Roberts, 2020). Semi-structured interviews allow for interviews to be conducted in a 

focused manner with the added autonomy and flexibility to explore pertinent ideas that might be 

brought up throughout the interview to enhance the understanding of the research question 

(Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). This type of interview is preferred when the goal is to 

understand the participant's unique perspective and understanding of a phenomenon rather than a 

larger generalized perspective (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). This allows the researcher to 

predetermine interview questions that will focus on the structure of the conversation but provides 

the flexibility not to allow the conversation to flow outside of the predetermined questions 

(Kallio et al., 2016). 

 The benefits of utilizing this method are that it can address more complex research 

questions and open a two-way conversation between the interviewee and researcher. It also 

allows participants to discuss topics the researcher might not have thought of or had the 

background to ask about (Kallio et al., 2016). During the interview process, it is assumed that 

participants assign meaning to their experiences based on their context, biases, and experiences 

in life, and this allows a researcher to understand another’s perspective regarding an experience 

(Roberts, 2020). As the interviewer, I worked to maintain an informant-centered attitude as 

described by Roberts (2020), embracing the idea that the interviewee was the expert on their 

experience, and they alone possessed the knowledge necessary to answer the proposed research 
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questions. I used self-reflection regularly as a tool to question my interpretations and to maintain 

awareness of any subjectivity and bias.  

 This study's 1:1 semi-structured interviews occurred ten days after participant 

observation. Participant observation before a semi-structured interview can be helpful for 

researchers to provide additional context when conducting interviews (Schensul et al., 1999). 

Based on observational and survey data, I, as the researcher, could adjust interview questions to 

fit better the things seen and said at TCFS. For example, if one aspect of well-being, such as self-

efficacy, was observed, I could adjust the questions to hone in on why that might be. The 

questions for my semi-structured interview were, as Charmaz (2014) suggests, broad, open-

ended, open to individual interpretations of experiences, non-judgmental, and provided a 

baseline for open conversation about the topic being explored—well-being. The questions were 

aimed at each facet of well-being that Willis et al. (2019) provided, ideally to obtain a well-

rounded idea of how students view their experiences at TCFS and their previous school 

experiences. The questions for the semi-structured interview can be found in Figure 2.  

Figure 2 

Interview guiding questions for the semi-structured interview 

General Questions: 

Necessary for context 

for further questions 

1. When did you start coming to TCFS? 

2. Can you tell me about your previous school? 

3. Overall, how would you say TCFS and your previous school 

are the same? How are they different? 

Well-Being Concept: Questions: 

Self-Concept 1. How do you feel about your role at TCFS? Does your role at 

TCFS differ from your most recent school? How? 

2. Do you feel that TCFS supports your personality? How? 

What about your previous school? 

Self-Regulation 1. Can you tell me about a time when you felt angry or 

frustrated and you needed to regulate to calm down during 

the school day at TCFS? Do you feel you had the tools and 
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support to self-regulate? What about at your previous 

school? 

Identity 1. Who would you say you are as a person? (passions, beliefs, 

values) 

2. Does TCFS support your interests, passions, and hobbies? 

How? What about your previous school? 

Self-Esteem 1. Do you feel like you belong at TCFS? Can you give an 

example? What about your previous school? 

2. Can you tell me about a time when you felt proud of yourself 

at TCFS? At your previous school? 

Self-Efficacy 1. Do you feel confident in your ability to achieve your goals at 

TCFS? At your previous school? 

2. What do you do when things get difficult? 

Motivation 1. How would you define success at TCFS? At your previous 

school? 

2. What pushes you to reach your goals? 

Performance Mindset 1. How do you react when you make a mistake at TCFS? At 

your previous school? 

2. Do you feel that you dwell on past performances (good or 

bad) when trying to accomplish a new goal? 

 

 When interviewing children aged 11-15, it is important to ensure that the amount of time 

spent interviewing is not overwhelming and exhaustive to the students. Following O’Reilly & 

Dogra’s (2017) suggestion, I strived for interviews to be around 30 minutes to 45 minutes in 

length. I aimed to complete interviews with five students at TCFS, representing a range of 

student perspectives on their well-being. Working with individuals in the neurodivergent 

community is another consideration I have as a researcher. TCFS has an IQ requirement of 80 or 

above, which O’Reilly & Dogra (2017) state that children with an IQ above 50 should be able to 

participate in interview research. Working with the neurodivergent population at TCFS, I knew 

that I might need to be flexible and willing to be creative with engaging students for the 

interviews.  

 Interviews were audio recorded utilizing a simple recording setup on an iPhone. 

Interviews were completed on the TCFS campus in a classroom to ensure students were in a 
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comfortable environment that they were familiar with. While I planned for teachers, therapists, 

and staff to not be in the classroom during interviews, they were present on campus and available 

if needed. Following O’Reilly and Dogra’s (2017) suggestion, before conducting interviews, 

student participants were asked if they would prefer an adult (parent or teacher) to be in the room 

during the interview, and I would honor this request. I also discussed with teachers how they felt 

the students would act in the room with or without a familiar adult present.  

Conducting and participating in the 1:1 semi-structured interviews was a potential 

psychological risk. The student participants took a risk by sharing their experiences, thoughts, 

and feelings regarding their subjective well-being while at TCFS. I assured participants of the 

confidentiality of their responses and acknowledged any concerns they might have while 

participating. Due to the nature of 1:1 interviews, confidentiality was guaranteed unless the 

student opted to have a parent or teacher present, in which case there was the possibility that 

something might be shared by one of them. Identifying information would not be linked with 

participant comments in written reports or presentations. 

Semi-Structured Interview Data Analysis. The 1:1 semi-structured interviews were 

analyzed utilizing the steps outlined for participant observation based on Creswell & Creswell’s 

(2023) analytic process. The main difference when analyzing the transcribed audio was that I 

approached coding with the knowledge of some predetermined codes (Creswell & Creswell, 

2023) from the previous participant observations and the survey's free-response questions. While 

these predetermined codes assisted with the analytic process of the semi-structured interview 

transcripts, I allowed for new, emerging, surprising, and unusual codes to be uncovered when 

analyzing the interview data.  
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 Following this analysis, data were interpreted by summarizing the findings, comparing 

and triangulating the data within the study, and discussing the findings regarding pertinent 

literature and my personal views. Through this, I discussed limitations and calls for future 

research as well. The validation of the findings was incorporated through triangulation strategies 

between the three sets of data, utilizing rich descriptions and narratives, and a strong researcher 

reflexivity to understand personal bias and self-reflection.  

Access and Rapport 

 Trailhead Community Farm School and I communicated with each other about 

expectations and access to the school before the study began. They were enthusiastic about the 

opportunity to work together and committed to doing whatever was necessary to assist with 

preparations, planning, and executing this research. During participant observations, I worked to 

establish trust and rapport with students and staff as I was there every day for a week of classes. 

Ideally, this assisted with rapport and trust with students during interviews later on and with the 

survey as well.  

Limitations 

The most pertinent limitation of this study was the small sample size. Due to TCFS's only 

nine students, the sample size was incredibly small for quantitative survey research. Due to this, 

no generalizations were made from the survey data, and only an analysis of the measures of 

central tendency was produced. TCFS utilized the survey regardless of the study. The pertinent 

information collected through the Panorama Well-Being Survey helped finalize the interview 

questions and understand student well-being holistically. Due to this, we chose to include the 

quantitative element in the research, regardless of the inability to provide generalizations. 
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Alternative approaches for future studies could attempt to produce a larger sample size or defer 

to qualitative methods.  

Another limitation of this study was the time constraints. Due to the nature of a master's thesis, 

the data generation for this study had to occur in a small three-week time frame. Understanding 

the long-term well-being of neurodivergent students in an experiential therapeutic day school 

should occur over a more extended period. While the data generated here did give an idea of 

current student well-being, it could only be understood as the well-being of students within the 

three-week time frame of this study.   

The following section is the manuscript for the selected Journal of School Psychology. 

This is instead of chapters four and five of the thesis document. The URL to submission 

guidelines can be found at this link: https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/spq. This manuscript is 

intended to be submitted as a Regular Paper. It is 7,500-9,000 words in total (including abstract, 

text, references, tables, and figures) and double-spaced with 1-inch margins and standard 12-

point Times New Roman font.   

