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How do different play areas (e.g role play, outdoors and construction) affect children engagement levels during child led play in children aged 3-4?

Engagement is widely recognised as a key indicator of deep level learning, wellbeing, and cognitive development in the early years. Laevers (1994) describes engagement as the intensity of a child’s mental and emotional involvement, and more recent research continues to emphasise its importance for sustained attention and intrinsic motivation. Pascal and Bertram (2016) argue that high engagement reflects deep. level learning, while Whitebread et al. (2012) highlight its role in developing self regulation. Understanding how different play areas influence engagement is therefore essential for early years practitioners, particularly in settings where child led play forms the foundation of pedagogy.

[bookmark: _Int_Kgd9pXqJ][bookmark: _Int_j3PErWCZ][bookmark: _Int_3xmmlTDc][bookmark: _Int_hBHcmHAT]In Wales, play based learning is central to national policy. The Curriculum for Wales positions play as a core pedagogical approach, emphasising holistic, experiential learning grounded in exploration and active engagement (Welsh Government, 2022). The ECPLC Quality Framework reinforces this by highlighting the importance of “engaging experiences” and high quality environments that promote children’s wellbeing and involvement (Welsh Government, 2024). National strategies such as Talk With Me further stress the importance of rich, interactive environments for supporting communication and engagement (Welsh Government, 2020). Despite this strong policy context, limited empirical research examines how specific play areas such as role play, construction, and outdoor environments, shape engagement for children aged three to four. This review therefore explores the theoretical foundations of engagement, the role of child initiated learning, and the influence of play environments, before identifying gaps relevant to the proposed study.

[bookmark: _Int_kGazq11J]Sociocultural and constructivist theories provide a solid foundation for understanding engagement in early years play. Vygotsky (1978) argues that learning is socially mediated, with children developing through interaction, language, and shared activity. Contemporary interpretations extend this view: Fleer (2015) highlights how cultural tools and environments shape children’s engagement, while Siraj et al. (2015) show that sustained shared thinking remains a key mechanism through which adults support learning. Bruner’s (1983) concept of scaffolding also remains influential, and recent research shows that high‑quality adult‑child interaction is central to extending children’s thinking (Gura, 2016). Constructivist perspectives further contribute to understanding engagement. Piaget (1962) emphasises active exploration and symbolic play, and modern research supports these principles. Whitebread et al. (2012) show that exploratory play fosters cognitive flexibility, while Bruce (2011) highlights the role of imaginative play in promoting deep involvement. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) add that learning environments significantly influence children’s behaviour, motivation, and engagement. Together, these theories demonstrate that play is a powerful context for learning, with engagement acting as a key mechanism through which development occurs.

[bookmark: _Int_o85xdnbv][bookmark: _Int_FEKJva6d]Child led play is characterised by autonomy, intrinsic motivation, and self direction. Research shows that when children choose their own activities, they demonstrate higher levels of concentration, persistence, and involvement (Pascal and Bertram, 2012). Bruce (2011) argues that child initiated play enables children to enter states of deep involvement, reinforcing the link between autonomy and engagement. Different play areas offer different affordances for engagement. Role‑play areas support imaginative thinking, social interaction, and communication (Smilansky and Shefatya, 2012). Gura (2016) highlights the importance of socio‑dramatic play for language and narrative development. Construction areas promote problem‑solving, collaboration, and fine‑motor development (Casey, 2010). Outdoor environments provide opportunities for physical exploration, risk‑taking, and sensory engagement (Bilton, 2014). Tovey (2017) similarly emphasises the value of outdoor play for holistic development. The ECPLC framework stresses that high‑quality play spaces should be responsive to children’s interests and developmental needs (Welsh Government, 2024). Wood (2014) highlights that child‑initiated activity supports autonomy and engagement, but that adult guidance remains essential for extending learning. Siraj et al. (2015) show that well‑designed learning spaces, combined with effective adult interactions, play a central role in shaping children’s engagement.

