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

Section 1: Abstract. 
The essay comprises four sections, each exploring different aspects of the significance of outdoor play in young children's development and the corresponding methodological and ethical considerations.
Section 2 offers a thorough literature review that underscores the multifaceted advantages of outdoor play in children's cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development. Research from various sources confirms that outdoor play fosters creativity, problem-solving skills, attention, and, consequently, advanced academic performance. In the physical domain, it enhances gross motor skills, balance, strength, and coordination while reducing the risk of childhood obesity. Exposure to sunlight during outdoor play benefits bone health. Sensory development is enriched through the exploration of various natural elements, sounds, and textures. Furthermore, outdoor play promotes social and emotional development, enhancing children's communication, conflict resolution, cooperation, teamwork, empathy, self-expression, and emotional intelligence. It fosters independence, autonomy, and resilience, while allowing children to explore their feelings and experiences. Outdoor play offers a foundation for lifelong skills, knowledge of the environment, and personal well-being.
Section 3 outlines the methodological considerations for a research project focused on mud kitchen play. This research employs qualitative methods, including observations of six preschool-age children engaging with natural resources in a mud kitchen, and interviews with 20 early years practitioners. Triangulation, the use of multiple data collection methods, ensures robust research findings.
Section 4 delves into ethical considerations for outdoor play research. Risk assessments are essential for child safety but can sometimes lead to overly protective environments. Obtaining informed consent from parents and guardians protects participants but may introduce selection bias. Confidentiality safeguards privacy but may limit data dissemination. Data protection regulations ensure security but may restrict data access. Aligning with the UNCRC and BIRRA frameworks upholds children's rights but may pose interpretational challenges.
In conclusion, ethical research is paramount in studies on outdoor play's significance in young children's development. The comprehensive literature review in Section 2 highlights the manifold benefits of outdoor play, while Section 3 outlines methodological considerations for a focused research project. Section 4 emphasizes ethical principles such as risk assessment, informed consent, confidentiality, and data protection, as well as alignment with child rights frameworks. Such ethical research informs policies and practices that promote outdoor play as a vital element in early childhood development, safeguarding children's rights, well-being, and holistic growth.

Section 2: A Literature Review. 
Introduction
The holistic development in young children is significantly impacted by outdoor play. The multiple aspects it holds contributes to children's emotional growth as well as physical, social and cognitive development. This literature review is to explore the significance of outdoor play in the development of young children focusing on research previously studied found from academic studies and sources. 
Cognitive
Young children in the early years, participating in outdoor play are provided with opportunities to amplify their cognitive development. When children are provided with the outdoor environment, to explore and play, the nature stimulates problem solving and creativity supporting cognitive development. Outdoor play Is enriched with opportunities and possibilities for children in the early years to explore, investigate and educate. A study created by Fjortoft (2001) found that the enriched outdoor environment creates a positive impact on young children’s creativity, problem solving skills and attention. More researched by Wells (2000) suggests that nature further enhances the cognitive functions, leading to a more advance academic performance in the future. Burdette and Whitaker (2005) highlight the importance of outdoor play for young children’s cognitive development through enhancing attention span and problem-solving skills as well as supporting emotional well-being. In similarity, Martensson et at. (2009) researched that, outdoor spaces designed with natural elements including diversity improve the attention span in children in the early years. Both the above studies confirm cognitive benefits of outdoor play with Burdette and Whitaker taking on a broader approach in comparison to Martensson et al who focus on the design of the outdoor environment in settings to enhance specifically the attention span which is a key cognitive skill for young children.  
Physical 
As well as cognitive benefits, outdoor play is essential for physical development in young children. The environment provides benefits for gross motor skills. Burdette and Whitaker (2005) researched the benefits which include balance, strength, and coordination which improves young children’s skills in activities such as running, jumping and climbing. Young children’s physical health has a reduced risk of childhood obesity and promotes cardiovascular health by including outdoor play in their routine. Young children produce vitamin D by the exposure of sunlight. Kellert (2005) researched that the exposure is critical to bone health and overall well-being. Outdoor play stimulates senses supporting sensory development through the exploration of textures, sounds and smells, as explained by Kellert (2005).  The sources which provided the research both highlight the holistic advantages of outdoor play, both with focus on the importance of the development physical health, cognitive growth and sensory exploration in young children. 