  

https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/spq
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CHAPTERS 4 & 5: JOURNAL OF SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY MANUSCRIPT 

Difference, Not Deficit: Neurodivergent Student Perspectives on Well-Being at an 

Experiential Therapeutic Day School 

 

Abstract 

This study explores the perceptions of neurodivergent students regarding their subjective well-

being at Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS), an experiential therapeutic day school. It 

compares these experiences to their previous school settings. Using qualitative methods with 

exploratory quantitative analysis, the findings indicate that students perceive TCFS as positively 

impacting their well-being. Central themes include trust and community, student autonomy, 

freedom of expression, and the benefits of a holistic, experiential learning approach. The study 

reveals that neurodivergent students at TCFS feel a strong sense of belonging and self-

acceptance, contrasting with their prior experiences in traditional schools, where they often felt 

pressured to conform to neurotypical expectations. The research further underscores the role of 

small school size and close teacher-student relationships in fostering a safe and supportive 

learning environment. Additionally, experiential learning practices, such as nature-based 

activities and hands-on projects, contribute to student engagement, self-esteem, and skill 

development. While the findings affirm the positive influence of TCFS on student well-being, 

challenges remain, particularly in building trust among students and balancing teacher authority 

with student authenticity. The study’s implications suggest that educators, administrators, and 

parents should prioritize relationship-building, inclusive pedagogical practices, and student-

centered learning approaches to support neurodivergent learners better. Although limited by a 

small sample size and short data collection period, this study provides valuable insights into 
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alternative educational models that promote well-being. Future research should explore the long-

term impacts of experiential and holistic education on neurodivergent students in diverse 

educational settings.  

Keywords: neurodivergent, therapeutic school, experiential education, well-being, holistic 

pedagogy 
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Difference, Not Deficit: Neurodivergent Student Perspectives on Well-Being at an 

Experiential Therapeutic Day School 

 

When you think of 'school,' you might picture a building with a teacher standing at the 

front of a classroom. The traditional notion of school in the United States typically involves a 

structured environment with four walls, a whiteboard, and desks arranged in rows or, if fortunate, 

in collaborative groups. While educators work tirelessly to accommodate diverse learning needs, 

many lack confidence in effectively instructing neurodivergent students (Van Der Steen et al., 

2020). Public schools in the United States are legally required to provide free and appropriate 

education under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (2004). However, 

some students struggle to thrive in these academic environments (Sam et al., 2021). As a 

response, alternative educational models, such as Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS) in 

Greenville, South Carolina, have emerged, providing both academic and therapeutic support for 

neurodivergent students who have faced challenges in traditional settings. 

Neurodiversity encompasses a broad spectrum of cognitive differences, including 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), autism spectrum disorder (ASD), dyslexia, 

dyscalculia, dysgraphia, and other learning disabilities (Armstrong, 2017; Haney, 2018). 

Research suggests that neurodivergent individuals possess strengths such as divergent thinking, 

creativity, risk-taking, and spatial visualization skills (Kapp et al., 2013; Livingstone et al., 2023; 

Syharat et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2020). Despite these advantages, traditional academic 

environments often present rigid structures and barriers that hinder their success (Syharat et al., 

2023). Consequently, families may seek alternative education models, such as experiential and 

therapeutic schools, to support their children’s unique learning needs better. 
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Experiential and therapeutic education programs are constantly evolving to meet diverse 

student needs. These programs range from residential treatment centers and therapeutic boarding 

schools to wilderness therapy programs and day programs, all designed to promote students' 

personal growth, education, and well-being (National Association of Therapeutic Schools and 

Programs, 2024). Most therapeutic programs operate as residential facilities and have 

demonstrated positive long-term effects (Behrens et al., 2010). However, research on 

neurodivergent-specific therapeutic day programs—such as TCFS—remains limited (Curtin, 

2010). 

Although experiential outdoor education is often associated with preschool programs, it 

has broader applications, particularly after gaining public attention in the New York Times article 

"Preschool Without Walls" (James, 2018). A common misconception about forest schools is that 

they exclusively teach survival skills. These schools cover diverse topics, including social 

development, science, math, practical skills, music, and drama (James, 2018). Research has 

shown that forest schools enhance students' confidence, emotional well-being, physical fitness, 

social skills, concentration, and fine motor skills (James, 2018). While most research on forest 

school benefits has focused on neurotypical students (Harris, 2021; James & Williams, 2017), 

limited studies address their impact on neurodivergent populations (Friedman et al., 2023). 

Expanding this research could provide valuable insights into how nature-based learning benefits 

students with diverse cognitive profiles. 

TCFS integrates elements of experiential outdoor education within its farming practices 

and adheres to the experiential learning frameworks of John Dewey and David Kolb (Trailhead 

Community Farm School, 2024c). As stated on its website, TCFS employs a pedagogical 

approach emphasizing reflection, student initiative, active engagement, and designed learning 



46 

 

experiences that encourage learning from mistakes and successes (Trailhead Community Farm 

School, 2024c). Therapeutic schools serve various student populations, including those 

struggling with substance abuse, behavioral challenges, and neurodivergence (Behrens et al., 

2010). Private therapeutic schools, residential programs, and wilderness therapy programs often 

target adolescents who have not succeeded in traditional academic settings or outpatient therapy. 

Much of the existing research on therapeutic education focuses on wilderness therapy programs 

(Behrens et al., 2010; Harper, 2017).  

The National Association of Therapeutic Schools and Programs (NATSAP) lists 20 

member schools as therapeutic boarding schools and only two as therapeutic day schools 

(National Association of Therapeutic Schools and Programs, 2024). Although one could assume 

that this count does not represent the actual number of therapeutic schools in the United States, it 

highlights the predominance of residential over day programs. While residential programs may 

benefit some students, TCFS aims to offer a therapeutic day program incorporating farm school 

principles, allowing students to remain in their home environments while receiving specialized 

support. 

Literature Review 

 This literature review examines how well-being is understood and supported in 

educational settings, particularly for neurodivergent students. It begins by exploring general and 

modern definitions of well-being in education, then shifts to understanding neurodivergence as a 

difference rather than a deficit. The review also considers who is included under neurodivergent 

and how these learners experience school well-being. Finally, it highlights the potential of 

experiential and nature-based learning to support neurodivergent students' well-being. 
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Well-Being 

 Well-being has been extensively studied in psychology. Diener (1984) defines subjective 

well-being (SWB) as a person’s evaluation of their well-being based on their experiences, often 

equating positive experiences with happiness. This perspective focuses on maximizing happiness 

as a measure of well-being. However, Deci and Ryan (2006) argue that SWB is not the only way 

to understand well-being. As Waterman (1993) described, Eudaimonic well-being emphasizes 

living well and maximizing human potential. This perspective aligns with Aristotle’s philosophy 

and humanistic psychology, viewing well-being as an ongoing process rather than a fixed state. 

Hedonic and eudaimonic well-being stem from different views of human nature. The 

hedonic perspective sees humans as malleable, shaping their well-being through social and 

cultural experiences (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992). In contrast, the eudaimonic perspective asserts 

that well-being is shaped by experiences coded as positive or negative. Waterman et al. (2006) 

suggest that eudaimonic well-being inherently includes hedonic well-being but not necessarily 

vice versa. For this study, I adopt Ryff’s (1989) eudaimonic perspective, which defines well-

being through six characteristics: self-acceptance, personal growth, relatedness, autonomy, 

environmental mastery, and purpose in life.  

Modern Well-Being in Educational Research 

 Educational research establishes a positive relationship between student well-being and 

academic performance (Aspelin, 2012; Farrington et al., 2012). Willis et al. (2019) adapted 

Ryff’s (1989) framework for education, identifying key well-being factors such as: 

1. Self-concept: how students perceive themselves, which influences their confidence in 

academic abilities (American Psychological Association, 2024c; Rosenberg et al., 1989). 
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2. Identity: a student’s sense of belonging and self-awareness in an educational setting 

(American Psychological Association, 2024a).  

3. Self-esteem: overall self-worth (American Psychological Association, 2024e; Rosenberg 

et al., 1989). The more positive the perception, the higher the self-esteem.  

4. Self-efficacy: belief in their ability to achieve their goals (American Psychological 

Association, 2024d; Bandura, 2011). 

5. Motivation: the momentum someone has toward a direction and purpose (American 

Psychological Association, 2024b).  

6. Performance/Growth Mindset: how students see intelligence as fixed or malleable 

(Dweck, 2006).   

7. Self-regulation: the ability to manage emotions, behaviors, and attention (American 

Psychological Association, 2024f).  

 These terms are essential for understanding well-being within the educational world. A 

positive school climate and connectedness improve student well-being and academic outcomes 

(Bizumic et al., 2009). Students with intense well-being are likelier to take academic risks and 

actively participate in school (Yu et al., 2018). Healthy peer and teacher relationships also 

enhance problem-solving skills and creativity, leading to higher academic success (Fairlamb, 

2020). Well-being in education is often categorized into six dimensions: spiritual, psychological, 

physical, self, social, and academic (Ling et al., 2022). 

TCFS (2024c) believes that schools should go beyond academics to foster social and 

emotional well-being and facilitate the development of healthy relationships. These objectives 

align with broader research on student well-being, emphasizing personal satisfaction and positive 

life evaluations (Klik et al., 2022). School environments enhance or undermine student well-
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being (Klik et al., 2022). Despite extensive research on well-being in education, few studies 

explore well-being in neurodivergent-focused schools like TCFS.  