[bookmark: _Int_7pRQvGvd]The Welsh Government’s ECPLC framework provides detailed guidance on creating effective environments that support children’s engagement. It emphasises that high‑quality environments should be well‑planned, stimulating, and reflective of children’s developmental needs (Welsh Government, 2024). Outdoor play is given particular emphasis in Welsh policy, which recognises its importance for physical, emotional, and cognitive development (Welsh Government, 2022). Research within Wales supports this emphasis. Maynard and Waters (2007) found that outdoor environments often promote higher levels of engagement than indoor spaces, highlighting the unique affordances of outdoor play for sustained involvement. Indoor play areas such as construction and role‑play spaces are also highlighted as key components of effective early years environments. This policy context strengthens the relevance of investigating how different play areas influence engagement, particularly within Welsh settings where play based pedagogy is central.

[bookmark: _Int_3n4OnLTs][bookmark: _Int_28RGl2LD][bookmark: _Int_pWzVA15O][bookmark: _Int_FsrTrpIq]Although Welsh policy places considerable emphasis on play based learning, there is still a lack of empirical research examining how specific play areas influence children’s engagement within Welsh early years settings. Much existing evidence focuses on broader pedagogical principles rather than the distinct affordances of areas such as construction, role play, or outdoor provision. Siraj et al. (2015) highlight the importance of high quality environments and sustained shared thinking, yet do not directly compare engagement across different types of play spaces. Pascal and Bertram (2012) emphasise the value of involvement but do not examine differences between play areas. A further gap concerns the age group of interest. Research often examines wide age ranges or focuses on children aged 0–3 (Whitebread et al., 2012), leaving limited evidence specifically addressing the engagement patterns of children aged three to four. There is also limited comparative research examining how engagement differs across construction, role play, and outdoor areas. While Casey (2010), Smilansky and Shefatya (2012), and Tovey (2017) each explore individual areas, few studies compare them within the same setting. Finally, although sociocultural theory emphasises the importance of practitioner scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978), little research examines how practitioner interactions vary across play areas and how this influences engagement. These gaps justify the need for the present study.

[bookmark: _Int_6UHE7QR7][bookmark: _Int_y6CNQS5H]The literature demonstrates that play is central to early learning, with engagement acting as a key indicator of deep‑level learning and wellbeing. Sociocultural and constructivist theories highlight the importance of interaction, autonomy, and exploration, all of which are supported through child‑led play. Welsh policy strongly emphasises the importance of high quality environments and engaging experiences, yet empirical research comparing engagement across different play areas remains limited. This study will contribute to understanding how role‑play, construction, and outdoor environments influence engagement in children aged three to four, addressing a clear gap in the literature and supporting evidence‑informed early years practice in Wales.

Methodological Considerations  
[bookmark: _Int_Yz7ej3qA][bookmark: _Int_giVGTpRo]This study adopts a qualitative, small scale, exploratory research design to investigate how different play areas influence children’s engagement during child led play. A qualitative approach is because engagement is a complex, context dependent phenomenon that cannot be meaningfully captured through numerical measurement alone. Qualitative research allows the researcher to examine children’s behaviours, interactions, and choices as they naturally occur, offering insight into the subtleties of engagement that structured or experimental methods may overlook. Flewitt (2014) argues that qualitative methods are particularly valuable in early childhood research because they allow for close attention to children’s lived experiences and the contextual factors shaping their learning.

[bookmark: _Int_7BiSs4Uc]Naturalistic observation forms the core of this design. Observing children within their usual environment aligns with early years pedagogy, which emphasises the importance of understanding learning as it unfolds through play. Wood (2014) highlights that play is best understood through direct observation in authentic contexts, where children’s choices, interactions, and levels of involvement can be interpreted meaningfully. Similarly, Siraj et al. (2015) emphasise that high‑quality early years research requires attention to real interactions, as these reveal how children engage with materials, peers, and adults. The use of naturalistic observation therefore supports the study’s aim of exploring how different play areas construction, role‑play, and outdoor environments affect children’s engagement.

