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Is playing in nature important for children's development?
Reading about the various relevant pedagogies people may notice that there is a common ground in a few of them. Montessori, Reggio Emilia (The 7 principles), Te Whariki (Science and nature) as well as Waldorf and Steiner all are bringing their roots back to a natural environment. All of them use nature as the third teacher and put an emphasis on spending aple time outdoors in a natural environment. Maria Montessori understood the powerful connection between children and the natural world and encouraged educators to bring learning outdoors whenever possible to allow children to experience life through all their senses. Waldorf and Steiner and nature network and grassroots organisation promoting time in nature for children, has over 300 research reports in their synthesized collection touting the benefits of giving children ample time outdoors. In their article they say that benefits include better physical and mental health, better cognition and even better test scores. Waldorf, Montessori and Te Whariki all bring education to the point of nature also being the connection to showing children the natural rhythms of life and revealing people's kinship to all living things. Showing children about stewardship and their place as human beings collectively and as individuals, who care take the natural realm. 

The article Early Childhood immersion in nature by Zhai et.al (2024) shows some research on a possible reason why these pedagogies may not have been fully introduced into the school system yet. The article researched the views of the educators, and their understanding of what nature-based play is. It reveals that educators view play in nature as a personal preference and an aesthetic choice. Only very few recognised nature as a strategic tool for environmental education in young children. This was in Chinese schools, but there is a possibility the same is happening in the Uk. Their own limited exposure to environmental education during their training resulted in a skewed understanding of nature-based play pedagogy. In the Article “the role of interaction with nature in childhood development” (JK Summers, DN Vivian and JT Summers 2019) shows that a deprivation of exposures to a natural ecosystem can diminish a Childs development and eventually cause underlying quality of life. Their data suggests that children who actively interact with nature are more likely to have a better quality of life and live longer. They tend to be more involved with people and society, more engaged with natural places and more active. This results in, adults and children participating and volunteering more in groups, displaying of better moods and higher self-esteem, continued learning, more resilience to personal stress and a continued regular engagement with natural environments. Herrington and Brussoni (2015) investigated the importance of natural play spaces in school and found that children became more engaged in particular areas of the play space after the play space was remodelled and enhanced with more natural elements. A. Harris poll online of 355 paediatricians revealed that 88% believe that quality unstructured play is important to children's overall development and 59% believe that unstructured play has an important role in reducing childhood obesity. Unfortunately, 75% reported that the amount of time their patients spent in unstructured play had decreased in the last 5 years. Louv (2009) speaks in his book “last child in the woods” about these types of experiences with his son. He describes the bond between nature and child as a necessity and says that a growing body of research links the mental, physical and spiritual health directly to our association with nature. Several studies suggest that thoughtful exposure of youngsters to nature can even be a powerful form of therapy for attention-deficit disorders and other disorders like this. He says in his book: "As one scientist puts it, we can now assume that, just as children need good nutrition and adequate sleep, they may very well need contact with nature.”

Even Welsh Government has put a Play policy (2002) in place that states that play is the elemental learning process by which humankind has developed. It says Children exhibit a behavioural imperative and instinctive desire to play. Children use play in the natural environment to learn of the world they inhabit with others. It is the very process of learning and growth, and as such all that is learned through it is of benefit to the child. This Policy has been put in place because of the Article 31 in the UNCRC which legally guarantees every child the right to rest, relax, play, and participate in cultural, artistic, and creative activities. In general comment number 17 (p12; point 40.) it says children come to understand, appreciate and care for the natural world through exposure, self-directed play and exploration with adults who communicate its wonder and significance. This means lack of access to natural spaces for children will hinder these experiences and therefore hinder childrens understanding and care for the natural environment. 
Children become more immersed into computer games and the synthetic world, but learning through it is completely different to learning through real world experiences. There are senses that are being completely left out. The sense of touch and the sense of smell and taste. There is a huge difference between watching a rock being rolled up hill on a video to physically rolling a rock up a hill. The child learns friction and what the rock feels like. If the rock is heavy or light, sticky or smooth. The child learns about gravity and having to push against it. These things cannot be learned in a synthetic world.  
More research needs to be done in the connection between play in natural spaces and children's well-being, development and how a natural place in every school can help teachers and students to learn and develop in a much more natural way. Louv spoke in his book about “nature deficit disorder” which describes a deficit of being in nature having an impact on knowing and appreciating nature and learning all about it. This then has a knock-on effect on social skills, mental, physical and spiritual well-being. How can a child be expected to look after something they do not know or understand because they only very rarely experience it?

Chosen Sample
The best samples to use are students and teachers, possibly also Psychologists and paediatricians. 
It was decided that the best method to adopt for this investigation is to do a Questionnaire with teachers, to first of all get an understanding what they would see as nature and then to get an idea of how they would use a natural space within the school boundaries if there were no limitations. It would be also interesting to find out what the barriers are and why they think this is not possible right now. This qualitative method of questioning would give an inside of barriers and possible explanations on how changes can be made. 
An observational study on the change of students could be done by taking children into natural spaces for a month and see the change in behaviour, well-being, social skills and cognitive development. Doing an observation before the start of this and then at the end again. The decision to use observation was made because it is not intrusive and can be done by teaching staff or by designated staff who would be introduced to the school first and children would get to know them so the staff being there would not have an effect on the students. The potential advantage of using cross-sectional observation as method could be the collection of longitudinal data, if a continuation of this research is needed to show the long-term effect of children using natural spaces and the connection to the positive outcomes. 
Psychologists and Paediatricians could be questioned about changes in particularly young patience after suggesting time in a natural outdoor space. They would also be questioned on their knowledge on the effect natural spaces have on people physically and mentally. A Quantitative approach should be employed to add substance to the research. As Louv said there is already a lot of research out there and some of this is from Psychologists and Paediatricians.  
A summary of this could be taken to Welsh Government to do proposals for more funding for schools and childcare settings to be able to give children the environment they need to thrive in. The suggestion would be for funding to be used for outdoor spaces to become a more natural environment. Plants such as trees, if possible, even fruit trees so children can sees the process from planting, to growing and looking after them, to picking the fruit /vegetables and consuming them, with the knowledge of having to wash them and making sure they are save to eat. Having areas where planting can happen and children can learn about different foods, using a compost bin to turn old leaves and rotten fruit and vegetables back into earth that can be used for planting the following year. Water collection barrels to collect rainwater and become more environmentally friendly. Using rainwater to feed plants. All these are helping children to become more aware of the natural places in their area and give them stewardship over those places. Giving children trees to climb and swing on instead of climbing frames and metal frames with swings. 
This proposal may also show that more training on how to use those spaces for teaching is needed. Wales is so rich in natural spaces, people need to re-learn how to use them to their advantage and how to live in tune with the natural surroundings. 
Using Observation and Questionnaires will give the research project more information to solidify the outcome. The Questionnaires will give quantative data and the observations will give qualitative data. Both methods combined will give a more accurate picture of what is needed. Using more than one method is also called triangulation as described by Roberts-Holmes (2018; p.84)

Using observation as a research method could have some implications, as it might be difficult to not let children notice that you are observing them. The idea is to go into the setting first to introduce the team, for children and adults to get used to the research team. The research would not be true if children and adults suddenly act differently to their usual way, which is also called the Hawthorne Effect (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith 2014). To reduce the possibility of this happening, the team would go into the setting beforehand a few times so the children can get used to them. This should help with the effect this may have if the team just went in and did the research straight away. It also gives the adults a chance to get to know the team and see their true performance as well as the true way the children are. The Hawthorne effect should not play a role in Questionnaires as they do not need to take place with anybody near the person who is filling it out. It would just be an online survey type Questionnaire with a mixture of open-ended and closed questions. There will some multiple-choice questions also to make it a little easier to analyse the quantative data later. 
Analysing the data from the observations may take a little longer but will add more quality to the research project. 
In the observational studies there is a potential for bias towards a certain observer. If this were to happen the observation would have to be stopped as this would not be true picture of the observed child. There is a potential to swap or change the observer to possibly get a true picture of the child. The visits that happen beforehand would probably show the team if this could be a problem. The Halo Effect is a bias. toward a certain person, whereby the Aesthetic appearance forms the bias of thought that the person must be very intelligent. Therefore, there is a potential that the true picture of the child does not appear true because of this bias. (Gabrieli, Lee, Setoh and Esposito 2021). Staff should not assume that good looks go with good character and therefore with everything else that is good. Nore should it be the other way around and shoul it be assumed that bad looks automatically goes with bad character and everything else bad.
For this project the choice of a focus group would not have worked very well is there would be a lot of views to consider, and some people would not speak their true mind with other people present. For this reason, this method would not give a true picture and would falsify the outcome of the research. 
Choosing interviews would have been a possibility but as was no time scale given it was harder to make that choice. Interviews take up a lot of time and analysing. To get a true picture for the project it would take several people to be interviewed to get the true overall picture. This would be very time consuming with interviews, hence why this method was not chosen. 
Case Studies are very valuable for this kind of project and there are already a lot of case studies out there along this kind of theme. There is a possibility of adding case studies to it possibly later to further strengthen the outcomes and add to the solidity of why playing in nature is so important. 