 Neurodivergence 

 Neurodivergence is a non-medical term describing individuals with cognitive differences, 

including medical disorders and learning disabilities (Cleveland Clinic, 2022; Livingstone et al., 

2023). TCFS uses the term "neurodiverse," which I adopted in this study. Neurodiversity is a 

cultural identity, pedagogical approach, theoretical framework, paradigm, analytical lens, and 

therapeutic tool (Chapman, 2019; Fitzwater, 2017; Kapp, 2020). Neurodivergence forms the 

foundation for neuro-equity and liberation (Graby, 2015). However, some scholars critique the 

depoliticization of neurodiversity, referring to it as "neurodiversity lite" (Neumeier, 2018). 

Judy Singer (1998) coined the term "neurodivergent" to highlight the natural variation in 

brain development. While definitions vary, three core principles are widely accepted: 

neurodiversity is a difference, not a deficit; it is in the body; and can be understood as binary, a 

spectrum, or universal. 

Neurodiversity is a Difference, not a Deficit 

Neurodiversity advocates challenge the medicalization of cognitive differences, arguing 

that neurodivergence should be recognized as a valuable form of human diversity (Kapp et al., 

2013). Rather than seeking to "cure" neurodivergence, proponents emphasize disability justice 

and acceptance alongside other identity-based differences (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2020). While 

neurodivergent individuals face challenges, these often result from societal barriers rather than 

inherent deficits (Livingstone et al., 2023). Support and accommodations can help mitigate 
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challenges, reinforcing the perspective that neurodivergence is not inherently disadvantageous 

(Kapp et al., 2013). 

Who is Neurodivergent? 

The lack of agreement on whether neurodiversity is binary, a spectrum, or universal 

complicates efforts to define neurodivergence. Some scholars argue that all human brains are 

unique, making neurodiversity a universal concept (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2017; Kornblau & 

Robertson, 2021). However, neurodiversity is often associated with specific diagnoses, 

particularly autism. While the definition of "autism plus" expands neurodivergence to include 

ADHD, dyslexia, and bipolar disorder, autism remains central to discussions of neurodiversity 

(Happe & Frith, 2020; Livingstone et al., 2023). The current study adopts the "autism plus" 

framework, recognizing neurodivergence encompassing multiple conditions beyond autism. 

Neurodivergent Well-Being in Educational Settings 

Research on neurodivergent well-being in education is limited, particularly at the K-12 

level. One exception is a pilot study conducted by Naples and Tuckwiller (2021) on school-based 

well-being interventions for young neurodivergent students. They found improvements in SWB 

following a strengths-based intervention and called for further research on school-based well-

being among neurodiverse populations. 

Neurodivergent students often hesitate to disclose their conditions due to concerns about 

stigma and academic expectations (Syharat et al., 2023). Navigating academic hierarchies can 

negatively impact well-being, particularly in higher education settings (Syharat et al., 2023). 

Research indicates that autistic and ADHD traits negatively affect university students' mental 

health and well-being (Garcha & Smith, 2024). Autistic college students report lower school 
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connectedness and life satisfaction (Casagrande et al., 2020), and disclosing neurodivergence can 

impact interpersonal relationships (Frost et al., 2019). This study focuses on neurodivergent well-

being among middle school students at TCFS. 

Experiential Education and Nature-Based Learning 

 Experiential education, championed by John Dewey (1938), emphasizes hands-on, 

student-centric learning (Simpson, 2011). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle—Concrete 

Experience → Reflective Observation → Abstract Conceptualization → Active 

Experimentation—highlights the role of experience in learning and cognitive development (Kolb 

& Kolb, 2018). 

In recent decades, standardized testing has reduced opportunities for experiential learning 

in public schools (Berliner, 2011; Zakharov & Carnoy, 2021). However, nature-based learning, 

including outdoor play and farm schools, has gained popularity post-COVID-19 (Friedman et al., 

2023). Exposure to nature improves children’s mental health and academic performance (Khan et 

al., 2020), reducing off-task behavior (Largo-Wight et al., 2018). Outdoor education enhances 

engagement, motivation, and success, particularly for students struggling in traditional 

classrooms (James & Williams, 2017). 

While existing studies have extensively examined student well-being in traditional 

educational settings (Klik et al., 2022; Ling et al., 2022; Willis et al., 2019), wilderness therapy 

programs (Bowen et al., 2016; Harper & Cooley, 2006; Jong et al., 2022; Russell, 2005), and 

residential therapeutic schools (Farnfield & Onions, 2021), little research has focused on 

experiential therapeutic day programs such as TCFS. Given the lack of research on 

neurodivergent student well-being in this setting and my background as a special education 
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teacher in traditional public schools, I was particularly interested in how TCFS students perceive 

their well-being compared to their previous educational experiences. Therefore, this study aimed 

to explore students' perceptions of well-being at Trailhead Community Farm School.  

Methods 

This study aimed to explore student perceptions of well-being at Trailhead Community 

Farm School (TCFS). The two primary research questions guiding this investigation were: 

1. How does Trailhead Community Farm School impact student well-being, if at all? 

2. What are the students’ perceptions of their well-being at TCFS compared to their 

previous school experiences? 

Adopting an Aristotelian definition of well-being—“living well and doing well”—the 

study conceptualized well-being as a multidimensional construct. Drawing on Willis et al. 

(2019), well-being in this study encompasses self-concept, self-regulation, identity, self-esteem, 

self-efficacy, motivation, and performance/growth mindset. These dimensions served as a 

framework to capture a holistic picture of students’ experiences at TCFS. 

The study is rooted in both classical and contemporary educational theories. It combines 

Aristotelian notions of eudaimonia with modern educational frameworks that view well-being as 

essential to personal and academic flourishing. This integrated theoretical lens informed the 

selection of an exploratory concurrent nested mixed-methods design, allowing for the 

simultaneous collection of qualitative and quantitative data—with qualitative methods taking 

precedence due to the small sample size. 
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In this exploratory concurrent nested mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003), qualitative and quantitative data were collected 

concurrently, though qualitative methods were dominant. This approach provided a rich, in-depth 

understanding of student experiences using quantitative data to triangulate and support the 

qualitative findings. The quantitative component, drawn from the Panorama Well-Being Survey 

(Panorama Education, 2020), was used primarily to establish a baseline and inform the interview 

protocol despite the small sample size. 

Trailhead Community Farm School 

Opening in Fall 2023, TCFS is a private, non-profit, year-round educational program 

serving neurodivergent students in grades 5–8 (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024c). The 

school supports students who have struggled in conventional settings, offering an alternative to 

residential therapeutic boarding schools. Rooted in the pedagogical philosophies of John Dewey 

and David Kolb, TCFS emphasizes student engagement, relationship-building, and critical 

thinking through hands-on, nature-based learning experiences (Trailhead Community Farm 

School, 2024a). By integrating real-world applications, TCFS fosters both personal and academic 

growth. Its year-round schedule ensures consistency, which is crucial for neurodivergent 

students, while individualized academic and clinical support helps them reach their full potential. 

Though TCFS is a private institution with an annual tuition of $19,850, it is eligible for 

the South Carolina Exceptional Scholarship, offering financial aid of up to $11,000 per student. 

Additional financial assistance is available to families in need (Trailhead Community Farm 

School, 2024a). However, concerns remain about equitable access to this specialized educational 

model despite these funding opportunities. 
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Located on a 21-acre property near Greenville, South Carolina, TCFS features diverse 

outdoor learning spaces, including ropes courses and a thriving garden (Trailhead Community 

Farm School, 2024c). The school provides hands-on, experiential learning opportunities, 

incorporating field trips and project-based methods to accommodate various learning styles 

(Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024a). Addressing Common Core and South Carolina 

State Standards, TCFS blends indoor, outdoor, and field-based education, recognizing that 

learning extends beyond classroom walls. 

A defining aspect of TCFS is its holistic approach, which integrates teachers, therapists, 

families, and community members into the student learning process. Unlike traditional 

residential therapeutic schools, TCFS ensures each student has an individualized educational 

plan developed collaboratively with educators, therapists, and parents. This model provides 

comprehensive support tailored to students’ unique needs. 

Although TCFS has not yet been the subject of empirical research, parent testimonials 

highlight its impact. One parent shared that while their child excelled academically in traditional 

school, they struggled socially and emotionally. At TCFS, they feel valued and supported, and 

their neurodiversity is recognized as a strength. Another testimonial described significant 

improvements in emotional, social, physical, and intellectual well-being after just a few months 

at TCFS. While anecdotal, these accounts reflect the school's commitment to fostering well-

being as a foundation for academic success (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024b). 

