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What evidence is there to support the importance of outdoor play for young children’s development.

Abstract
The purpose of this research study was to explore what support was out there in regards to the importance of outdoor play in young children’s development. Within this study twenty children from a private nursery were chosen at random to be observed and interviewed to find out how they interacted in outdoor play and what their views were regarding outdoor play, for example what different areas they liked to be in and how it helped to improve on their development. Additionally, four early years practitioners were also interviewed as well and completing questionnaires about what they thought about the importance of outdoor play in children’s development and learning. This research was conducted over a period of one week and at different times of the day. Throughout the research study the early years practitioners were found to face some difficulties when it comes to outdoor play, such as the wet weather in the UK and sometimes facing shorter length of time outdoors due to the weather conditions. The researcher used mixed methods to collect both qualitative and quantitative data this helped to provide an in depth understanding of how outdoor play helps to support young children’s development. While conducting the study it was important that the researcher thought of different ethical considerations and showed how to reduce the risks of these by making sure all policies and guidelines required were met. 

Literature review
The following paper will discuss what evidence is out there to support the importance of outdoor play for young children’s development.
     According to Bento and Dias (2017) outdoor play is considered essential in early years settings, it is seen as the most natural way to promote young children’s emotional, physical, social and cognitive development. Ouvry and Furtado (2019) imply that play has been recognised as a keyway that children learn about the world around them. Outdoor space encourages and allows children to move around freely and in the most natural way and therefore is a very significant reason for children to engage in outdoor play (Ouvry and Furtado, 2019). 
    In addition to this, Early years alliance (2022) also agree that outdoor play is a positive attribute for young children’s physical and emotional development as it helps children to keep fit and healthy by running around, jumping and climbing. Early years alliance (2022) highlight that by children spending time outside this can have a positive influence on children’s mental and physical health as well as their wellbeing, this is why it is essential that outdoor play is encouraged from a very young age.
     On the other hand, Brussoni et al (2015) disagree with Bento and Dias (2017) and Ouvry and Furtado (2019) arguing that outdoor play can be risky and that young children can face many dangers playing outside, for example they could face great hights if they are climbing up on climbing frames as well as balancing on balancing beams, this can be seen as dangerous and could possibly cause injury or sometimes even death to children. Brussoni et al (2015) also highlight the danger in rough play where children could get harmed by their friends if they are playing rough together or play fighting. 
      Ihmeideh and Qaryouti (2015) suggest that outdoor environments are more beneficial and provide fundamental stimulation for children’s development. Outdoor environments help to promote the development of children’s motor skills by allowing them to participate in a wide range of outdoor activities for example having water play or sand outside the children may use fine motor skills to pick up the sand and build things. In most early years settings children will have bikes and other toys that could help to improve on their gross motor skills (Ihmeideh and Qaryouti, 2015). 
     The Welsh government, (2020) have put the new curriculum for Wales in place which highlights that young children’s health and well-being should be considered when in education, as it provides a holistic approach to the children’s development as well as their emotional and social well-being.
     Tovey (2015) refers to the Froebelian approach which saw young children ages 0-8 as active and creative learners. Tovey (2015) highlights how Frobel (1782-1852) seen that children learn best through first-hand experiences, problem solving and play, children will thrive more when they feel emotionally secure. The great outdoors can be a source of adventure and can create curiosity in young children. 
    (Bilton, 2012 cited in Tovey, 2015) suggests that in some research adults often had a negative impact on children’s outdoor play by being more focused on other matters such as telling children to stop doing something, or sorting out disputes that children are having over bikes and outdoor toys. Froebel (1782-1852) acknowledged the effect that some adults can have on either encouraging or defeating children’s interests in the outdoor environment (Tovey, 2015). 
    The UNCRC (1992) highlights in article 3,12 and 31 that all children have a right to play and take part in a range of activities and the best interest of the child should always be a top priority in what they want to do, Adults should also respect the children’s views and feelings. 
    To summarise the findings, outdoor play is an essential part for young children’s development in the early years, as it improves children’s physical development by being able to run around, climb and play with their peers. Children will also have a positive attitude towards physical activities, and this will help them to maintain an active healthy lifestyle. 
