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“An exploration of Early Years practitioner views, on the developmental impacts of outdoor learning towards children within Early Years”

Abstract
This study explores practitioner views on the developmental impact outdoor learning has towards children. Through a mixed method approach, interviews, observations and questionnaires were conducted with 6 early years practitioners, from various settings within a 5mile radius. The findings reveal practitioners perceive outdoor learning as beneficial for children’s holistic development. Key themes include increased emotional well-being from nature interaction and heightened cognitive abilities through experimental learning. Despite these benefits, practitioners also noted limitations, weather constrains and safety concerns. This study underscores the need for more policies and training to integrate outdoor learning.

Literature Review 
The literature review will embark on acquiring knowledge on studies available at present, of whether outdoor learning enhances or hinders the development of children within Early Years, in greater depth. It will provide great importance, gathering and constructing a range of sources from researchers, allowing to compare and argue their views and differences, providing significant comprehensive knowledge on outdoor learning, allowing insights on vital research they have undertaken to conclude their investigating findings. According to Kraus et al., (2022), the literature review is a significant aspect towards research, as without this the researcher would be without knowledge and understanding, leaving the researcher not having the ability to understand the research study. 

Outdoor learning has gained praise and attention within early years sectors, as educators and researchers have explored aspects aiming to provide evidence-based findings for incorporating outdoor learning into early years education, how greatly it contributes to a child’s holistic development, enhancing children’s outcomes across multiple dimensions (Gray, 2018). Outdoor environments provide children with rich learning environments that stimulates, but also enhancing a child’s cognitive development (White and Woolley, 2014). The exploration of nature allows children to evolve their problem-solving abilities, expand observational skills and mature their scientific inquisition (Waite, 2017). Researchers have identified the pivotal role outdoor learning has towards children’s social development (Yildirim and Akamca, 2017), as we are a generation to have evolved within technology, becoming a well-known factor to how individuals communicate and acquire knowledge (Nikolopoulou et al., 2020), outdoor learning promotes greater social advantages, allowing children to engage within imaginative play with the natural environment provided by settings. Outdoor learning assists not only social interaction, but communication, cooperating with peers (Fisher, 2016), allowing the opportunity to negotiate conflicts that may arise and find solutions to resolve, developing their empathy towards children’s emotional perception (Kiviranta et al., 2023). 

The evidence supporting outdoor learning within early years is substantial which has been shown due to educational frameworks and curriculum being formed (Yokus, 2020). Wales produced a curriculum framework which advocates outdoor learning as the fundamental importance of early childhood education (Welsh Government, 2020). The Curriculum for Wales, produced by the Welsh Government (2022) supplied practitioners with a guidance to follow and expectations to achieve, throughout all areas of learning. The curriculum emphasises on providing children with regular opportunities to learn outdoors and experience hands-on learning in natural settings (NDNA, 2024). It also advocates for play-based learning, which is well obtained in outdoor environments. As play allows children to develop holistically, outdoor play is considered central to enhancing this, as it allows children to experiment, explore and acquire knowledge of the world (Ivrin, 2017). A theorist who promoted outdoor learning was Froebel, empathising the importance of nature and children experiencing outdoor environments (Tovey, 2016). Froebel’s educational philosophy voiced hands-on, experiential learning, with nature and outdoors serving as the primary component and educator. Within the publication of Froebel’s book “Education of Man” (1826), Froebel would often use the term ‘Garten’, which translates to ‘garden’ or ‘outdoor space’ (Froebel and Jarvis, 2010). Froebel advocated for educators to always incorporate outdoor activities, such as nature walks into children’s educational experiences, to stimulate and develop their imagination and curiosity but to support their well-being (Smedley and Hoskins, 2020). Froebel laid the foundation of inclusion of outdoor learning within early years, evidently influencing educators and theorists around the world. Educators and professionals voice that outdoor learning is a first-hand component to support children in their readiness to learn. Professionals have observed that outdoor learning reduces children’s stress, anxiety and depression, while promoting a sense of happiness, satisfaction and contentment (Hanscom, 2016). Nature has a calming mechanism on a child’s mind and assists children to develop resilience and endure coping skills (Charles and Louv, 2020). 

While outdoor learning provides benefits towards a child’s development, it is essential to critically research and examine potential disadvantages to consider of outdoor learning, so practitioners are able to inform effective implementation strategies to ensure the safety and well-being of children are paramount (North, 2020). One limitation towards outdoor learning are the safety concerns. Natural environments hold many risks and hazards towards young children, sharp objects, uneven terrain, harmful plants and exposure to adverse weather conditions (Tuuling et al., 2018) that could affect the child. Outdoor learning may acquire children into harm, leading to accidents or injuries, posing safety risks and failure of risk management by practitioners. Additionally, outdoor learning provides environmental concerns (Marchant, 2019), exposure to the outdoors requires exposure towards insect bites, environmental pollutants such as air and water and hazardous substances could affect the child’s health (Davies and Hamilton, 2018), which may deter educators and parents from promoting and facilitating active outdoor learning. Furthermore, producing supervision difficulties (Fagerstam and Grotherus, 2018), particularly in large or open wooded outdoor spaces. To maintain the correct staff to child ratios is vital, to ensure continuous supervision is adhered to prevent accidents and incidents would require planning and training for practitioners, which would entail when outdoor learning is active (Kalpogianni, 2019). 

By educators including pedagogical approaches and integrating outdoor learning into practice and policies, educators will be able to provide every child with enriching, meaningful learning opportunities, preparing children for learning successfully. A study was undertaken by Ulset et al., (2017) researching the connection between the amount of time that children played within outdoor environments and their cognitive and behavioural development, such as attention, mood and temperament. It was discovered that children who did have more opportunities to learn outdoors, where likely to present lower levels of inattention and hyperactivity than children who spent less time outdoors, demonstrating that connecting with nature has positive implications on children’s cognition and behaviour.
The limitations towards outdoor learning could be addressed by putting specific strategies into place, risk management, ensuring all staff are given safety protocols and risk assessments completed and acknowledged before beginning outdoor learning (Cure et al., 2018). By emphasising the importance of contrasting and comparing the advantages and limitations of outdoor learning, practitioners will confidently be able to promote decision making, effective practice and evidently create positive outcomes for every child’s development (Sousa and Moss, 2022). 

Methodological Considerations 
The methodological considerations highlight various factors that must be taken into account when conducting the research project. These considerations ensure that the research methods used are ethical, appropriate and reliable for addressing the relevant research questions and aim of study (Nordin, 2015). The sample consists of three local nurseries within Aberdare. The number of participants will be six in total. It will hold interviews of two practitioners from each nursery to gain insight and information of their thoughts on outdoor learning. There will also be observational methods followed to gain data on children’s developmental factors it may hold. A total of 30 questionnaires will be emailed to parents/guardians of the children within the nurseries to discover their thoughts and feedback also. 

To explore the views practitioner’s hold on outdoor learning towards children’s development, this study will be using a purposive sampling process (Piala et al., 2021). The reason of selecting purposive sampling, it involves selecting participants who have specific knowledge and experiences towards the research question (Palinkas, 2015), practitioners who have direct involvement with children within outdoor environments. Purposive sampling will ensure that the data collected will obtain a variety of perspectives (Ames et al., 2019) on the impact it has towards children’s development. This approach allows the study to be specific and focussed on experiences and knowledge practitioners hold towards outdoor learning. 

The research investigation will become managed and produced by completing three different methods, adhering to a qualitative and quantitative methods. Qualitative and quantitative research are two distinctive approaches used in research to retrieve and analyse findings and data. Qualitative allows collection of non-numeric data, such as words and visuals, focussing on exploring phenomena, understanding human behaviour and interactions (National Library of Medicine, 2023) and formulating a hypothesis for the study. Quantitative data is numerical and can be measured to identify patterns and quantify variables by discovering the “what, where and when?” of data, to be reached to a larger scale (Mukherji and Albon, 2023). The qualitative method this study may follow, will be observations on children when learning outdoors, a conduction of interviews, of practitioners within nursery setting, followed by a short-based questionnaire that will be received online, supporting the quantitative approach (Bolshaw and Josephidou, 2018). The qualitive method will allow the study to gather a thematic analysis, analysing patterns within data and phenomenological, exploring and observing the children in their lived experiences (Tenny et al., 2022). 

A qualitative method is suitable towards this study as fundamental aim is to explore the lived experiences, perspectives, and perceptions the child and educators hold (Cohen et al., 2017). Allowing the study to gather rich, in-depth data on the participants, children and educators, to listen and visually follow their experiences, attitudes and beliefs (Sutton and Austin, 2015), to receive a phenomenological analysis of the data (Neubauer et al., 2019).
The interviews will consist of open-ended questions, offering and encourage depth and detail from the educators (Flick, 2017). The participants will have the opportunity to elaborate on their thoughts and experiences without being constrained by predetermined response options (Lambert, 2019). The open-ended questions is perceived as more inviting, to be able to share insights in their own words and emotions. Open-ended questions will provide adaptability for researchers to modify their questions based on the responses given (Hartas, 2010, p.p 227). Furthermore, allowing the study to delve and probe further, exploring unexpected views of inquiry, leading to meaningful discussions (Alamri, 2019). It would explore content and complexity of the limitations that outdoor learning may hold within nursery settings. The educators can therefore provide explanations and examples to clarify their responses, supporting the study to discover the nature of the limitations. Fostering a sense of involvement for participants, as they are able to provide and enhance the quality and authenticity of data, promoting diversity and inclusivity of participant perspectives, a comprehensive understanding of outdoor learning (Siedlecki, 2022), ensuring all voices are heard. Overall, open-ended questions will uncover emergent patterns and insights that may not have been thought or anticipated before the study took place. Participants unscripted responses, revealing novel perspectives and experiences, would create and amplify the depth of the data collected (Alsaawi, 2014). 

While interviews are valuable research, they do hold disadvantages. Interviews rely on human interaction, allowing them to become subjective to interviewer bias. The questions asked will be created by the interviewer, where personal experiences, attitudes and beliefs they consider will be influenced by their questions (Hawkins, 2018). Furthermore, the way the questions are formulated and how the response is considered can cause bias within data. Any form of interview can be time-consuming (Adhabi and Anozie, 2017), it can also limit generalisability, as interviews tend to be a smaller sample of participants. This could conclude not being able to draw sufficient conclusions, as interviews do not reach to further populations or contexts (Mcleod, 2024). 

Observations will be a valuable research method to discover findings, it will provide direct access to outdoor learning environments, allowing to visually witness (Smit and Onwuegbuzie, 2018) how children and practitioners interact and engage within outdoor learning. Allowing, direct insight on the understanding of the overall dynamics, outcomes and practices. Video footage of the children participating within outdoor learning will support and provide a reflection and explanation on the current findings (Borg, 2021) towards outdoor learning. Observations enable a contextual understanding for the research, observing outdoor learning in its natural context, seizing the unique opportunities and challenges it may hold (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, pp. 467-468). The study will have first-hand possibility to observe the limitations that may hinder outdoor learning, such as, weather, terrain and the natural elements that could affect and influence a child’s experience. Observations allow capture and documentation on children’s behaviours, interactions and experiences they held within detail, providing a portrait of how outdoor learning would look in action (Garvis et al., 2015). To generate rich and descriptive data that express the refinement, complexities and subtleties of outdoor learning. Non-verbal communication is observed, where researchers will be able to witness children take part in non-verbal ques, gestures and facial expressions (Hall et al., 2019), that would not be able to consider or capture through other research methods. Allowing insights on the child’s emotions, interests and engagement by observing their body language, structure and facial expressions. Observations allow longitudinal perspective, conducted over a period of time, to be able to identify changes, trends and patterns towards outdoor learning, allowing researchers to document evolving trends and trajectories (Bruce et al., 2015, p. 47). 

The decision to obtain observations, as it may be used within conjunction with my other research method, interviews. This allows advancement within the research as it can triangulate findings and enhance the validity and reliability of the research (D’Angelo et al., 2024). Triangulation is an impressive methodological strategy for enhancing research (Valencia, 2022). Triangulation allows researchers to cross-validate findings from multiple sources and methods, providing the study with greater understanding and research towards outdoor learning. It supports validations when comparing and contrasting findings from the different sources. When findings from a number of sources connect and support one another, researchers receive increased confidence in the accuracy (Akutey and Tiimub, 2021). It also provides researchers with confirmation, by using multiple methods to collect data, researchers will be able to reduce the risk of misconception with any single approach. A theorist who embodied triangulation within their methodological approach was Piaget, by using a number of methods, data and theoretical integration to study children’s cognitive development (Vogl, 2014). Triangulation fundamentally enables researchers to identify patterns and also inconsistencies within data, that may not arise with a single approach. Enhancing the credibility and strengthening the trust and persuasiveness of findings (Moon, 2019). 

Despite the benefits of observations, it is important to acknowledge limitations to gaining research within outdoor learning. Observations may conduct in researchers creating preconceptions or interpretations of how a child is reacting, they may find it difficult to distinguish between different behaviours a child is showing, not understanding the motivations or intentions, leading to inaccurate conclusions (Theofanidis and Fountouki, 2018). The researcher may not capture everything the child is doing when taking part, observations only capture a short timeframe. The observer may miss important contextual information regarding the child’s learning that could provide valuable insights into the study (Punch and Oancea, 2014). Observations provide limited context and views of the child’s behaviour, experiences and the environmental factors that may influence their behaviour. Observers have the ability to alter the environment of the setting, impacting the child’s behaviour and also the practitioners. Children can act differently when adults are present, especially unfamiliar adults, this can complicate the observation, as it is difficult to discern the child’s natural patterns of behaviours (Gorard and Taylor, 2014, pp. 45-46). While observations can provide intense data, it can be challenging to measure and refine children’s behaviours and outcomes, also involving sufficient time. Resulting, in the inclusion of the Hawthorne and Halo effect (Azarova, 2023). The Hawthorne effect refers to participants modifying their behaviour in accordance to being observed (Skill, 2013).  The halo effect is a cognitive interpretation, where an impression of another individual influences their perception and evaluation of the specific attributes and qualities shown. The halo effect can lead to biased judgements based on superficial, or factors (Nicolau et al., 2020) that are not relevant within the study. The Hawthorne and Halo effects, illustrate the complexities of an individual behaviour and perception, evidently focussing on the importance of the study, considering potential biases that can affect the research. 

A short-based questionnaire will be a factor to the research method as it allows collection of quantitative data efficiently from the chosen sample of participants. The method allows to gather numerical data to support the qualitative data, focussing on the certain aspects of outdoor learning, such as the occurrence, and perceived benefits and limitations (Hagstrom, 2017). The questionnaire will consist of five standard questions, with an option of just one answer. This will ensure consistency in data collection across the sample of participants, reducing possibility of survey bias, but facilitating in the comparison and overall analysis of responses (Zipp, 2022). Questionnaires allow scalability, allowing administration to a large sample size efficiently and receiving data at a vast speed (Gorard and Taylor, 2014, pp. 62-64), as participants can complete online, within their own time and convenience, which increases responses, leading to higher quantity of data towards the study. Quantitative data collected through questionnaires can provide structured data analysis, as it can be sorted and organised more efficiently than other methods, facilitating the interpretation of findings, allowing the creation of numerical summaries, such as charts to present results (Rosellini and Brown, 2021). 

Short-based questionnaires hold limitations also. Questionnaires provide limited depth to explore outdoor learning holistically (Fairclough and Thelwall, 2021). They provide the study with specific data at a vast time, resulting in the allowance of oversimplification, which jeopardises the data, incomplete understanding of the participants views (Dewaele, 2018). Questionnaires provide a lack of flexibility for participants, and researchers, not having the option to delve into the question, unable to elaborate on chosen answer (Gorard and Taylor, 2014 pp 87-89). Researchers could then miss the opportunity of receiving valuable information that could assist the data. 

Ethical Considerations
In conducting research on the study outdoor learning, it is important to adhere to ethical guidelines to protect participants and ensure the integrity of the study. The ethical considerations outline the key aspects researchers must take into consideration and make paramount (Resnik, 2020). The researchers must ensure the protection of participants rights, safety and well-being while enhancing the credibility and validity of the study (Palaiologou, 2012, p. 34). This section will highlight the key ethical principles and practices that must be adhered to while researching. 

Ethics are the moral compass that guides individuals, such as researchers, in conducting decisions that are not only legally compliant, but also morally sound, promoting good and minimising the harm to participants within society (Barrow et al., 2022). In many countries, obtaining informed consent is not only ethical, but also a legal requirement. The failure to provide adequate information to participants may render the consent invalid and the possibility to expose researchers to legal liabilities. Compliance with legal standards underscores the importance of ensuring participants are informed before consenting to studies. Furthermore, the ethical principles are adhered and expressed through ethical guidelines used by Research Ethics Committee, who provide a crucial role in protecting the participants from unwarranted intrusion. Ethic committees have to provide the researchers with confirmation that their studies are ethical before they can begin the research (Taquette and Souza, 2022). 

Informed consent is a foundational element of ethical research, as interviews will be conducted to gather data, ensuring that participants are fully aware and agree to procedures and risks that may be involved (BERA, 2018, p.9). Furthermore, this is particularly important within studies involving vulnerable populations, such as children. Prior to undertaking the research study, ethical consent needs to be granted from the nurseries, practitioners, parents and children. The study must not only gain informed consent, but also voluntary. Voluntary consent allows individuals the right to make their own decision on whether they wish to participate after being fully informed of the potential benefits and risks it may hold (Schaber and Muller, 2020, pp. 211-221). The practitioners will each receive a copy of the research that will be taken place, which will be followed by the ethical protocol that will be adhered too throughout. By providing the participants and parents or guardians of the children within the nursery with clear communication of the purpose of the study, including objectives, benefits, risks and any of the requirements that may be needed, will demonstrate an openness for voluntary consent (O’Sullivan et al., 2021). Participants must provide a signature if they wish to take part in the research.  The participants must not feel forced or persuaded to conduct in the study, as coercion undermines the voluntariness of their decision. If individuals feel pressured, this can result in not being aware of the nature and effects of the study, allowing the opportunity to compromise the integrity of the informed consent process, leading to unethical practices, or harm to the participants (Nusbaum et al., 2017). 

The core of the informed consent process involves the ethical imperative to respect individual autonomy and dignity. By researchers providing individuals with comprehensive information, it allows the participants to feel empowered to make the autonomous decisions regarding their involvement in the study and fundamentally providing the study with promotion of research quality (Gupta, 2013). Informed participants will adhere to study protocols and provide accurate data, thereby improving the quality and validity of research data (Xu et al.,2020). Full disclosure enables individuals to comprehend on the studies objectives and procedures, facilitating their participation and cooperation. Consequently, informed consent contributes to the integrity and reliability of research outcomes. 

There will be an option provided to participants if they no longer wish to consent to the research study and are able to withdraw (Capell et al., 2021) at any time without the explanation of their decision. To adhere, clear instructions will be given when providing the consent and again when conducting the interview with practitioners. Researchers will also provide a contact email and telephone number to participants, allowing the choice to reach out to inform you of their withdrawal (BERA, 2018, p.18) respecting their privacy by assuring participants that their withdrawal will be respected, and their personal information will not be used or retained (University of Nevada, 2021). There will be empathise of there being no negative consequences for the decision of withdrawal, full reassurance will be given to participants that their decision is respected. 

As the study requires involvement of children, assent will need to be a form of consent that is provided. Assent is incorporated with consent when dealing with individuals, such as children, who may not have the legal capacity to provide full consent (Oulton et al., 2016). Assent involves obtaining their agreement or willingness to participate within the research to their best ability, taking into consideration their level of understanding (Cotrim et al., 2021). It acknowledges the importance of respecting children’s wishes and involving them within decision-making process to the extent possible (ERIC, 2024). There will be signs that the child is understanding and comfortable of being observed, by engagement, verbal responses, body language and demeanour during the assent process (Bourke and Loveridge, 2013). Researchers must respect the child’s autonomy and decision. As the children may not give formal assent, it is important to monitor their comfort and well-being throughout (NSPCC, 2023). If the child expresses signs of reluctance, discomfort or refusal, their decision must be honoured, the observation must be stopped or adjusted accordingly, prioritising the child’s welfare. Conversely, if the child demonstrates interest and understanding within the environment, their assent can be considered as valid. This allows endorsement within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, referring to articles 3 and 12. Emphasising the best interest of the child is the primary consideration, while article 12 states the right of the child to express their views freely, to be heard in all matters regarding them (UNICEF, 2024). 

Observing children within a study can pose ethical risks such as power dynamics. Researchers must be mindful of this, referring to the relationships and interactions between individuals where one holds more power, influence or authority over the other (Terrell, 2020). Children may be hesitant their true experiences while learning outdoors if they perceive that doing so could challenge adult authority or lead to negative consequences (Gorup, 2020). To reduce the risks associated with power dynamics, there will be strategies considered and implemented. The respect towards the child’s autonomy and right to privacy by allowing the child to control the extent of their participation, such as their level of involvement outdoors (Andress et al., 2020). Cultural sensitivity and respect towards diverse perspectives and values when interacting with children must be considered. Cultural factors may influence certain power dynamics, so researchers must learn and adapt their approach accordingly (Tenzer and Pudelko, 2017). 

Adhering to the university’s institutional policies and regulations, such as data handling is fundamental to reduce risks to participants (UWTSD, 2024). Maintaining clear documentation of research methods and storage of data retrieved to demonstrate accountability and integrity (Kubben and Dekker, 2019). Inaccurate research may raise ethical concerns towards the university, damaging their reputation, impacting credibility among peers and the public. Depending on the severity of inaccuracies, the university could obtain legal repercussions from affected individuals or regulatory penalties for research misconduct (Spark, 2023). To reduce risks within this study, seeking feedback from peers to review the research proposal and findings, helping to identify potential flaws, risks and biases (Zhang et al., 2023). Universities must adhere to own policies and the General Data Protection Regulation, to ensure student and research data is handled securely and in compliance with legal requirements (GOV.UK, 2018). Ensuring participants that their data will be confidential and stored correctly is important for maintaining trust and ethical standards. Within the consent forms, explain how their data will be collected, used and stored. Assuring their data will remain confidential and only be accessed by the authorised researcher or themselves if they wish (Tankala, 2022). Confidentiality will only be broken if illegal harm or activity took place and the correct procedure would be followed. To protect participants identity, identifying information will be replaced with codes to protect identification. Data from the participants will be stored securely using encryption and access controls to prevent unauthorised access, utilising password protection and secure servers to safeguard data. 
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