Ethical Considerations and Researcher Reflexivity 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Western Carolina University Institutional Review 

Board. Special attention was given to working with neurodivergent students; parental consent 
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and student assent were secured, and all participants were assured of confidentiality and the 

voluntary nature of their involvement. The study was carefully coordinated with TCFS staff to 

ensure students received any necessary accommodations per their IEP/504 plans. 

As a former educator with experience in general and special education settings, I was 

mindful of my biases, particularly my preference for alternative educational models after 

experiencing burnout in public schools. I maintained an “observer as a participant” stance 

throughout the study, engaging in regular self-reflection to minimize bias and ensure that the 

students' voices remained central to the research. 

Participant Population 

TCFS, a private, non-profit, year-round academic and therapeutic experiential education 

day program for neurodivergent students, enrolled nine participants for the Fall 2024 semester. 

The students, aged 11 to 14, were distributed across grades 6 to 8. In sixth grade, there were 

three students (two aged 11, one aged 12; two females, one male); in seventh grade, two students 

(both 12; one female, one male); and in eighth grade, four students (one aged 13 and three aged 

14; three females, one male). Overall, six students identified as female and three as male. The 

student diagnoses included autism spectrum disorder, ADHD, dysgraphia, dyscalculia, anxiety, 

depression, and PTSD. Racially, the group consisted of two Black students, one Hispanic, one 

mixed-race, and five White students. 

Given the small population, participant observation was conducted during academic and 

outdoor learning sessions. TCFS staff coordinated consent and assent forms. For the semi-

structured interviews, five students were randomly selected—ensuring representation from each 
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grade—to participate in interviews lasting 30 to 45 minutes. All students who provided consent 

also participated in the Panorama Well-Being Survey. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data were collected concurrently over several weeks in Fall 2024, utilizing three main 

methods: 

Participant Observations 

Systematic observations were conducted during classroom sessions, outdoor learning 

activities, and school events. The observations focused on interactions among students, between 

students and teachers, and overall classroom dynamics. Detailed field notes were taken using an 

open-ended, two-column format—one column for raw observations and direct quotes, and the 

other for reflective comments and connections to the well-being dimensions.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

One-on-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with five students to gain deeper 

insights into their experiences at TCFS and to draw comparisons with their previous school 

settings. The interviews were designed to be flexible yet focused on key aspects of well-being. 

For example, students were asked general background questions such as, “When did you start 

coming to TCFS, and how would you compare your experience with your previous school?” 

They were also prompted to reflect on their identity and self-concept with questions like, “How 

do you feel about your role at TCFS?” and “In what ways do you think the school supports your 

interests and values?” To explore self-regulation, a question such as, “Can you describe a time 

when you felt frustrated while at TCFS and what helped you to calm down?” was posed. These 

questions, among others, provided a representative sample of the interview protocol, ensuring 
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that the dialogue captured nuanced aspects of student well-being. All interviews were audio-

recorded with consent and later transcribed verbatim for analysis. 

Panorama Well-Being Survey 

The quantitative component was the 19-item Panorama Well-Being Survey (Panorama 

Education, 2020), administered on paper. The survey measured positive emotions, challenging 

emotions, and supportive relationships. Ordinal responses were converted to numerical scores, 

e.g., “almost always” was rated as five and “rarely” as 1 for positive feelings, while “almost 

always” was rated as one and “rarely” as 5 for challenging feelings. The arithmetic mean and 

standard deviation were computed for each item to establish baseline well-being indicators. 

Despite the small sample size, the survey data provided a valuable quantitative perspective that 

helped refine the interview questions and served as a foundation for future research. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis occurred in two distinct phases corresponding to the qualitative and 

quantitative strands, followed by integration: 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

Field notes from participant observations and interview transcripts were analyzed using 

thematic coding. Following Creswell & Creswell’s (2023) analytic steps, the process involved 

organizing and preparing the data, conducting an initial read-through with margin annotations, 

and coding the data using Tesch’s (1990) approach. Codes were generated from the data, 

grouped into broader categories, and then refined into overarching themes that captured key 

aspects of student well-being, such as self-regulation, self-esteem, and supportive teacher-student 

relationships. An interpretive narrative was developed to connect these themes and provide a 
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holistic view of the students’ experiences at TCFS. The coding process was iterative, allowing 

for the refinement of themes as new insights emerged. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

Quantitative data from the Panorama Well-Being Survey were analyzed by calculating 

each survey item's arithmetic mean and standard deviation. This provided a single-value 

representation of student responses, highlighting trends in positive and challenging feelings and 

supportive relationships. The mean scores served as a baseline indicator of well-being and were 

used to inform the semi-structured interview protocol. 

Data Integration 

After the separate analyses, the qualitative themes and quantitative trends were merged 

during the interpretation phase. This triangulation process involved comparing narrative insights 

from interviews and observations with the survey data. Areas of convergence between the two 

data sets reinforced the study’s conclusions, while divergences were examined in light of 

contextual factors and limitations inherent in the small sample size. 

Access and Rapport 

Prior to data collection, extensive communication and planning with TCFS staff 

facilitated smooth access to the school. My consistent presence during the observation week 

helped build trust with students, which proved critical during the semi-structured interviews. 

Despite the rich insights gained, the study’s small sample size limits the generalizability of the 

findings. Future research with larger cohorts and longitudinal designs is recommended to explore 

further the impact of experiential therapeutic day programs on neurodivergent student well-

being. 
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In summary, this study employed an exploratory concurrent nested mixed-methods 

design to investigate the well-being of neurodivergent students at Trailhead Community Farm 

School. By integrating participant observations, in-depth semi-structured interviews with sample 

questions that probed areas such as student identity, emotional regulation, and support systems, 

and the Panorama Well-Being Survey, the research offers a comprehensive, multi-faceted 

perspective on student well-being experiences at TCFS. The detailed methodological approach, 

robust ethical considerations, and reflective practices underpinning the study ensure that the 

findings contribute meaningfully to the discourse on neurodivergent education and well-being. 

Results 

This hypothetical story summarizes the meaning of the stories shared by Trailhead 

Students during 1:1 semi-structured interviews on December 4th and 5th, 2024.  

These results tell a story of students who repeatedly tried to fit into school.  Students who 

wanted to succeed often found themselves failing and being misunderstood by adults and their 

peers. It is the story of systems unavailing, and children yearning to be seen and learn. These 

students came to Trailhead Community Farm School as their last chance, their last-ditch effort. 

Some had experienced Residential Therapeutic Schools, inpatient hospital stays, four or five 

different public schools, and even some homeschooling in their short 10-13 years.  

Little did they know that this school would be unlike any school they had been to before. 

For the first time, they wake up excited to go to school. They cannot wait to return to school to 

be with their friends on breaks. True friendships were few and far between in their previous 

experiences. These friends have similar stories, diagnoses, and struggles, and can understand 
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each other in ways other schools could not provide. They are comfortable asking for the help 

they need in academics and know that their teachers care for them and truly know them.  

Analysis of the semi-structured interview transcripts, observational data, and the 

Panorama Well-Being Survey revealed three themes regarding student well-being developing 

across five interviews, five school days of observations, and seven survey responses: Trust and 

Community, Holistic Pedagogical Practices, and Student Expression. The results have been 

organized using qualitative and quantitative methods, including in-depth descriptions and 

representative student quotes where appropriate. 

Qualitative Results 

The following section presents the qualitative findings from student interviews and 

observations in a narrative style, allowing students' voices and experiences to take center stage. 

The results are organized into key themes from the data, each illustrating different aspects of 

students' experiences at TCFS. Direct student quotes are woven throughout to provide insight 

into their perspectives, while observational details offer additional context. These themes 

highlight the significance of trust and community, holistic pedagogical practices, and student 

expression in shaping students’ sense of belonging and academic experience. 

Trust and Community 

 Trust and Community were the themes discussed the most in the interviews. They were so 

common that it was difficult to distinguish other themes since they were woven into most 

comments. The students frequently discussed bonding with their classmates and finally feeling 

seen in a community of people. One student said that when thinking about the support at TCFS, 
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As often as I have been through residential and inpatient, nothing has compared to 

Trailhead. It is honestly…not like any other school. I get up in the morning and am 

excited to go to school. I know why I go to school. Even on a break, I want to go back to 

school because I have friends here now, and before, I barely had any friends. Trailhead 

has changed me. I can get along with people better. I can communicate how I feel. The 

other day, I asked for help, which is not like me. Everyone looked at me, said, “Let's go!” 

and celebrated the little things.  (Female, 8th Grade) 

 Through observations, community care and love were evident. Pictures of students line 

the hallways, and the space is very welcoming and conducive to fostering community with 

flexible seating options and community spaces. Despite the positive results that most students 

have perceived regarding their community, with the introduction of new students to the school 

and the wide grade range of 5th- 8th graders, some students struggle with belonging and 

acceptance with younger/older students. A 6th-grade student said that when thinking about 

whether she belongs at TCFS, 

I feel like I [belong] now, but at the same time, I don't because I feel like they're playing 

with me like I'm a doll. I was doing one thing wrong, and they said you cannot do that; 

stop doing that. I can boss you around; I'm the oldest…But some of my friends don't do 

that because they get me and don't really boss me around. (Female, 6th Grade) 

 Students find it hard to break into the tight-knit community built at Trailhead, but once 

they do find trust within the community, they feel like they belong. In response to who she is as a 

person, an 8th grader explains, “We're like a family here, and so it takes us a while to bring 

people into our family… but if you come in and be yourself and you don’t act like someone else, 

it's easier for us to accept you” (Female, 8th Grade).  Trailhead staff recognize this and 
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understand how the transition with new students can disrupt a close community where it’s hard 

to trust new people. They encourage students or staff to call community meetings often; one such 

meeting occurred during my observations. This meeting was treated with utmost importance, and 

students felt supported and heard by their teachers.  