Social and Emotional 
Outdoor play has a significant influence on young children’s social and emotional development. Taylor and Kuo (2009) researched that young children’s interactions with peers in ‘unstructured’ outdoor settings can support children in obtaining key social and emotional skills including communication, conflict resolution and the ability to foster cooperation. Teamwork and empathy are crucial elements for creating strong social foundations which are encouraged through young children in a natural outdoor environment (Fjortoft, 2001). Outdoor play additionally offers young children advance opportunities for self-expression and ability to explore their imaginations. Kellert (2005) researched that outdoor play provides young children chances to take risks, learn through mistakes and experiment, these boost self-confidence and self-esteem. Imaginative play, provided by a natural outdoor environment, allows children to develop emotional intelligence by providing the ability to explore their feelings and personal experiences (Lieberman and Hoody, 1998).  Wells (2000) provides information stating that outdoor play produces young children the sense of independence and autonomy, allowing children the ability to have ideas and make decisions on their own behalf. This can contribute to young children's resilience when navigating around their surroundings. The freedom that outdoor play provides to young children allows them to lead their own decisions, take charge of their own experiences and nurture themselves a positive self-specification. These sources that have provided relevant research information ensure early years professionals that outdoor play is beneficial to young children’s social and emotional development. However, each source focuses on specifically different therefor showing there are multiple benefits to young children gained from outdoor play experiences in natural environments. 
Conclusion 
Outdoor play assists as a vital role in young children's development, contributing to key skills including cognitive, physical, social, and emotional growth. It promotes imagination, enhances physical abilities, and actively encourages positive social interactions. Moreover, natural environments where outdoor play occurs, is associated with reduced levels of stress and the development of important life skills to support young children's futures. The benefits outdoor play provides young children lays a foundation of outdoor knowledge, care for the environment and lifelong skills.   
Early years professionals, parents and guardians, teachers and researchers learn the importance of outdoor play to allow the best outcomes for young children by providing the most suitable environment to them. The environment being a safe outdoor space to allow children to thrive in their imaginations and explore their world. By proving young children, the correct environment and regular opportunities for outdoor play, young children gain the most for their overall development and well-being. 
Section 3: Methodological Considerations. 
Outdoor play is vital for early childhood development. In early years settings, there are many sections in the outdoors where young children can explore and express themselves. Mud kitchens are popular when children want to explore their senses, imagination and creativity. This research project dives into the benefits and experiences of mud kitchen play. Through observation, interviews, and questionnaires, this research project aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of this play setting's impact on children's development. This multifaceted approach will portray the functions of using the mud kitchen through the children's perspective as well as practitioners' perspective.
Part 1 – The Children
To begin this section research project the method chosen to partake was observation. The observation method was chosen due to the excessive amount of research benefits. Children can be observed in their natural environment allowing children to be natural in the way they act. As Smith (2004) highlights, it is crucial to observe young children’s behaviour as it occurs naturally instead of relying on self-reports. Children in the age group I have chosen to work with typically have limited skills when it comes to verbal and cognitive abilities. Dunn (2000) explains that observation looks past the limitations of a child's verbal articulation and is directed to their behaviours and characteristics. Researched carried out by Pellegrini and Blatchford (2002) concluded that observational methods collect rich detailed data. Therefor the research method used will gather useful information in which can be used to support practitioners, parents and other people working with young children. 
While there are many benefits to using the observation method, it also comes with some limitations. This could be observer bias and subjectivity, which Smith and Rapp (2015) explain can have an enormous effect on the quality of data. In addition, the Hawthorne effect, can alter the behaviour of young children when they are aware they are being observed (Stang, 2005). Despite the stated limitations, observation used as a research method remains a key tool used for understanding young children's behaviours and development sequences. 
Observation methods can be used in either qualitative or quantitative research. They are significantly diverse with their methodologies and objectives.  Qualitative observation portrayed by Creswell and Poth (2018) focuses on non-numeric data, such as open ended for an in-depth analysis. Then, in the other hand, as explained by, Bryman and Bell (2015) quantitative research emphasize measurement which utilises structured numeric data to test hypotheses.  The method chosen for this research project is qualitative as it best aligns with the goals or the research and suits my inquiries. 
The sample chosen to include in this research project are children in pre-school. These children are aged between 3-5 years old. This selection of sample is because the age group are at a cruitail stage of development. Using natural resources in outdoor play, has a significant impact on their sensory and motor skills, creativity and environmental awareness. As qualitive research is being used for this research project, a smaller sample size of six children is beneficial. This sample size is more manageable, which will allow for more in-depth observations. It allows for capturing individual experiences and behaviours while maintaining ethical considerations. There will be an effort made to include children from different background, cultures, socioeconomic backgrounds and abilities to ensure that the observations represent a range of experiences. This will provide valuable insights to how the environment impacts children with a variety of different backgrounds. The research will be conducted with children during outdoor play, participating in play using their natural resources in the mud kitchen. The resources used will be n natural such as, mud, sticks, leaves and stones. This will allow for an exploration of how children engage with their environment using key skills such as creativity, problem solving with a connection to nature. 
The aim of this research project is to explore the ways that preschool ages children engage with their natural resources in a mud kitchen throughout outdoor play. To understand the impact the environment has on their development, creativity, and environmental consciousness. The chosen sample and size are feasible for my timeframe budget and resources. This Is important as it allows the research to be conducted efficiently and effectively. 
Part 2 – The Early Years Practitioners 
Alongside that section of the research project. Another section focusing on the practitioners will take place. The method chosen to complete this component is both questionnaire and interview. The questionnaire will be asked upon the participants to complete prior to their interview. Having the questionnaire as a preliminary step in the research project will establish an understanding of the early year's practitioners’ experiences and perspective.  As Creswell (2014) explains, the interview can be tailored by the researcher specifically to suit the practitioner. Having collected the extra data previously, it allows the interviews to become for focused and direct, acquiring insightful qualitative research (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2007). A questionnaire will help establish rapport between the researcher and participants and as Schwandt (2015) explains, it will ensure that the interview can indulge on the specific areas of interest. 
Questionnaires were chosen as the research method to gather extra information as which Cohen et al (2007) explains to further support the next stage of the research process. They will be effective as Mann (2015) explains, questionnaires are an efficient way to gather a broad spectrum of responses and insights. The participants will be asked to complete the questionnaire in their own time prior to their interview, this will offer the practitioners a sense of anonymity to further promote honest insights (Nastasi et al, 2007). 
Although questionnaires portray multiple benefits supporting research methods, however they exhibit limitations when used to study practitioners in early years. Smith (2005) explain that these limitations included a potential biased in participants responses as practitioners could provide answers, they fell the researcher would favour as desirable however this would present false results to the research project. To prevent this from occurring, the questionnaires will be anonymous this will provide comfort to the participants allowing the results to be more accurate. 
The next stage, to gather the bulk of the information and practitioner’s insight will be a one-to-one interview with premade questions which for each practitioner will be the same to ensure information on different perspectives are gathered. Monique, Hutter and Bailey (2020) states that interviews offer an advantage of gathering sincere insights and substantial qualitative data. As explained by Davis and White (2020) This method is valuable as it harnesses the practical knowledge the specific context of information from the early year's practitioners. Engagement, ethical considerations and exploration of personal perspectives with the research project are promoted through interviews (Gibson, 2017). The information gathered through interviews compliments other sources of data, Roberts et al (2022) also explains that it deepens the comprehension of the distinct facet of the mud kitchen being utilization in outdoor play. 
Interview based research as well as providing us with extensive amount of information, can also follow with some limitations. Early years practitioners may tent to become biased with the formal set up as they put forward the responses they believe align with social standard. Paulhus (1984) discusses that the biased from early years professionals remains a significant concern for interview-based research. Research bias includes the Halo effect, where a positive trait distorts perceptions (Thorndike, 1920), and the Hawthorne effect, where participants' behaviour changes due to being observed (Mayo, 1933). Recognizing and addressing these biases is critical to maintain research integrity and credibility (Rosenthal, 1966), ensuring accurate results in various fields. To prevent this the characteristics and mannerisms will be examined to exclude any dishonest responses and judge the answers provided so researchers when believe the participant is being dishonest, can reassure them and provide comfort to allow them to answer honestly. Using interviews for the bulk of a research project can be very time consuming which can be a limitation for many researchers. Creswell (2014) acknowledges that time consuming interviews can influence the budget of the project as well as release a strain on the researchers. This can be prevented through the sample size used for the interviews. 
To data collect, either qualitative or quantitively questionnaires can be used dependant on the type of information wanting to gather.  Questionnaires are versatile tools for gathering data for research projects. Quantitative questionnaires include closed-ended questions following numerical responses (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). These support research in need of responses to create a statistic in a research project. Qualitative questionnaires incorporate open-ended questions for more descripted responses to fund the data collection (Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2014). The chosen style of questionnaires used to support this research proposal will be qualitative. Qualitative questionnaires offer in-depth insights from parents, caregivers, and educators on the importance of outdoor play for young children's development (O'Brien et al, 2019). They disclose context, perspectives, and challenges, enriching research and policy considerations. 
Interviews in research can take on either a qualitative or quantitative approach to support researchers. Qualitative interviews are designed for rich narrative data (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This is to gain data providing abundant information for the research being collected usually in support of a project in need of detailed information. Quantitative interviews involve structured questions in order to gather numerical data, allowing for statistical analysis (Babbie, 2016). To support the research project, a qualitative approach will be taken for the interview process. This is because qualitative interviews provide valuable insights into the importance of outdoor play for young children's development by capturing the perspectives and experiences of parents, caregivers, and educators. Pellegrini & Smith (2005) explain that these interviews offer qualitative data that can illuminate the impact of outdoor play. Therefore, providing practitioners, parents and guardians the detailed data analysis needed on outdoor play to support children's development Fjørtoft (2004).
The sample size chosen to incorporate in this section of the study will be of 20 early years practitioners working in preschools.  A sample size of 20 participants balances the need for in-depth insights with practical considerations of data collection and analysis. As Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) noted in their study on sample size in qualitative research, they determine the adequacy of the sample often hinges on achieving data saturation, where new information ceases to emerge from additional interviews. A sample size of 20 is deemed appropriate for this research, as it allows for the collection of diverse perspectives while still facilitating a thorough exploration of the topic. To ensure a wide range of perspectives, we will employ purposive sampling, drawing participants from different age groups, years of experience, and educational backgrounds. Semi-structured interviews with this sample will enable us to comprehensively investigate the beliefs, practices, and perceptions of early years practitioners regarding outdoor play in preschool settings, in line with the tenets of qualitative research.
Triangulation is a research method that involves using multiple sources, data collection methods, or perspectives to validate findings and enhance the reliability and validity of research (Denzin, 1970). In this methodology, three data collection methods, observations with children and questionnaires used prior to interviews with practitioners, were explained will be in use to gather the information needed for the research project. This is Triangulation.  It is crucial for reducing bias and improving the accuracy of results in various fields such as social sciences (Denzin, 1970). Creswell & Creswell (2017) explain that triangulation minimizes the risk of single-source or methodological errors, thereby strengthening the overall credibility of research. 

Section 4: Ethical Considerations. 
Introduction
Outdoor play is a pivotal aspect of early childhood development, encompassing physical, cognitive, emotional, and social growth. Research examining its impact has flourished in recent years, with ethical considerations playing a crucial role in guiding such research. This essay delves into the ethical dimensions of studying the importance of outdoor play for young children's development. It discusses the pros and cons of this research, risk assessments, obtaining informed consent, awareness of issues associated with researching young children, ensuring confidentiality, adhering to data protection (GDPR), and aligning research with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the British and Irish Research in the Rights of the Child (BIRRA) framework.
Conducting risk assessments in the context of outdoor play for young children's development is essential, although it may raise ethical considerations with researchers and practitioners. Dyment and Bell (2007) identify that researchers must diligently conduct risk assessments to ensure the well-being and safety of children participating in outdoor play studies, recognising both physical and emotional risks. Risk assessments provide a structured approach to identify and mitigate potential hazards, ensuring the safety and well-being of children. This is supported by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) in the UK, which emphasizes the importance of managing risks to protect children (HSE, 1999). As stated by Gill (2007) risk assessments help children learn to manage risks themselves, fostering resilience and independence.

However, there are cons to consider. Risk assessments being used excessively can limit children's opportunities for exploration and play, hindering their physical, cognitive, and social development, explained by Ball (2002). Valentine (2004) describes that this can lead to a "cotton wool culture" where children are overly protected from minor risks. Ethical concerns arise when risk assessments majorly effect the benefits of outdoor play by removing essential learning experiences.
When conducting research on the importance of outdoor play for young children’s development, informed consent is a critical ethical consideration. Obtaining informed consent from parents or guardians is crucial. Smith and Lundy (2009) explain that when appropriate and applicable, children’s verbal consent should also be a part of the process to ensure their comprehension of the research's purpose and potential impacts. It is also as important to display their right to withdraw at any time. Beauchamp and Childress (2001) explain that this approach adheres to ethical principles as well as respecting autonomy including the safeguarding of the well-being of the participants.

Informed consent allows a protection of the participants’ rights and well-being. Gaining a trust with transparency between researchers and participants can be granted by parents and guardians by an informed desion about their child’s participation. Bryman (2016) states that in addition, it ensures compliance with ethical guidelines and reduces the risk of legal and ethical consequences. 
However, parents might feel coerced or overwhelmed by the research process. Therefore, potentially compromising the voluntariness of their agreement. Furthermore, it may introduce selection bias, as parents who provide consent may differ from those who do not, impacting the generalizability of findings (Polit & Beck, 2008). 

Confidentiality is critically an ethical consideration when conducting research on the importance of outdoor play for young children's development. Ensuring the confidentiality of children's data and protecting their identities is imperative. Flewitt et al. (2018) describe that data should be anonymized, and access to personal information should be restricted to prevent potential harm or privacy breaches.  Maintaining confidentiality protects the privacy and rights of research participants including the children and their families. It secures sensitive information such as individuals' responses and personal details and makes sure that the information is not disclosed without consent. This encouraged responses to be honest and candid which shall contribute to the overall validity of research (Robson, 2002). 
Maintaining strict confidentiality can present challenges. Researchers might encounter difficulties in sharing meaningful findings with the broader community without revealing identifying information, potentially limiting the dissemination of crucial information. Additionally, safeguarding confidentiality can be resource-intensive and require robust data protection measures (Bryman, 2015).
Researchers must rigorously adhere to data protection regulations, such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), to safeguard the privacy and security of children's data. Proper data management and storage protocols are vital (European Commission, 2018). Data protection benefit participants by safeguarding the privacy and confidentiality of research participants, especially when children are involved. Ethical data collection practices, such as obtaining informed consent from parents or guardians, can protect vulnerable populations (Ofcom, 2009). Ensuring data security also prevents potential misuse or unauthorized access, maintaining the trust of participants and the integrity of the research (Bryman, 2016).
However, cons of data protection can hinder research by limiting access to valuable information. Stricter data protection regulations, like the GDPR, may impose onerous compliance requirements and restrict data sharing, potentially impeding research on outdoor play benefits (Taylor, 2019). Additionally, anonymization may reduce the richness of data, limiting insights into individual experiences (Boellstorff et al., 2012).
Aligning research on outdoor play with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the British and Irish Research in the Rights of the Child (BIRRA) framework is critical. These frameworks emphasize the importance of considering children's best interests, safeguarding their rights, and involving them in decisions that affect them (UNCRC, 1989; BIRRA, 2019). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Benefits of Informal Recreation and Recreation Activities (BIRRA) play significant roles in understanding the importance of outdoor play for young children's development. 
The UNCRC establishes the right of children to play, promoting their holistic development. It recognizes the importance of leisure and recreational activities (Article 31) in fostering physical, cognitive, and social growth. Compliance with UNCRC principles ensures children's access to outdoor play, contributing to their overall well-being. It can be argued that UNCRC can be vague and open to interpretation, potentially leading to inconsistencies in its implementation. Additionally, its principles may not always align with cultural or regional norms, creating challenges in universal applicability. However, it can be interpreted in different ways to benefit people. 
BIRRA's emphasis on informal outdoor play aligns with research that demonstrates its positive impact on children's physical fitness, creativity, problem-solving, and social skills. This approach promotes unstructured, child-led play. The potential downside of emphasizing informal play is the lack of clear structure and guidelines, which may raise safety concerns or lead to underutilization of outdoor spaces. However, with the correct care and preparation, informal outdoor play can have minimal limitations. 

Conclusion
Research on the importance of outdoor play in young children's development contributes significantly to our understanding of the benefits and challenges associated with this vital activity. Ethical considerations play a pivotal role in ensuring the safety and well-being of the children involved in such research. By conducting comprehensive risk assessments, obtaining informed consent, respecting children's unique needs and vulnerabilities, safeguarding confidentiality, adhering to data protection regulations, and aligning with the UNCRC and BIRRA frameworks, researchers can contribute to a body of knowledge that benefits children while upholding their rights and well-being. Ethical research ultimately informs policies and practices that promote outdoor play as an integral component of early childhood development.
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