To strengthen the depth and credibility of the findings, naturalistic observation is complemented by semi structured practitioner interviews. This combination allows the researcher to examine engagement from both behavioural and practitioner‑informed perspectives, supporting a richer and more triangulated understanding of the phenomenon.

[bookmark: _Int_fv2Q7Hbo]The study will involve a sample of six to eight children aged three to four years from a single early years setting, such as a nursery class or Cylch Meithrin. A purposive sampling strategy is used to select children who regularly access a range of play areas during child‑led play sessions. This ensures that the participants are directly relevant to the research question and that meaningful comparisons can be made across different play environments.

[bookmark: _Int_hp1DAQ0N]The decision to focus on children aged three to four is grounded in both developmental and contextual considerations. This age range marks the point at which most children in Wales begin nursery education, where child‑led play becomes a central pedagogical approach. Children at this stage typically demonstrate increasing independence, longer attention spans, and greater involvement in self‑initiated play. Research supports this developmental shift: Whitebread et al. (2012) note that children around this age begin to show emerging self‑regulation and sustained engagement, while Pascal and Bertram (2012) highlight that involvement levels increase significantly during the nursery years. These characteristics make the three to four year old age group particularly suitable for examining how different play environments influence engagement.

[bookmark: _Int_c4zcXnPp]Limiting the study to one early years setting ensures consistency in routines, layout, and practitioner approaches, reducing environmental variability that could otherwise influence engagement. It also makes the project manageable for a small‑scale student study while still allowing for rich, context‑sensitive analysis.

The study relies primarily on observing children in their everyday play to understand how different areas support engagement. This approach allows behaviours to emerge naturally within familiar routines and is widely used in early years research because it captures authentic interactions and aligns with play‑based pedagogy (Flewitt, 2014). Observations will take place during free‑flow or continuous provision sessions, enabling children to move freely between areas and choose activities independently. A systematic recording sheet will document which play areas children access, how long they remain involved, and indicators of engagement such as concentration, persistence, verbal communication, problem solving, and collaboration. The Leuven Scale may support consistent assessment of involvement. Field notes will add contextual detail and capture interactions or behaviours that fall outside predefined categories. Bertram and Pascal (2016) emphasise that observational methods are particularly effective for identifying deep‑level learning, making them well suited to this study.


[bookmark: _Int_JnENGnd6][bookmark: _Int_YNWmT3v7]Although this method offers rich insight, it also presents challenges. Children may modify their behaviour when they notice an observer a form of reactivity often referred to as the Hawthorne effect (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014). This can result in children becoming more talkative, withdrawn, or performative, reducing the naturalness of the data. A further challenge is the halo effect, where initial impressions influence later interpretations (Gabrielli et al., 2021). For example, a confident child may be perceived as more engaged, or a preferred play area may be judged more positively. Both forms of bias threaten validity and require careful management. To minimise these risks, the researcher will spend time in the setting beforehand, so children become familiar with their presence. Using structured observation tools supports consistency and reduces subjective interpretation. Maintaining a reflexive journal will help the researcher identify personal assumptions, while triangulating findings with practitioner interviews provides an additional perspective and strengthens credibility.

Semi structured interviews with one or two practitioners will complement the observational data by providing insight into practitioner perspectives on engagement. These interviews will explore which play areas practitioners perceive as most engaging, how they design and resource different areas, how they support children’s involvement and sustained shared thinking, and how they interpret differences between indoor and outdoor engagement. Semi‑structured interviews are appropriate because they allow flexibility to follow up on emerging themes while ensuring that key topics related to the research question are addressed. Robson (2011) notes that interviews enable researchers to access participants’ reasoning, beliefs, and interpretations, offering insights that cannot be captured through observation alone. Interviews also support triangulation by providing a second source of data that can be compared with observational findings. However, they are not without limitations. Social desirability bias may influence practitioners to present their practice in a favourable light, and time constraints may limit the depth of responses. These limitations will be acknowledged and managed through careful scheduling and reflexive awareness during analysis. Alternative methods such as questionnaires, structured tests, or child interviews were not chosen because they are unsuitable for children aged three to four. Young children have limited literacy skills, making questionnaires inappropriate, and structured tests would conflict with play‑based pedagogy and may not capture authentic engagement. Child interviews can be unreliable at this age because children may struggle to articulate their thoughts or may provide inconsistent responses. Observational methods are therefore more appropriate for capturing the richness and authenticity of engagement in early years settings.