 Students reported failing to fit in with other students when discussing experiences at their 

previous schools and institutions. Students repeatedly mentioned being bullied, getting in fights, 

and changing their personalities to find a sense of belonging. A few singled out religious school 

experiences as lacking acceptance of those who shared different beliefs and exceptionalities. Due 

to these struggles, some students lost the confidence to put themselves out there in academic or 

social situations. When asked to think of a time when she felt proud of herself at a previous 

school, an 8th grader struggled to find an answer,  

Around fifth grade, I would answer a question in math, and I would get made fun of for getting 

the wrong answer. So I stopped answering questions and asking for help, saying I cannot do it. 

Trailhead has helped me realize that I can ask for help without being made fun of. (Female, 8th 

Grade)   

Students emphasized that their comfort with a community directly impacts their feelings about 

personal academic achievement. Holistic Pedagogy, including elements such as fostering 

community, significantly improved student trust and overall experience.  

Holistic Pedagogical Practice 

 The Holistic Pedagogical Practice theme encompasses emotional care, small school size, 

and experiential learning, all strongly related to a school’s pedagogical and systematic choices 

that define the student experience. Students overwhelmingly discussed the teachers at previous 
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schools' lack of understanding of their diagnoses, which commonly resulted in students being 

restrained and taken out of classroom spaces.  

Emotional Care. An inadequacy of emotional care and regulation strategies provided to 

neurodivergent students in their previous schools forced them to devise strategies, such as 

walking around the halls or going to the bathroom to calm down when overstimulated and to 

avoid being forcibly removed from the classroom. One 8th grader explained, “There weren’t 

options; there was a therapist, but you were stuck in class. You could go into the hall and walk 

around, but there wasn't a space where you could go to talk to anyone about it, which was 

rough.” (Female, 8th Grade).  

TCFS allows students to regulate themselves when they most need it and, most 

importantly, follow through with their promises. They provide a sensory room space where 

students can calm down as one option. “We can get loud sometimes, and people need to go into 

the sensory room, and they feel like they can get away from people. At any point, you're allowed 

to go in there; you don't even have to ask” (Male, 7th Grade). Students do not overutilize this 

option either. During my observations, students understood the sensory room’s purpose and 

knew not to abuse the privilege while still utilizing it for its intended purpose. Another option 

available to students was always having access to teachers and therapists. “It is a pretty small 

school, so if you're having a situation, you do have the teachers' attention. They are at school to 

help you” (Male, 7th Grade). With two teachers and one therapist/social worker, students can 

immediately access the help they need. The school understands holistically that students are, 

most importantly, people first and that their emotional needs must be met to begin academic 

learning.   
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Small School Size. The small school size was frequently addressed in student interviews. 

As a 7th-grade student commented, “There are three teachers to 10 students; you can get help in 

any learning, and it makes it easy to do the right thing. We’re not just numbers plugged into a 

system…It is much easier to advance academically or even mentally.” (Male, 7th Grade). 

Through observations and interviews, it was clear that students valued being seen and known by 

their teachers as a benefit of the small school structure. Previous school experiences with large 

class sizes and a strong academic focus, where all students had differing schedules, caused these 

neurodivergent students to feel lost and unsuccessful in their day-to-day lives. The smaller 

school, although at times can be loud, was pointed out to be a less stressful environment and 

quieter than their previous schools.  

 Experiential Learning. TCFS’s school structure follows the teachings of John Dewey 

and David Kolb (Trailhead Community Farm School, 2024a). Students found that the 

experiential learning style fit their learning needs better than the traditional styles in their 

previous school experiences. “We're not graded here or anything. It's more about participation. 

Moreover, we learn in different ways… Like our projects, they aren't slideshows or anything; we 

get to do stuff with our hands, and it's interactive” (Female, 8th Grade). During my observations, 

students prepared to host a winter fundraiser by creating small businesses to sell goods. When 

done well, activities like these provide a real-world application to learning that students felt was 

not available to them at previous schools. The experiential learning style hands over ownership 

of learning to students authentically and practically.  
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Student Expression 

 The final theme from observations and interviews was Student Expression. This theme 

encompasses comments such as student ownership, freedom of expression, and the lesser-

mentioned theme of struggling to express themselves within different age ranges.  

 Student Ownership. In line with experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), students feel 

ownership over their learning and involvement with decisions. Some expressed being 

comfortable enough to ask for help for the first time in their academic careers. All students 

explained their roles at the school as leaders and community members, instilling the idea that 

they are part of the decision-making process at the school and a sense of shared mission. When 

thinking about the question, ‘How does your role differ at TCFS compared to previous schools, ’ 

an 8th grader explained, “We are involved in community decisions. It's not like a monarchy 

where one person makes all the decisions without asking. It's more like our presidential stuff, 

where one person makes all the decisions, but they run it through multiple people” (Female, 8th 

Grade). The autonomy to create the learning community they want was seen as a benefit to every 

student I talked with.  

Freedom of Expression. Most students I talked with felt they could freely express 

themselves within the TCFS community. As previously discussed in the theme of Trust and 

Community, students struggled to fit in at their previous schools and felt that they needed to 

change their personalities to fit in. At TCFS, students feel confident expressing themselves and 

say that the school supports their personality. An 8th grader stated in response to whether TCFS 

supports their personality, “[Trailhead] nurtures your personality. You can be yourself, and 

people do not judge you for that. I came in the first day, and I was myself, and I made a couple of 

good friends right away” (Female, 8th Grade). Despite most students feeling like they can 
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authentically express themselves, one student stood out as feeling the opposite due to the age 

differences in the students. In reply to who she feels she is as a person, she stated, “I like playing 

with [dolls] a lot… But if I bring them to [this] school… people make fun of me… that's why I 

don't want to bring my toys… I did bring Barbies [to my old school], and my friends seemed to 

like it.” (Female, 6th Grade). One of the drawbacks of having such a small school with a wide 

grade range is the differences in the emotional maturity of students. In my observations, there 

was a clear divide between younger and older students. While the older students reported feeling 

like they could freely express themselves, the younger students struggled with finding the safety 

to express their more child-like tendencies.  

Quantitative Results 

The Panorama Well-Being Survey (Panorama Education, 2020) was administered to 7 

participating students. Responses for positive and challenging feelings were converted from an 

ordinal scale to an integer value. Regarding positive feelings, a score of 5 indicated that students 

almost always felt this way at TCFS. Students reported feeling ‘safe’ with M = 4.14, ‘happy’ 

with M = 4.00, and ‘loved’ with M = 3.43 as the highest positive feelings.  

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Positive Feelings Variables 

 

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 

 

Positive Feelings Variable 

 

M 

 

SD 

 

Excited 2.71 1.00 

Happy 4.00 0.53 

Loved 3.43 0.73 

Safe 4.14 1.12 

Hopeful 2.86 1.12 
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Regarding challenging feelings, a score of 5 indicated that students rarely felt this way at 

TCFS. Students reported feeling ‘lonely’ with M = 3.57, ‘sad’ with  M = 3.43, and ‘worried’ with 

M = 3.14. 

 

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics for Challenging Feelings Variables 

 

Challenging Feelings Variable 

 

M 

 

SD 

 

Angry 3.00 0.53 

Lonely 3.57 0.49 

Sad 3.43 1.05 

Worried 3.14 1.12 

Frustrated 2.71 1.16 

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation 

 

Regarding supportive relationships, a score of 1 indicated students answered ‘yes’ while a 

score of 0 indicated students answered ‘no’ to the corresponding question. All participating 

students answered ‘yes’ to having a friend at school with whom they can count on to help them 

no matter what. Most students also felt that they had a teacher or other adult with whom they 

could count on no matter what and that they had a friend at school with whom they could be 

ultimately themselves, with M = 0.86 for both variables.  
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Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics for Supportive Relationships Variable  

Supportive Relationships Variable M SD 

Do you have a teacher or other adult from 

school who you can count on to help you, 

no matter what? 

 

0.86 0.35 

Do you have a friend at school who you 

can count on to help you, no matter what? 

 

1 0 

Do you have a teacher or other adult from 

school whom you can be completely 

yourself around? 

 

0.57 0.49 

Do you have a friend from school who you 

can be completely yourself around? 

0.86 0.35 

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 

These quantitative results indicate that students generally reported high positive feelings, 

exceptionally safe and happy, while their challenging feelings were moderately low. 

Additionally, supportive relationships were strong, with nearly all students affirming the 

presence of reliable peers and adults in their school environment. Overall, these findings provide 

a promising, exploratory baseline for understanding student well-being at TCFS and support the 

qualitative insights gathered in the study. 

Qualitative and Quantitative Results 

This study's qualitative and quantitative findings provided complementary perspectives 

on students' experiences at TCFS. While the small sample size limited the ability to draw 

definitive conclusions, the data suggested potential relationships between students' perceptions of 

trust, community, and pedagogical practices and their reported well-being. 
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For instance, students’ narratives frequently highlighted the role of trust and community 

in shaping their sense of belonging, and the quantitative data indicated that feelings of safety (M 

= 4.14) and happiness (M = 4.00) were among the most commonly reported positive emotions. 

Additionally, many students described strong peer and teacher relationships as central to their 

school experience, which aligned with survey responses showing that all participants reported 

having at least one friend they could count on. However, some students also expressed 

challenges related to belonging, particularly when transitioning into the school community, 

which may have been related to the moderate levels of loneliness (M = 3.57) and sadness (M = 

3.43) reported in the survey. 

Students also described the benefits of a holistic pedagogical approach, including small 

class sizes, emotional support, and experiential learning. In interviews, all five students 

mentioned the feeling that teachers supported their passions and that they could be themselves 

around them. However, the survey results presented a more divided perspective, with only a little 

over half of the students (M = 0.57) indicating they felt they could ultimately be themselves 

around a teacher or other adult at school. This contrast raised questions about how students 

perceived their relationships with teachers. One student acknowledged the balance teachers 

struck between being supportive and maintaining authority, explaining, “I think the teachers did 

an excellent job of having an authoritative role, but they could still interact with students as if 

you’re friends while maintaining that authority; you’ve got to be really good at your job to do 

that!” (Male, 7th Grade). It was possible that while students appreciated the encouragement 

teachers provided, some may have felt that the authoritative role of educators created a boundary 

that prevented them from fully expressing themselves. 
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While these qualitative and quantitative patterns provided valuable insights, they should 

be interpreted cautiously due to the small sample size. Further research is needed to explore these 

trends in a broader population. 

Discussion 

This study explored neurodivergent student perceptions of subjective well-being at 

Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS), focusing on the school's impact and comparisons to 

past experiences. Findings suggest that students perceive TCFS as significantly improving their 

well-being, with trust, community, friendships, and relationships playing a crucial role. These 

findings align with well-being theory and existing research emphasizing the importance of social 

belonging for adolescents (Arslan, 2018; Bizumic et al., 2009; Klik et al., 2023). Bizumic et al. 

(2009) highlight the direct relationship between social identification in school settings and 

positive well-being. Syharat et al. (2023) also discuss neurodivergent students' pressure to 

conform to neurotypical traits in traditional schools. In contrast, most TCFS students frequently 

reported feeling free to be themselves without judgment. 

The theme of Trust and Community relates to self-esteem, as positive perceptions by self 

and others contribute to well-being. Bizumic et al. (2009) suggest that school identification 

strengthens self-esteem, a connection mirrored in this study. However, an unexpected finding 

was students' struggles with trusting new peers. This aligns with Cresswell et al. (2019), who 

found trust-building a key challenge for neurodivergent adolescents. Despite initial hesitation, 

TCFS students indicated that authenticity fosters community belonging. 

Holistic pedagogy is central to TCFS’s approach and significantly impacts student well-

being (Arslan, 2017). Rooted in the work of Steiner, Dewey, and Montessori, holistic education 
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emphasizes intellectual, emotional, physical, and social development (Miller, 2004; Johnson, 

2023). It integrates real-life experiences, interpersonal relationships, and a transpersonal 

perspective—connecting individuals to themselves, others, and the world. Though TCFS does 

not explicitly identify as a holistic school, observations suggest that its experiential learning 

structure aligns with holistic education principles. 

Students reported that prior schools offered limited emotional support, despite some 

teachers attempting regulation strategies. TCFS provides resources that support neurodivergent 

students' emotional regulation, helping them thrive. This aligns with Willis et al. (2019), who 

highlight tensions between traditional school student well-being and academic pressures. 

Teachers in public schools often recognize the need for student support but struggle with time 

constraints and systemic demands. 

The smaller school size at TCFS facilitates strong relationships between peers and 

teachers, reinforcing well-being. Amitay and Rahav (2018) found that intimate school 

environments foster emotional growth, echoed in this study. TCFS students emphasized how 

smaller class sizes enabled educators to provide individualized support. Additionally, research by 

Frost et al. (2019) suggests that neurodivergent students benefit from a sense of belonging in 

specialized school settings, which TCFS provides through close peer connections and attentive 

teachers. One younger student initially felt ostracized due to age differences, but later found a 

sense of belonging once trust was established. These findings underscore how a close-knit 

environment fosters well-being, ensuring student needs are met. 

TCFS’s experiential learning model is a cornerstone of its positive impact on student 

well-being. The school emphasizes hands-on, nature-based activities such as farming, outdoor 

projects, and real-world academic applications. James and Williams (2017) assert that 
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experiential learning benefits all students, particularly those with learning disabilities, by 

enhancing leadership skills and engagement. Johnson (2023) further supports this, arguing that 

experiential learning integrates critical thinking with emotional and social development. TCFS 

students reported that this approach built their self-esteem and academic confidence. 

A key finding of this study is the role of student ownership in decision-making at TCFS. 

Students described feeling empowered in shaping their educational experiences, reinforcing 

Bizumic et al.’s (2009) assertion that school involvement strengthens self-esteem. The ability to 

contribute to school decisions fosters a sense of responsibility. It deepens students' connection to 

their community, aligning with Klik et al. (2022), who found active participation enhances 

student well-being. 

Freedom of expression emerged as another crucial factor in student well-being. TCFS 

cultivates an environment where neurodivergent students feel encouraged to express their 

thoughts, emotions, and creative ideas. This validation contributes to self-confidence and 

belonging. However, one younger student noted that age differences sometimes hindered their 

freedom of expression. Allen (1989) found that age mixing in schools can influence peer 

dynamics, potentially leading to social adjustment challenges. Nonetheless, holistic pedagogy’s 

emphasis on transpersonal connections (Johnson, 2023) may help mitigate these challenges by 

fostering a sense of unity and self-acceptance. 

Qualitative and quantitative data findings suggest that student well-being at TCFS is 

intense, with students feeling safe, supported, and valued by their community. However, there 

was some complexity in teacher-student relationships. While students appreciated their teachers' 

support, survey results indicated mixed feelings about full self-expression with teachers. This 

may stem from the authority teachers maintain despite the community-oriented environment. 
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Amitay and Rahav (2018) emphasize that informal teacher-student interactions foster student 

authenticity. While TCFS broadly supports student well-being, further exploration is needed to 

balance authority with student autonomy. 

Limitations 

A primary limitation of this study is the small sample size. With only nine students at 

TCFS, the survey data were not generalizable beyond this setting. Instead, the survey served as 

an exploratory tool to complement qualitative findings. Future studies could expand the sample 

size or focus solely on qualitative research to deepen insights. 

Another limitation is the short data collection period. Long-term studies are needed to 

understand the sustained impact of experiential therapeutic education on neurodivergent students. 

This study offers a snapshot of current student well-being, but future research should track these 

dynamics over extended periods. 

Implications for Research 

Future research should examine the long-term effects of experiential therapeutic 

education on neurodivergent students through longitudinal studies at TCFS and similar 

institutions. Tracking well-being over time could clarify the sustainability of holistic pedagogical 

benefits. Comparative studies with traditional schools would also help pinpoint specific factors 

that foster self-esteem, trust, and community belonging in neurodivergent students. 

Further research should also explore trust-building among neurodivergent students, as 

this study revealed difficulties forming new peer relationships. Understanding these challenges 

could inform strategies for social integration in neurodivergent-focused schools. Additionally, 

teacher-student dynamics warrant deeper investigation. While students at TCFS appreciate 
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teacher support, some still feel a divide due to teacher authority. Research on balancing guidance 

with student autonomy could enhance school practices. 