  By children spending time in the outdoors, it will also help to build their confidence and independence by using their social skills when playing with others around them. If children are being presented with different opportunities all the time, they will be able to test their own abilities and will continuously learn new skills. 







Methodology
The study sample to this paper was collected and based in a private early year’s nursery setting with twenty children who were randomly selected between the age of 2-3 as well as four early years practitioners who were randomly selected who were supervising the children outdoors. 
    This data was collected over a period of one week and included children from different backgrounds who all participated in small group activities as well as individual activities during outdoor play time where they got a choice of free play and structured play. Before the data was collected all children and early years practitioners participating were asked for their consent, this was done in writing to parents of the children, and the early years practitioners. It was important to get it in writing as verbal consent would not have been enough from a young child. In the letter the participants were also told that they had the right to decline participating or to withdraw at any time or not to answer a particular question. 
    During this time of collecting the data the children chosen were to be observed in the outdoor environment as well as some of the older children being interviewed this was to be able to collect in depth information which showed how the children interacted in the outdoor area with other children and how they acted individually in the different areas outside. Whereas the practitioners in this study were provided with questionnaires and interviewed to gain an in depth understanding of their roles and responsibilities when they are outside with the children and how they help to support the children’s development while being outside. The practitioners were also asked about their insights on the difficulties or barriers of outdoor play. 
    For the purpose of this study numerous research methods were conducted to suit the children’s and practitioner’s abilities to find out the information needed, by using different methods to collect data this is known as the mixed methods approach, meaning that it uses both qualitative and quantitative methods. The mixed methods approach of collecting the data will enable comparison to help support the findings and give better credibility and strengthen the research otherwise known as triangulation. By using triangulation in research data, this means that researchers could confirm similarities between the chosen methods (Walker and Solvason, 2014).
    During the study observations on the children playing outside were done over a period of time at different times of the day to see where the children interact more and what different areas of the environment they play in, whether this is in the sand or water play or whether they are on the climbing frame or just generally running around playing with other children and interacting with others around them. 
    On the other hand, some of the older children were interviewed using a semi-structured interview method, in the interview the children were asked what areas outside they liked playing in and why, they were also asked what physical outdoor activities they participated in and what activities they enjoyed more. By collecting the data from this method qualitative data was used as this contained a mixture of open and closed questions. 
   The unstructured interview methods were used to explore practitioners’ roles during outdoor play. The interview included questions relating to the general importance of outdoor play in early years settings, what different activities were put out for the children to play with to help with their development, for example sand and water or bikes. They were also asked what areas are more supervised in the outdoor environment and what were the difficulties and barriers of outdoor play in early years settings. 
   Additionally, the practitioners were also given a questionnaire to fill out with some open and some closed questions about what they think of outdoor pay and the importance it has on young children’s development. Some of the questions that were asked was if practitioners had an input on whether children get to have outside play in certain weather conditions for example if it was raining would they still allow children to go outside to play and what would they put in place to ensure children still got the most out of the outdoor environment while it was raining. 
     While carrying out the data the chosen methods were suitable for both the children and practitioners, while the children were being interviewed, they were asked simple and easy questions that they could answer, whereas if they were asked more complex questions, they may not understand what was being said and may not want to participate. 
    According to Mukherji and Albon (2015) structured interviewing is more flexible to gather data and information as the interviewer can adapt the questions to suit the needs of the person being interviewed so they can understand. This kind of interviewing is better suited when interviewing young children between the ages of 0-8 (Mukherji and Albon, 2015).
    In comparison to when interviewing the practitioners, the unstructured interview method was carried out Nolan, Macfarland and Cartmel (2013) implies that unstructured interviews are effective in the way that they capture the person being interviewer’s feeling, thoughts and expressions in their own words. Mukheji and Albon (2015) similarly suggest that unstructured interviews is more like a conversation or discussion with questions being asked about the specific topic comes naturally and the participant can respond freely. Although by using this method it is more difficult to compare the responses from the individuals, the information gathered is more detailed (Mukheji and Albon, 2015). 