What is Consent ?
Consent is an informed, clear, freely given and specific choice of an individual to use data they chose to give to you. This can be withdrawn at any time and stage of the research. 
In this research project it is important to look at assent according to ERIC (2024). Children have the right to be heard in their decision making of taking part or not. This practice follows the UNCRC (1989; article 12). 
Parent consent would need to given. 
Other participants need to give their consent also according to GDPR UK government (2018). 

How will openness be shown on the information sheet?
All the details to make an informed choice about participating, including the study purpose, who is involved in the research, what taking part involves, potential risks and benefits, how data will be kept confidential and where they can go for complaints. Also, how participants were selected and why, ethical approval and contact information. (University of Cambridge 2023)

What are the risks to the participants
The children may become uncomfortable and do not want to continue participating. Childrens voices will be heard and adhered to. Children have the right to make a decision to not continue with participation. Children with additional needs may not understand what is asked of them and may become uncomfortable or irritated. (ERIC 2024 and UNCRC 1989 article 12). Children may act differently to normal and be shyer or more forth coming (Hawthorne Effect). Children may be of a family where the child is at risk and cannot be recognised due to keeping the child and the family safe. 

How can risks be reduced?
Get permissions of parent/carer and child. Listen to children if they become uncomfortable. Giving the child the choice to stop. Introduce the observer to the child and the setting before coming to observe so children can get used to the observer being around. The observer comes to a place the child is familiar and comfortable with. Explain what is happening in a child friendly way. Follow guidelines of the setting. Make surer names are not mentioned and children are called A,B,C etc. To ensure continued safety for children at risk. 


What are the risks to the researcher?
The researcher needs to have a valid CRB check for safeguarding purposes. To ensure everybody's safety extensive risk assessments may have to be done. The researcher needs to be aware of the workloads and the emotional impact the research could have. (BERA 82.) The researcher has to make sure that their conduct is appropriate and that their own reputation is kept in a positive way. Breach of data is another misconduct and could result in loss of data and have serious implications for the researcher, participant and the university. 

How can the risk be reduced?
The risk can be reduced by following the correct guidelines from Bera as well as the UWTSD research ethics and code of practise. The researcher also has the responsibility to look at guidelines of the setting and make sure they follow those as well. Should there be any disclosure during the research process, it is the researcher's duty to report this to the correct authorities. Keeping data safe by following the GDPR guidelines. 

What are the risks to the University?
The universities Reputation could be severely damaged and there could be a loss of integrity due to not following the code of practice. If a misconduct happens there is a possibility that the university is sued and all data could be lost. There is a possibility of a data Breach. 

How can the risk be reduced?
The risk can be reduced by always following the policies and procedures and the code of practice. If the researcher is considering research that involve children, young people, prisoners, NHS staff or any other vulnerable groups the researcher will have to go through a panel for ethical approval. This is to as state in the universities guidlines :
Ensure that all research is subject to active and appropriate consideration of ethical
Issues and comply with ethical, legal and professional frameworks, obligations and standards as required by statutory and regulatory authorities, and by employers, funders another relevant stakeholder. (UWTSD 2022, 4.3)

What does the researcher need to do to comply with GDPA?
In BERA it states that as a researcher you are to use their guidelines and adhere to them in the research and apply them in the research activities so the actions of the researcher can be seen as ethical, justifiable and sound. Researchers are committing themselves to acting in accordance with the guidelines and at time follow more than one set of guidlines from different authorities. BERA also recommends that these guidlines are being brought to the attention of those the researcher works with. Researchers should work with an ethical respect for all persons. Individuals should be treated fairly, sensitively and with dignity and freedom from prejudice. The researcher is reminded of the Equality act 2010. It is important to take account of the rights of all affected by the research. The researcher is reminded that especially online research may result in folse data if the participant is not traceable as they may not exist. If data is shared with other organisations, the researcher needs to carefully consider if consent needs to be given by the participant first. Researchers are to give participants the choice if they want to be informed of any outcomes of the research and other follow-on research. Researchers should be open and honest with participants, avoiding none-disclosure unless the design specifically requires it for appropriate data collection or, so participants are not put at risk. If data is reused this should be made clear to the participant and researchers should only reuse data that is anonymised. If research has been sponsored this need to be acknowledged to participants and in publications for transparency. Any relevant conflict of interest should be declared to relevant parties at any stage and in any publications.
The researcher must inform the participant that he/she has the right to withdraw at any stage or point in time. The researcher can try and see if the participant would be willing to re-engage at any point but must not use incentives or coercion under any circumstances. 
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