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Research for Learning

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

Children Exploring the outdoor environment allows for unique and purposeful learning and development opportunities from the early years.  This paper proposes a study to research the benefits of the outdoor environment in supporting children with challenging behaviours in an educational setting.  Suggested methods for this study are guided interviews with practitioners and direct observation of subjects.   There is a connection between physical activity and positive mental health in children and educational settings providing these outdoor play experiences enable the development of self-awareness, self-esteem, psychological wellness, and self-regulation

0 the outdoor environment enhances children’s learning and development encourages creative, imaginative and fantasy play connecting with the natural world, (Welsh Government, 2009; Waters and Rekers, 2019). 

1 The natural Outdoor environment offers a multitude of opportunities for children to thrive, enjoying freedom and space,(Edwards, et al. 2015) 

This stimulates a desire for exploration, and in turn allows the opportunity for challenges which enable children to develop emotionally, (Eckland, Haian and Hagan, 2005, Bobbio, 2009).

Theorist John dewey believed through actively doing and experiencing children learn and develop – experiencing the world around them through freedom, putting them in charge of their own learning (Rivkin, 1998)

2 Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the right of the Child states that all children have the right to participate in play, and join in recreational opportunities that are age appropriate, (Janot and Rico, 2020).   

3 The World Health Organization (2010) suggests children between the ages of 5-17 should participate in a minimum of 60 minutes of physical activity per day to minimise the risk for disease, mortality, and health implications later in life.  

4 The aim of promoting physical activity for all children is to improve overall health, wellbeing, and fitness, (Council on sports medicine, 2006; Sorte and Daeschel, 2006; Uauy, 2009, Yogman et al. 2018).

5 Studies suggest physical activity outdoors benefit childhood obesity and given now that it is recognised globally professionals are calling for an improvement in developing and encouraging physical activity for all children and youth, (Koplan, et al. 2008; Rush, et al. 2016).   

6 One systematic study carried out by Eckland Haian and Hagan (2005) where researchers analysed twenty-three studies measuring the benefits of physical exercise including outdoors found that though it improves physical development it may have short term benefits for emotional development and that further high-quality research is needed.  

7 The sheer nature of the outdoors allows children to develop socially, physically and promote cognitive development whilst making lots of noise and using lots of energy in way that the indoor environment does not.  (ECT Interviews, 2002; White, 2014).  

8 Educational settings offer the perfect environment for outdoor spaces to be utilised. (Waring, Warburton and Coy, 2007).  

9 There is a connection between physical activity and positive mental health in children and educational settings providing these outdoor play experiences enable the development of self-awareness, self-esteem, psychological wellness, and self-regulation (Kemple, 2016; Biddle et al. 2019; Wainwright, 2021;). 

10 Children engaged in play outdoors can be observed performing physical activities naturally, during the early years this is an important time for the development of Executive function. (Wyver, 2017). 

11 Executive function refers to the brain’s activity developing knowledge and understanding while problem solving, communicating, thinking, and using memory, which develops an ability to organise and control purposeful practises (Matijasevich, et al. 2019).

12 Through active involvement with freedom of choice the outdoor environment allows children’s brains to mould and develop through physical activity, which is closely connected to executive function, (Best, 2010). 

13 One study by McArdle, Harrison, and Harrison (2013) found that though nurturing outdoor activities with children from challenging backgrounds, resilience is built over time.  However more time was needed for the children who were more effected by adverse childhood experiences to overcome the effects of trauma.  

This was a qualitative study over ten weeks using ethnography to carry out the research by becoming immersed with the subjects developing a familiarity and building relationships while the study took place.

14 A study in America by (Ridgeway, et al. 2003) researched the impact of playtimes on behaviour in children with and without a diagnosis of ADHD 

15 The researcher used single case design involving repeated measures meaning children’s behaviours were analysed multiple times in the same situation and then an introduction of an independent variable where play time was restricted and then allowed on certain days to assess changes in behaviour of children and recording the changes observed.  

16 considerations included children who were medicated and who were not, timing of playtime, age, and gender of subjects.  Researchers used Qualitative Methods by observing the classroom activity periodically for 10 minutes throughout the day and observing outdoor playtime for 10 minutes at the same time every day.  

17 The Researcher found that levels of inappropriate behaviour in class were significantly higher on the days where children with a diagnosis of ADHD did not have playtime.  In addition to this the behaviour in the children without diagnosis considerably improved when they had playtime also.

18 Recommendations for future research included recording the number of subjects that were medicated with stimulants and time consumed, use behaviour rating scales, and observe over a longer period.  

19 As a result of these studies analysing the effects of the outdoors on challenging behaviour, I propose a research study asking the question What are the benefits of using the outdoor environment in supporting children with challenging behaviours in educational settings? 


Methodology

20 The purpose of this study is to research the behaviours of children in the classroom and the outdoor setting, however the role of the adult equipping the learning environment and providing provision that is educational and effective is key to the success for children’s learning and experiences (Ouvry and Furtado, 2020).

21 The suggested method for this proposed study is qualitative research using guided interviews with practitioners involved in the study and  direct observation of subjects inside the classroom and using the outdoors.

22 The reasons for choosing guided interviews and observations to carry out this proposed research is to gain an understanding with people who are involved day to day within the setting and the subjects of the study through verbal interaction and direct observation.

24 Moreover interviews provide a resourceful and approachable method for the researcher to collect data and gain a perception that may not be seen through other research methods (Newby, 2014; Lambert, 2019).

25 Interviews give the researcher a greater interpretation by engaging in dialogue on a more personal basis (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; Lambert, 2019).   

26 Cannell and Kahn (1968) (cited in Chohen, Manion and Morrison 2000) suggest that using interviews created a problem with validating data due to the response from subjects often giving an ambiguous narrative.  

27 Newby, (2014) suggests interviews can be time consuming however using open-ended questions allows the researcher the opportunity to adapt and change questions when considering the subjects answers, furthermore interviews give a valuable insight into procedures, sequences, and sentiments.   

28 The ‘Halo effect’ can impact the analysis of data during interview.  The halo effect refers to a persons own perceived opinion which control the overall view about characters and personalities (Gabrieli, 2021)

29 To ensure success When conducting interviews researchers should analyse how other researchers have planned their interviews (Lambert, 2019), futhermore the use of open-ended questions allows responses received to have options and varying opinions allowing data collected to be somewhat diverse than yes or no answers (McAteer 2013). 

30 Lambert (2019) further suggests the researcher using active listening by concentrating on what the participant is saying and validating you understand by responding in a positive way acknowledging their response.

31 Observations are crucial in supporting the understanding of children’s feelings, needs and wants (Palaiologou, 2008).   

32Using observation in research allows researchers to obtain data while subjects are engaged in activities and with peers in surroundings, they are familiar with (Brown and Perkins 2019).   

33 Though the researcher is not in control of the events or the physical environment, observation allows for accuracy and understanding of the occurrences in the environment during real time (Vanderstoep and Johnstone, 2009). 

34 The Hawthorne effect happens when the subjects of a study change their actions and behaviours due to the fact, they are aware of being observed, one way to combat this is for the researcher to be familiar within the group making links, and connections  (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014).  

35 Observation an excellent method during research however the process should be carefully planned with the advantages and disadvantages taken in to account (Lambert, 2019).

36 The proposal for this study is it will take place in a primary school located in a seaside town in an area of socio economic deprivation.  The participants will range from Reception to Year 2 ages 4 – 7 and will take place over the course of 30 days.  

The setting has a high percentage of free school meals, currently at 75% and there are a number of pupils receiving outside behaviour support from Reception through to year 6.

37 Information about the structure of the class day and pupils will be provided by the class teacher to allow the researcher to plan observations and interview questions. 

38 The researcher will observe a year group a day over 3 days a week utilising the remaining 2 days for staff interviews and data collection.  The observations will take place at a time agreed by the class teachers 

The intention is for the researcher to observe and record behaviour’s such as noise level, listening and attention, engagement, fidgeting, leaving seat, level of distraction, refusal to participate and dysregulated behaviour  during carpet lesson time and indoor activity time before observing behaviour outdoors’s - then to observe changes indoors after outdoor activity has taken place and record changes observed.

39 Ethics to consider for this study include parents are informed and understand the purpose for the research and what will be recorded as well as written consent to allow participation.  
Children will be aware of the researcher’s presence and understand why they are watching and note taking.  Confidentiality and privacy are always adhered to, not using any names or personal information regarding participants (Newby 2014).

40 That brings this talk to a conclusion – the outdoor environment has many benefits for the health and wellbeing of children as well as brain development.  It is imperative that the outdoor environment is considered a valuable resource with professionals for all learners including those with challenging behaviour and is utilised as part of the school day.  

41 , It is hoped you will accept this proposal to develop understanding and appreciation of the value of the outdoor environment in supporting children with challenging behaviours in educational settings.  Thank you for listening