Another key area for future research is the impact of age diversity in small school 

environments. While TCFS fosters community, younger students noted challenges with peer 

relationships. Exploring mentorship programs or structured peer interactions could support 

younger students' integration. Additional research on neurodivergent student well-being, 

therapeutic schools, and their impacts on academic success could enhance school practices.  

Finally, research should examine how experiential learning models can be adapted for larger 

schools while preserving their benefits. Investigating how holistic pedagogy influences academic 

achievement and executive functioning in neurodivergent students could refine educational 

strategies promoting well-being and success. 

Implications for Practice 

Findings from this study provide several key takeaways for educators, administrators, and 

parents supporting neurodivergent students. Implementing a holistic, experiential learning model 

similar to TCFS for school administrators could enhance student well-being by prioritizing trust, 

community, and self-expression. Schools could consider smaller learning environments or 

cohort-based models within larger institutions to foster stronger relationships among students 

and educators. Additionally, professional development in holistic and trauma-informed teaching 

strategies would better equip teachers to address neurodivergent students' needs. 

For teachers, the study highlights the importance of balancing authority with fostering 

student autonomy. Implementing student-led decision-making and flexible classroom structures 

can empower neurodivergent learners, strengthening their sense of ownership and belonging. 
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Teachers should also prioritize trust-building strategies, particularly for students who have faced 

challenges in prior school settings. Incorporating experiential learning can further engage 

students and reinforce real-world connections. 

For parents, the study underscores the significance of choosing environments where 

neurodivergent students feel accepted and supported. Advocating for all schools emphasizing 

social belonging, emotional regulation, and individualized learning can positively impact 

neurodivergent student well-being. Parents can also collaborate with educators to reinforce self-

esteem and trust-building strategies at home, ensuring continuity between school and family 

support systems. 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates the positive impact of holistic, experiential education on 

neurodivergent student well-being at Trailhead Community Farm School. Trust, community, and 

student autonomy foster a strong sense of belonging and self-confidence, often lacking in 

traditional school settings. While the study’s small sample size and time constraints limit 

generalizability, findings suggest that prioritizing relationship-building, experiential learning, 

and student-led decision-making can enhance emotional well-being and success for 

neurodivergent learners. Moving forward, educators, administrators, and parents should explore 

these approaches to create more inclusive and supportive educational environments that 

empower all students to thrive. 
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APPENDIX A: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW SCRIPT 

 

Introduction 

• Thank you all for being here today and thank you for allowing me to hang out with you a 

few times throughout the semester. It was great to get to know you and be a part of your 

great school. 

 

• Thank you for your commitment to sharing your perspective of your well-being while 

being enrolled at TCFS. I am interested in learning about and better understanding the 

experiences and perspective you had of your own well-being while being and 

participating at TCFS. 

 

• We are going to visit for about 30 minutes, during which time you will be asked to share 

your perspective using your previously answered survey. I will then ask you various 

follow up questions regarding your responses. 

   

• Your responses will be recorded using an audio recorder.   

 

• It is important for you to know that everything that you say will be confidential.  We 

plan to prepare a report based on our research, but a fake name will be used to identify 

your  responses.   

 

• Your stories and responses based on your experience and perspective will provide 

invaluable reflection for you as well as create feedback and information for the school. 

 

• It is also important to know that your participation and responses in this interview session 

do not affect your grades at school. You are volunteering to participate in this study.  

 

• Do you have any questions or concerns?   

 

• Assent: I would now like for you to share that you agree to this study verbally along with 

your name, or you have the opportunity to leave now if you wish. 

 

The student will share their name and verbally say that they agree to the study. 

 

• Let’s get started! 

 

• Please take a moment to share your story of coming to TCFS. How long have you been a 

student here? Can you tell me about your previous school and in what ways would you 

say TCFS and your previous school are the same and different? 

 

Student will share their answers to the above questions 
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Follow up questions separated by well-being concept:  

 

Well-Being Concept: Questions: 

Self-Concept How do you feel about your role at TCFS? Does your role 

differ at TCFS than at your most recent school? How?2. Do 

you feel that TCFS supports your personality? How? What 

about your previous school? 

Self-Regulation 1. Can you tell me about a time where you felt that your 

emotions were high and you needed to regulate to calm 

down during the school day at TCFS? Do you feel you 

had the tools and support to self-regulate? What about 

at your previous school? 

Identity 1. Who would you say you are as a person? (passions, 

beliefs, values) 

2. Does TCFS support your interests, passions, and 

hobbies? How? What about your previous school? 

Self-Esteem 1. Do you feel like you belong at TCFS? Can you give 

an example? What about your previous school? 

2. Can you tell me about a time where you felt proud 

of yourself at TCFS? At your previous school? 

Self-Efficacy 1. Do you feel confident in your ability to achieve your 

goals at TCFS? At your previous school? 

2. What do you do when things get difficult? 

Motivation 1. How would you define success at TCFS? At your 

previous school? 

2. What pushes you to reach your goals? 

Performance Mindset 1. How do you react when you make a mistake at 

TCFS? At your previous school? 

2. Do you feel that you dwell on past performances 

(good or bad) when trying to accomplish a new goal? 

In what ways does TCFS help you with this? 

 

Final thoughts 

• Thanks again for your participation and willingness to share about your experience and 

perspective. 

 

• If you think of anything else you didn’t have a chance to share or any questions, please 

feel free to reach out and contact me! 
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APPENDIX B: CONSENT LANGUAGE 

 

Western Carolina University 

Consent Form Language to Participate in a Research Study 

 

Below is the informed consent information which will be presented to the parent/guardian 

through a WCU Qualtrics survey. By clicking a button labeled [Consent to Participate] at the end 

of the form, parents/guardians will indicate their consent.  

 

Project Title: Difference not Deficit: Neurodivergent Student Perspectives on Well-Being at an 

Experiential Therapeutic Day School 

 

This study is being conducted by:  

Julia Beckermeyer 

Graduate Student 

Experiential and Outdoor Education 

Western Carolina University 

 

(720) 217-1253 

jkbeckermeyer1@catamount.wcu.edu 

Andrew J.  Bobilya, Ph. D. 

Professor and Program Director,  

Experiential and Outdoor Education 

Western Carolina University 

 

ajbobilya@wcu.edu 

 

 

Description and Purpose of the Research: The purpose of this mixed-method study is to 

understand student’s perspective on personal well-being while enrolled at Trailhead Community 

Farm School (TCFS). The data for this study will be collected primarily through participant 

observation and 1:1 semi-structured interviews, along with the Panorama Well-Being Survey to 

understand student well-being at the school. Your student is being invited to participate in a 

research study about their personal well-being while enrolled at TCFS. By doing this study, we 

hope to learn more about the well-being of students at TCFS and the long-term opportunities it 

provides for its students over the course of the semester. 

 

What your student will be asked to do:  

Part 1: First, one of the researchers will spend a few days with the students, observing and 

occasionally participating during classes to better understand the experience and overall well-

being of students at TCFS and take participant observation notes. Their notes will focus on 

mailto:jkbeckermeyer1@catamount.wcu.edu
mailto:ajbobilya@wcu.edu
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different elements of well-being that they see: self-concept, self-regulation, identity, self-esteem, 

self-efficacy, motivation, and performance mindset.   

 

Part 2: Second, all students will take the short Panorama Well-Being Survey during school hours. 

 

Part 3: Finally, your student may be invited to participate in a 1:1 semi-structured interview (3-5 

students will be chosen of the nine enrolled) lasting no more than 1 hour. They will have a 

chance to describe their perspective on the differences between TCFS and their previous school. 

They will also be able to answer follow-up questions designed to understand their personal well-

being. 1:1 interview data will be audio recorded. Following the interviews, the recordings will be 

transcribed and then destroyed. The transcribed text will be coded for themes and representative 

quotes. The quotes will be used to further describe the themes.  

You do not have to agree to be recorded to participate in parts 1 & 2 of this study.  

Risks and Discomforts: There is the potential for psychological risk when participating in 1:1 

interviews. The students will be taking a risk by sharing their experiences, thoughts, and feelings 

of the differences of their previous school and TCFS as well as how they feel they are doing. We 

assure the confidentiality of the interview and will not share any identifiable student’s responses 

outside of the interview.  

Benefits: This study could benefit your student by providing them an opportunity for reflection 

of their unique middle school experience at TCFS and provide a space to process their personal 

well-being while being a student at TCFS. 

Privacy/Confidentiality/Data Security: 

Collected Confidential Data 

The data collected in this research study will be kept confidential. Participation in research may 

involve some loss of privacy. We will do our best to make sure that the information about your 

students is kept confidential, but we cannot guarantee total confidentiality. Your student’s 

personal information may be viewed by individuals involved in the research. We will share only 

the minimum necessary information to conduct the research. Your student’s personal information 

may also be given out if required by law, such as under a court order. While the information and 

data resulting from this study may be presented at scientific meetings or published in a scientific 

journal, your student’s name or other identifying, personal information will not be revealed. 

Your child's information will not be used or distributed for future research studies. 

We will collect your student’s information through audio recordings and their Panorama Well-

Being Survey as well as any pertinent observation notes. This information will be stored in an 

encrypted cloud-based system. When the audio recordings are converted to text, only the 

researchers will see the individual corresponding names with the quotes. After recordings 

are transcribed, they will be destroyed. 
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Voluntary Participation: Participation is voluntary, and your student has the right to 

discontinue participation at any time without penalty.  If they choose not to participate or decide 

to withdraw, there will be no impact on their grades/academic standing at TCFS. 

Contact Information: For questions about this study, please contact Julia Beckermeyer at (720) 

217-1253 or jkbeckermeyer1@catamount.wcu.edu.  You may also contact Dr. Andrew Bobilya 

the principal investigator and faculty advisor for this project, at ajbobilya@email.wcu.edu. 

If you have questions or concerns about your student’s treatment as a participant in this 

study, you may contact the Western Carolina University Institutional Review Board 

through the Office of Research Administration by calling 828-227-7212 or emailing 

irb@wcu.edu. All reports or correspondence will be kept confidential to the extent possible. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

By clicking “Consent to Participate” I _______________________ (Parent/Guardian Name) 

give consent for my child, __________________________ (Full Name of Child), to participate 

in this study. I understand what is expected of my child and that their participation is voluntary. 

 

 

By clicking “yes” or “no” indicate if it ok for your child to be audio recorded if they are one of 

the 3-5 students chosen for a 1:1 interview. Recordings will be destroyed immediately after they 

are transcribed. They will still be able to participate in parts 1 & 2 if you choose for them to not 

be audio recorded.  
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APPENDIX C: ASSENT LANGUAGE 

 

Western Carolina University 

Assent Form Language to Participate in a Research Study 

 

Below is the informed assent information which will be presented to the student through a WCU 

Qualtrics survey after their parent has given their consent. By clicking a button labeled [Assent 

to Participate] at the end of the form, students will indicate their assent. 

 

Title: Difference not Deficit: Neurodivergent Student Perspectives on Well-Being at an 

Experiential Therapeutic Day School 

 

This study is being conducted by:  

Julia Beckermeyer 

Graduate Student 

Experiential and Outdoor Education 

Western Carolina University 

 

(720) 217-1253 

jkbeckermeyer1@catamount.wcu.edu 

Andrew J.  Bobilya, Ph. D. 

Professor and Program Director,  

Experiential and Outdoor Education 

Western Carolina University 

 

ajbobilya@wcu.edu 

 

 

People at Western Carolina University study ways to make people’s lives better.  These studies 

are called research.  This research is trying to find out your perspective on your well-being 

(happiness) while you are a student at Trailhead Community Farm School (TCFS). 

 

Your parent(s) have given permission for you to be in this research.  You do not have to be in this 

research if you don’t want to, even if your parent(s) has already given permission. 

 

You may stop being in the study at any time.  No one will be angry or upset with you if you 

decide to stop.   

 

Why are you doing this research study? 

The reason for doing this research is to learn more about your well-being (happiness) at 

Trailhead and to understand the impacts Trailhead has on your well-being.  

Why am I being asked to be in this research study? 

mailto:jkbeckermeyer1@catamount.wcu.edu
mailto:ajbobilya@wcu.edu
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We are asking you to take part in this research because you are one of the amazing students at 

Trailhead and we would like to know if Trailhead is impacting your well-being!  

 

How many people will take part in this study? 

If you decide to participate in this research, you will be one of about nine people (your other 

classmates) taking part in it. 

 

What will happen during this study? 

1. The researcher will visit your school for one week and observe your classes. 

o They will take notes on different elements of well-being that they observe: self-concept, 

self-regulation, identity, self-esteem, self-efficacy, motivation, and performance mindset.   

2. You will take a short survey during school hours to learn more about your well-being. 

3. You might be asked to do an interview with the researcher, lasting only one hour, during 

school. 

o This interview will be audio recorded. This recording will simply be used to transcribe 

(write out) the interview after it is over, and then the recording will be destroyed.  

o You do not have to agree to be recorded to participate in parts 1 & 2 of this study.  

 

This study will take place at Trailhead Community Farm School and last three weeks. 

 

Who will be told the things we learn about you in this study? 

Only the researchers involved in the study will have access to what we learn about you. Your 

parents and teachers will not be told anything we learn about you in this study. If your safety 

becomes a concern, the researchers must tell the proper authorities to ensure your safety. 

 

What are the good things that might happen? 

Sometimes, good things happen to people who take part in research; these are called “benefits.” 

There is a chance you will benefit from this research! You might benefit from this study by 

giving yourself a chance to reflect on your well-being as a student at Trailhead. Reflection is a 

very powerful tool for understanding how we are doing on a deeper level.  

 

What are the bad things that might happen? 

Sometimes, things we may not like happen to people in research studies.  These things may even 

make them feel bad.  These are called “risks.”  The risk in this study is that you might have 
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uncomfortable feelings brought up by thinking about your well-being or previous schools you 

have attended.  You may or may not have these things happen to you.  Things may also happen 

that the researchers do not know about right now.  You should report any problems to your 

parents, teachers, and to the researcher. 

 

Who should you ask if you have any questions? 

If you have questions about the research, you should ask the people listed above.  If you have 

other questions about your rights while in this research study, call the Institutional Review Board 

at 828-272-2921 or irb@wcu.edu. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

 

By clicking “Assent to Participate” I, __________________________ (student’s full name 

printed), give assent to participate in this study. I understand what is expected of me and that my 

participation is voluntary.  

 

By clicking “yes” or “no” please indicate whether it is ok to be audio recorded if you are chosen 

for an interview. Audio recordings will be destroyed immediately after they are written out 

(transcribed). 

 

  

mailto:irb@wcu.edu
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APPENDIX D: PANORAMA WELL-BEING SURVEY 

 

For each question, answer based on your experiences at Trailhead Community Farm School. 

These questions will ask you about how you have been recently feeling. Please respond 

honestly—there are no right or wrong answers because there are no right or wrong feelings! 

Your answers will help us better support you and other students, and will not affect your 

grades or show up on your report card. You can skip any question you do not feel comfortable 

answering, but we encourage you to try your best to answer them all. 

 

PART ONE: 

 

Question           Response Options 

During the past week, how often did you feel __________? 

Excited Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Happy Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Loved Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Safe Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Hopeful Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

During the past week, how often did you feel ___________? 

Angry Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Lonely Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Sad Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Worried Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

Frustrated Almost never Once in a while Sometimes Frequently Almost Always 

 

PART TWO: 

Question Response Options 
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Do you have a teacher or other 

adult from school who you can 

count on to help you, no matter 

what? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have an adult outside 

of school (family or someone 

else) who you can count on to 

help you, no matter what? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have a friend at school 

who you can count on to help 

you, no matter what? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have a teacher or other 

adult from school who you can 

be completely yourself 

around? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have an adult outside 

of school (family or someone 

else) who you can be 

completely yourself around? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

Do you have a friend from 

school who you can be 

completely yourself around? 

 

YES 

 

NO 

 

PART THREE: 

 

Free Response Questions 

1. Thinking about everything in your life right now, what makes you feel the happiest? 

2. Thinking about everything in your life right now, what feels the hardest for you? 

3. What can teachers and other adults do to better support you? 
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APPENDIX E: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

General Questions: 

Necessary for context 

for further questions 

• When did you start coming to TCFS? 

• Can you tell me about your previous school? 

• Overall, how would you say TCFS and your previous school 

are the same? How are they different? 

Well-Being Concept: Questions: 

Self-Concept • How do you feel about your role at TCFS? Does your role 

differ at TCFS than at your most recent school? How? 

• Do you feel that TCFS supports your personality? How? 

What about your previous school? 

Self-Regulation • Can you tell me about a time where you felt that your 

emotions were high and you needed to regulate to calm 

down during the school day at TCFS? Do you feel you had 

the tools and support to self-regulate? What about at your 

previous school? 

Identity • Who would you say you are as a person? (passions, beliefs, 

values) 

• Does TCFS support your interests, passions, and hobbies? 

How? What about your previous school? 

Self-Esteem • Do you feel like you belong at TCFS? Can you give an 

example? What about your previous school? 

• Can you tell me about a time where you felt proud of 

yourself at TCFS? At your previous school? 

Self-Efficacy • Do you feel confident in your ability to achieve your goals at 

TCFS? At your previous school? 

• What do you do when things get difficult? 

Motivation • How would you define success at TCFS? At your previous 

school? 

• What pushes you to reach your goals? 

Performance Mindset • How do you react when you make a mistake at TCFS? At 

your previous school? 

• Do you feel that you dwell on past performances (good or 

bad) when trying to accomplish a new goal? 
 

  



115 
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