Likewise, Seale (2012) agrees that face to face interviews are more beneficial on the participants as the presence of the interviewer allows the participants to ask for more complex questions to be explained in a better manner if questions are to complex. There is also a better possibility that the researcher interviewing can pick up on non-verbal clues that indicate what is relevant to the interviewee and how they are responding to certain questions (Seale, 2012). 
    When using observational methods for research they are intended to collect information that is related to the overall aim of the study and answer any specific questions (Walker and Solvason, 2014). This specific topic in this study is to see what the importance of outdoor play is for young children’s development. 
   In this study the method of observation used with the children was the narrative method, by using this method it is the most effective way to gather data with the children as it uses detailed information from a bird’s eye view of what was going on, however after observing several children this method can be time consuming and requires good focus and skills. 
   Furthermore, when observing children in the outdoor environment their behaviour might change if they know that they are being observed, children may change the way they behave, whether this in a positive or negative way. This is also known as the Hawthorn effect as children may disguise their feelings and the way they are acting because they do not want to share these feelings with somebody who they may not be familiar with, or they could possibly try and improve on things if they are being observed to help towards the data.
     When collecting data from children and practitioners researchers must refrain from being bias towards them, this is known as the halo effect, where by researchers have an opinion about a participant whether this is in a positive or negative way, the researcher must not be a cognitive bias (Nicolau, Mellinas and Martín- Fuentes,2020).
   The specific methods chosen to carry out this research were best suited to the different participants. During the research it would not have been possible to use different methods on the children as they are younger and would not understand if they were given a questionnaire, whereas the practitioners were older and understood more. While collecting the data the practitioners who were interviewed were all asked the same questions but by using an unstructured interview there were many different replies on the questions which were then harder to analyse, but by using the unstructured interview method they were able to answer in their own words and by doing so more in-depth data was gathered. 
 
Ethical considerations
It is important that while carrying out data on young children there are many different ethical considerations that the researcher must follow and be made aware of to ensure that they are following them correctly (NSPCC learning 2022). The most important ethical consideration when conducting research is to ensure that the researcher has gained informed consent from all participants including children’s parents or carers, as the research is being carried out on a young child (NSPCC learning 2022). 
    Palaiologou (2012) also states that if research is being conducted on young children because of their “minority status” it is therefore required to gain informed consent from an adult who have legal care over the child. Palaiologou (2012) implies that once the researcher has gained consent from the parent and child, it is vital that they receive all the necessary information regarding the ongoing research being carried out. For example, the researcher must state why the research is being carried out and what it is about, they must also be informed of any hazards or risks that may be involved in the research, but also what the benefits and advantages of the research outcome will be (Palaiologou, 2012). 
    With regard to child consent, as stated in article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) this clearly states that children have a right to express their views on all matters that affect them. Some researchers prefer to use the term ‘assent’ rather than ‘consent’, arguing that minors are unable to give legal consent. 
    Palaiologou (2012) highlights that although babies may not be able to speak, there are a variety of different ways that babies can show that they are giving consent, such as making noises as well as paying attention and keeping eye contact. Babies also use facial expressions and gestures that may show that they would like to partake in the research or not (Palaiologou, 2012). 
     BERA (2018) highlights the importance of the participants rights to withdraw from any research done on them for any or no reason at any time, researchers should inform the participants or the parents of the child participating of this right. This also links to article 3 of The United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (1989) where the best interest of the child must be considered as a top priority in any decisions that may affect the child who is participating in the research. For example, if the parent is not happy to let their child continue to participate in the research and would like for them to be removed, then they can do so.
    According to BERA (2018) while carrying out data collection it is important that researchers maintain confidentiality of any participants data, researchers should recognise the participants entitlement to their privacy and inform them of their rights to remain anonymous. In some cases, the participants or the children’s guardians may willingly waive their right to confidentiality and anonymity and wish to be identified in any research carried out. 
    Researchers must follow the legal requirements when it comes down to the importance of storage and use of any participants personal data by following the UK Data Protection Act (1998) or the more recent update the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (2018). Participants have a right to know how and where their personal information is being stored, and to who it will become available to. The researchers must have all the participant’s permission to disclose personal information to third parties if needed to and are required to ensure that any other parties are permitted to have access to that information (BERA,2018).
      Similarly, The GDPR (2018) mention that participants personal data requires additional protection, researchers should ensure that any data that is kept must be stored in a professional matter and kept securely. For example, the researcher should have the use of secure computer networks and they must ensure that all data is stored on secure premises. The GDPR (2018) also recommend that researchers have a password protection and data encryption on any computers and devices that hold participants information, avoiding the usage of storage devices such as USB sticks.  It is vital that researchers ensure that any third-party users of the data agree to a data-sharing agreement so that the same declarations are given for the protection of data. It is also advisable to avoid sharing data via email and other media that are vulnerable to hacking (GDPR, 2018).  
      The UK Data Protection Act (1998) and the GDPR (2018) emphasise the importance of the rights that participants have access any of their personal data that is stored, and which relates to them throughout the research progress, and that any information published, including those published online does not directly or indirectly lead to a breach of agreed confidentiality and anonymity.
    As stated in the UNCRC (1989) in article eight every child has a right to an identity and others must respect and protect that child’s right and not share out any information that has not been consented too by the child or child’s parents or guardian. Also, in Article 13 of the UNCRC (1989) it states that every child has a freedom of expression and should be able to have access to any data or information kept about them as long as it is within the law.
    As identified by NSPCC learning (2022) researchers should ensure that they have carried out risk assessments on any participants involved in the research and consider if any risk or harm will come to children or any other participants. Young children may find participating in research stressful and may become worried about how researchers will respond to any information they have shared to them. Researchers must consider the age and the potential vulnerability of the children or participants involved. 
   Additionally, UK research and innovation (2023) imply that when research is carried out on young children you must ensure that any risk and harm is minimised as much as possible to protect the children. In specific, the researchers may want to consider the following, children must be able to understand the reason as to why the research is being carried out on them and that any sources are easily accessible to the young children in order to be able to take part in the research (UK research and innovation 2023).
    Researchers should not assume that children are vulnerable and incapable of providing consent because of their age, and they should consider children’s capabilities and vulnerabilities based on the purpose and context of the research as well as factors such as age, gender, socio-economic circumstances, and disability (UK research and innovation 2023). 
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2022) has their own code of practice that applies to all academic students enrolled at the university. The code covers all different types of research involving human participants for example in this research study young children and practitioners were used. The University of Trinity Saint David (2022) mentions that students should have careful considerations when any piece of research is carried out emphasising that no harm whether this is physical or mental should be brought to the participants. In addition, the university ensures that any research students may carry out is conducted in an appropriate manor and that it meets all the requirements under the Data Protection Act 2019 as well as the GDPR 2018 when it comes to the respect of participants data in research.
   The department for education (2023) imply that when carrying out research young children can be particularly vulnerable to being manipulated into taking part in the chosen research, often unintentionally. This could be seen as a hazard as it could affect research findings as children may not be honest about their feelings. 
     Roger Hart’s Ladder of participation (1992) highlights that there are 8 different “rungs” of participation, from number 1 being manipulation, whereby this is more adult-led activities in which children do as they’re told. Through to rung 8 which is seen as youth-initiated, where decision making is shared between adults and children, so they are seen to be equals. 
     It is vital to note that during research on children the approach does not need to align to rung 8 to be ethical. The significant difference between rungs 1-3 (manipulation) and 4-8 (ethical, participatory research) is that the latter refers to research approaches that involve the child or young person in decision making and giving feedback (Roger Harts, 1992).
    The main point to take-away here is that researchers should not treat children and young people as tokens but should instead provide them with the means to give feedback on matters that affect them. This active participation in research enables researchers to uncover the participant’s feelings and needs, which they can then incorporate into the data gathered. Therefore, when conducting research into a policy or service that will directly impact children and young people, you should be conducting user research with them, not on them. (Roger Hart, 1992). 
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