Triangulation is used in this study to strengthen the credibility and validity of the findings. Holmes (2018, p.84) defines triangulation as the use of multiple data sources or methods to reduce bias and enhance trustworthiness. This research employs triangulation by combining naturalistic observations with semi‑structured practitioner interviews. Using both methods allows the researcher to compare observed engagement with practitioners’ interpretations, ensuring that the findings are not based solely on the researcher’s subjective judgement. This approach also helps minimise potential bias, including the halo effect, by confirming whether patterns seen in the observations are supported by practitioner insight. In qualitative research, ensuring validity is essential. This involves demonstrating that the findings are credible and grounded in the data, and that the research process has been carried out in a consistent and transparent way. Researcher reflexivity plays a central role in maintaining validity. By keeping a reflexive journal, the researcher can reflect on personal assumptions, potential biases, and how these may influence data interpretation. This is particularly important given the risk of the halo effect, where the researcher’s impressions may shape their observations.

Both the Hawthorne and halo effects pose threats to validity. The Hawthorne effect may influence children’s behaviour, while the halo effect may influence the researcher’s interpretation. Strategies such as familiarisation, structured tools, and triangulation help reduce these risks. Using a consistent observation schedule increases reliability by ensuring that the same criteria are applied across all observations, reducing subjectivity and supporting systematic data collection. Triangulation further strengthens trustworthiness by providing multiple perspectives on engagement. When observational data and practitioner insights align, confidence in the findings is increased.

Ethical Considerations 
[bookmark: _Int_gWEhBzw9]Ethical research with young children requires a sensitive and right based approach to consent, assent, and participation. Following the guidance of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2021), consent will be formally obtained from parents or legal guardians before any observations begin. Parents will be provided with clear, accessible information explaining the purpose of the study, what participation involves, how data will be collected and stored, and the voluntary nature of involvement. Consent will be secured in writing in advance of the first observation. Parents will also be informed that they are free to withdraw their child from the study at any stage, without needing to give a reason, and that doing so will not affect the child’s access to learning opportunities or support within the setting.

Because the participants are aged three to four, they cannot provide formal consent; however, they are capable of demonstrating assent through their behaviour, comfort, and willingness to participate. BERA (2021) emphasises that children’s agency must be respected, and Alderson and Morrow (2020) similarly argue that even very young children can express preferences, dissent, and willingness through non‑verbal cues. Their work highlights that assent is not a single event but an ongoing ethical process in which children’s comfort and autonomy must be continually monitored. This aligns with UNICEF’s Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC) guidance, which stresses that children are active rights‑holders whose participation must always be voluntary (UNICEF, 2013).

For this reason, ongoing child assent will be prioritised throughout the study. If a child shows signs of discomfort, avoidance, distress, or unwillingness to be observed, the researcher will immediately stop observing that child. Children will be reminded in age‑appropriate language that they do not have to take part and can move away at any time. This approach reflects the ethical principle that participation must be voluntary, respectful, and responsive to children’s rights and wellbeing. The right to withdraw applies equally to children and adults. Children may withdraw through behaviour, while parents may withdraw consent at any time. The researcher will ensure that both children and parents understand these rights clearly. This commitment to voluntary participation reflects the broader ethical expectation that research involving young children must prioritise their welfare, dignity, and autonomy at all times. Confidentiality and anonymity are essential components of ethical research, particularly when working with young children. All data collected will be anonymised to protect the identities of participants, practitioners, and the setting. