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Research for learning 
Does outdoor play benefit a child’s motor development? 


Abstract: 
Outdoor play and outdoor learning have become more and more prominent in the early year's curriculum it has shown tremendous benefits to a child's mental wellbeing and cognitive development. However not a lot of research has been done into a child’s motor development in the outdoor environment. This research project aims to explore the benefits that outdoor play has on a child’s fine and gross motor development and if outdoor play is an effective way of supporting children to develop these skills. The research also aims to get an understanding of how early years practitioners view outdoor play and its effects it has on a child's motor development. To do this a survey is going to be undertaken to further understand a practitioner’s understanding of the benefits of outdoor play and motor development as well as an observation of children playing outdoors to get a greater understanding of the activity's children do in the outdoors and what benefit those activities have on their motor development. 
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Literature review 
Outdoor play refers to any play that takes place in an outdoor environment. Outdoor play enables children to experience and take part in many kinds of play. Often providing a range of opportunities for sensory and cognitive stimulation.  An outdoor environment allows children plenty of opportunity to explore and push boundaries. Tovey (2010) supports this, stating that outdoor play provides ample opportunities for adventurous and challenging play due to unpredictability of nature. Tovey (2010) also states that a rich outdoor environment can provide infinite possibilities for challenges and adventure.  Tovey (2012) discusses Froebel’s approach to outdoor play discussing how Frobel’s outdoor environments allow for children to have engagement to the natural environment, space for whole body movement, opportunities for risk and adventure and contextual flexibility in terms of imaginative play and, therefore allowing opportunities for meaningful learning in all areas of the curriculum. Lobach et. Al (2021) suggests that outdoor environments that provide opportunities for unstructured play can help encourage creativity, support physical, social and emotional development.
 The department for education’s statuary framework for the early years (2023) emphasises how important it is for a child to have access to an outdoor space for outdoor learning experiences as it allows them to utilise all their senses. , Therefore  it is important for practitioners to provide children with a safe outdoor space that allows them the freedom to play freely providing the area is free from risk is the Welsh government (2021) discusses the importance of the adult providing enabling experiences these enabling experiences should provide opportunity for the child to have independence , deep level participation and uninterrupted active learning which are based upon real-life scenarios which should be planned to assist the development of a child's skills in both indoor and outdoor environments   The department for education (2023) also stresses the importance of providing opportunities to play indoors and outdoors as it helps to develop a child’s core strength, stability and balance as well as their co-coordination.  Ouvry and Furtado (2020) state that practitioners have started to recognise that movement is important in supporting a child’s physical development and growth. The council for the curriculum, examinations and assessment (2018) support this stating that nurturing a child’s gross motor skills not only for the child's long-term health and wellbeing but because it also helps to support their physical and cognitive development.  
Gallahue et al. (2021) defines motor development as endless change in motor behaviour and understanding motor development can enable us to highlight and support an individual when there are developmental disabilities. Whereas Ayad, Eltohamy and Kamal(2015) defines motor development as the process of change which is related to the age of the individual, motor development includes age related changes regarding posture and movement. O Ryan and Poglitsh (2009) suggest that gross motor skills are skills that require the use of the larger muscle groups and require strength and stamina whereas fine motor skills require the child to coordinate smaller muscle groups in the arms hands and fingers. Fine motor skills can include activities such as toys that require buttons or letters to be pushed, scribbling or drawing with a crayon and flipping pages of a book, most of these activities enable the child to develop their pincer grip. 
Coco et al. (2021) highlights how the outdoor environment can foster ideal opportunities for challenging motor activities therefore improving their motor skills, increasing their self-esteem and sense of responsibility. Despite the abundance of evidence that highlights the positive benefits of outdoor play there is still a lot of concern surrounding the safety of children in the outdoors. Visser and Aatal (2022) support this stating that due to the rising concern in outdoor safety parents are reluctant to allow their children to play outdoors unsupervised this is likely due to how risk averted society is. Beyer et al. (2015) suggests that it could also be due to the lack of outdoor play space in certain areas while environmental factors can also make parents wary about allowing their children to play outdoors unsupervised. 
Tremblay (2015) suggests that we have become unreasonably risk adverse to the extent that we have inadvertently limited a child’s fundamental learning and development opportunities and influenced more sedentary behaviours which lead to lack of physical activity. Loebach et al (2021) challenges this stating that it is not solely down to how risk adverse our society is but also due to the fact that children are more inclined to participate in sedentary activities and screen time than their parents or grandparents would be.  
Loebach et al (2021) also discusses how the fear surrounding risks has led to us underestimating children’s abilities and has led to lack of opportunities to judge risks. According to Carl Gabbard, Ed.D., and Luis Rodrigue (2007) we can optimize a child’s motor development through movement, stating that we should provide children with a range of sensory-motor opportunities combining visual and motor skills in activities. This could include kicking,catching or striking most of which are components of outdoor play games. Trawich-Smith (No date) suggests that play activities that integrate physical activity are more affective in enhancing motor skills than the traditional methods. 







Methodologies 
Research is a fundamental part of broadening your knowledge and understanding of a certain topic in the early years, research has allowed for practitioners to gain a better understanding of the way children learn and how they can support them in their holistic development. Imam (2021) suggests that research is a systematic investigation with the aim of establishing facts and developing new conclusions. Cambridge dictionary (no date) defines research as the act of an area being examined in depth to obtain a greater understanding of it. Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) support this further stating that research is the act of evaluating a topic, researching new concepts and ideas to apply to practice in order to produce an analysis of the results. According to Fraser (2004) explains why research is fundamental to early years practice, suggesting that it can inform and develop practice by giving practitioners a depose understanding of a child’s development and how they view life. This can support practitioners in exploring current theories and how the outcomes can inform future practice. The aim of research is to reveal the hidden truths of a topic that have yet to be discovered. (Kathari 2004, p.2)
Methodology according to Jansen and warren (2023) is how we identify the way in which we intend to carry out a study. Stating that the researcher should assess what methods would be most relevant for obtaining the data required to answer the research question. Rashid (2022) suggests that methodology is essential to research as it helps to structure a plan that the researcher can follow to ensure the research is effective. Clough and Nutbrown (2012) states that methodology refers to the principles and values that underpin a research project. 

(Kathari 2004, p.2) describes quantitative research as research that is based on the amount of something. Whereas Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) describe quantitative research as as the utilisation of statistics and number samples. Greig, Taylor, and Mackay (2007) support this further stating that within quantitative research, the researcher will collect and analyse data to obtain statistics to evidence their study. Whereas Teo, T. (ed.) (2013) believes that quantitative research is essentially obtaining numerical data to support research. According to Braun and Clarke (2013) Qualitative research is referring to methods which use words as data. However, 
Robert-Holmes (2018, p.81-85) states that mixed methods is popular in the early years sector as it is able to give a more comprehensive understanding of the topic versus using a singular method. Rober-Holmes (2018, p.81-85) defines the mixed method approach as triangulation. Triangulation is the use of both qualitative and quantitative data, suggesting that triangulation allows the researcher to increase the validity of the research using this method. Whereas Laws (2003) challenges this perspective on triangulation, discussing how it could lead to discrepancies in conflicting perspectives collected by different people.
Bell (2010) supports Laws (2003) highlighting that short term researchers are more inclined to use singular method approaches to research to collect their data due to the time constraints they are under. However, Denzin (2006) explores the concept of triangulation which involves using different methods of collecting data to enable the researcher to compare and contrast data in order to support their findings and give credibility to the study. Stating that triangulating the approach will help solidify your research structure to better your chances of your findings being viewed as credible. 
 The researcher will use a sample of early years practitioners from two different primary schools, one ordinary school and the other a school that his heavily forest school based to participate in the research project. This sample group has been chosen as practitioners have a more comprehensive understanding in a child’s holistic development and work closely with children that are in the age range for these fundamental developmental stages therefore are likely to be able to acknowledge motor development progression. The researcher will observe the children to gather photographic and video evidence to help identify if outdoor play provides plenty of opportunities for a child to improve their motor development with games and activities that exercise their fine and gross motor skills. After carrying out the literature review it is apparent that the most effective methods of research to answer the research question would be to carry out a survey and observations. 
This would be applied by creating a survey which had focused open ended questions and numerical scale questions that would gather qualitative and quantitative information that would enable the researcher to get a more in-depth answer to the questions as well give statistics that would further support the study. The surveys would be distributed to the practitioners at each of the settings via email or printed documents. Imam (2021) suggests that the researcher should consider that the survey shouldn’t be too lengthy as it discourages people from completing them. Stating that they should begin with generic questions, and they should get progressively more specific. According to imam (2021) there are two types of closed-ended questions or structured such as multiple choice or two-way questions that are suitable for questions that only require a yes or no answer. 
Palaiologou (2019) discusses how observations are an effective tool often utilised by practitioners as it enables them to gather relevant and useful data that informs their practice and helps them to fulfil their role in supporting a child's learning development. Roberts-Holmes (2018) suggests that when carrying out observations during research you should try have an open mindset and see mundane scenarios that you take as everyday events in a different perspective.

 Robert-Holmes (2018) also discusses the difference between unstructured and structured observations, discussing how unstructured observations are more free flowing, and allow you to just get a general understanding of the environment and the situation which the researcher can make broad minded notes about unstructured observations are commonly documented in a researchers ongoing reflective research  diary and are referred to as anecdotal notes. Whereas structured observations are usually utilised when the researcher is familiar with the setting, structured observations should become more focused and specific keeping their research question as the main focus point. It is critical that when undertaking structured observations, you are focused and understand exactly what it is you’re looking for. If the researcher is familiar with the area and has substantial knowledge in the subject matter, they are able to determine what is most significant for the study. Examples of methods that help to construct observations include tally counting, observation schedules, target child running records, maps, diagrams and video observations.

 Papa Theodorou, luff and gill (2013) discuss how although technology has opened capturing details there are ethical considerations to be considered suggesting that the use of tech particularly mobile phones, cameras and video recordings could be considered obtrusive and can lead to issues regarding anonymity and confidentiality with speculation regarding who owns this data. The researcher should ensure that their presence in the setting is unintrusive ensuring that observations are scheduled when it is convenient for the children, family or setting. Taking precautions to ensure that there is another responsible adult in attendance of the observations.


Therefore, observations would be an appropriate and useful research method as it would allow the researcher to obtain the relevant and valuable data that would enable them to answer the research question and to help support their study. Observations are a qualitative form of research which will allow for an in-depth outlook on practitioners understanding of a child’s motor development skills and whether the outdoor environment influences their motor development. The researcher should use a structured observation approach to ensure that they focus on the specifics to answer the research questions after obtaining informed consent from the setting, children and parents. Ensuring that observations are schedueled for a time that suits all parties involved and there is another adult present at the time of the observations. Video recordings obtained from the observations would be stored on a password protected device in an encrypted file to ensure that the data remains confidential. 


Ethical considerations 

 David and Resnick (2015) defined ethics as norms for conduct that differentiate between acceptable and unacceptable behaviours whereas Farrell (2005) defines ethics as the distinction between right and evil in relation to an action or actions. Crubb (2004) states that the desire to act morally in all situations not only by those that have been recognised by rule makers, is where ethical behaviour stems from, because the law is incapable of fostering morally upright behaviour, ethics exists as a trait of people. Ethics is important in research as it is important that the safeguarding and the wellbeing of the participants of the research need to come at the forefront of the researcher's priorities. The United Nations convention on the rights of the child (1998) article 3 emphasises that all actions involving children whether private or public the best interests of the child should be at the forefront of the action. 

Farrel (2005) says that due to the recent developments in research ethics that having child participants in research as capable participants is more feasible. The NSCPCC (2023) states that when conducting research with children. It is important that we balance the aims of the research with the safeguarding of the children.  Ethical research involving children (2022) discusses how researchers should consider the purpose of the research and the impact of the child participating in the research in terms of potential harms and benefits.

Consent is a key factor In ensuring that the researcher is carrying out research in an ethical manner, ERIC (2019) defines informed consent as informing the children and their caregivers of what their involvement would be within the research this would be an explicit agreement that is made between the researcher and the participants that ensures that participants are informed of the nature of the research, their involvement in it before they agree to participate. 
Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill (2013) support this further stating that informed consent is an essential requirement before undertaking any observations, discussing how the more information you provide to participants the more likely it is that caregivers to make an informed decision about whether they would like to give their consent.  

The British educational research association (2018) support this further stating that researchers should do everything in their power to ensure participants understand clearly what their involvement is and be assured that they can withdraw from the study at any given point during the research. Both Robert-Holmes (2022) and ERIC (2020) recognise that article 12 is the most significant in terms of research as it advocates for a child’s right to voice their opinion on issues pertaining to them (UNCRC’s article 12) this is important for the researcher to consider as if the child is not comfortable participating in the research, then their decision should be respected. 

ERIC (202) suggests that the researcher should also ensure that they have complete transparency with all potential participants right away about what they would be involved in and how their data with be used. ERIC (2020) also states that their environmental factors should also be considered when dealing with children as it can lead to them agreeing to something because they feel they have to due to peer pressure or not feeling as though they have a choice. So, looking out for non-verbal cues and body language that is contradictory to what they child is saying can be key in ensuring that it is something that the child is comfortable with. 

 Alderson and Marrow (2020) define confidentiality as concealing an individual's identity and sensitive information. According to ERIC (2020) the researcher is ethically responsible in ensuring that all data gathered is not disclosed to anyone else, ensuring that all information is stored, protected and disposed of in the appropriate manner. However, if the researcher feels that a child is in danger of coming to harm then confidentiality should be breached to comply with the responsibility of safeguarding of the child. This would comply with the UNCRC’s (1998)) article 3 which states that anyone responsible for the care or protection of children, is obligated to confirm with standards set by appropriate authorities particularly in matters pertaining to the safety and well-being of the child. According to ERIC (2020) ethical research requires the researcher to reflect on the potential harms and risks to the child’s safety or wellbeing  with  the aim of reducing risk and maximising the benefits. 

 BERA (2018) implies that researchers should acknowledge that both institutions and participants are entitled to privacy and anonymity and should store them according to data protection laws that are in compliance with an individual's rights to confidentiality and anonymity. When ensuring a child remains anonymous the researcher shall not use a child or the settings real name. The researcher will ensure that all information is kept confidential, and it shall not be disclosed (Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill, 2013)
The UK data protection act (1998) and the general data protection regulation (2018) also refer to the right for individuals to have access to personal data that relates to themselves. Researchers have the obligation to ensure that data is kept secure and that nothing published breaches confidentiality agreements. The national foundation for educational research suggests that the utilisation of secure computer networks and encrypted files are used to prevent any information being accessed or viewed by those who are not directly involved in the research. 
BERA (2018) states that all researchers should comply with the legal obligations to storage and usage of personal data abiding by the Data protection act (1998) or the more recently improved GDPR (2018). BERA (2018) also states that researchers should have explicit consent in the sharing of personal data to third parties Furthermore UNICEF (2013) states that in order to maintain a child’s privacy there needs to be careful consideration in protecting sensitive information regarding the child. Therefore, it is the researcher's responsibility to ensure their participants remain anonymous.  
The researcher also needs to consider whether their research methods are inclusive and don’t alienate any of the participants. BERA (2018) suggests that researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for individuals involved in research they are undertaking. Suggesting that individuals should be treated fairly, with freedom from discrimination.  Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill (2013) support this suggesting that it is essential that you are culturally aware and show respect for children from other cultures. the researcher should ensure that they are inclusive to everyone when curating their research, the UNCRC article 2 supports this further emphasising that no child should be discriminated against because of their gender, race, religion or abilities in terms of their participation in research. Furthermore the  UNCRC’s article 39 solidifies this stating that researchers have an obligation to ensure children have access to advice and support if they are negatively impacted by issues discussed in the research process. ERIC 2020) also states that researchers should have child protection precautions in place in order to safeguard the children. 

Therefore, when the researcher carries out the study, they need to ensure that it is approached ethically with all the necessary precautions carried out to ensure that no children or participants are harmed in any way throughout the study. BERA (2018) suggests that informed consent should be obtained at the very beginning of the study. ERIC (2020) states that informed consent can be obtained from child participants using a signature, sticker or even a fingerprint. The researcher would obtain consent from the schools, the practitioners and the children in this study. The researcher would do this by providing the school with consent forms as well as a detailed outline of the research project and what their involvement is in the study. This will ensure that there as an explicit agreement between the researcher and the participants to prevent any misunderstandings.
The researcher will also ensure that all data acquired is kept private. Ensuring that all written documents are concealed in a lockable filing cabinet or cupboard. That all video recordings are kept on a password protected device and kept within encrypted files to fully ensure that the participants sensitive information is kept secure and confidential. The researcher will take the appropriate precautions when approaching the research ensuring that if a safeguarding issue were to arise that they would breach the confidentiality agreement to alert the appropriate authorities. The researcher will build a research project that is underpinned by the guidance of BERA (2018) and ERIC (2020).  
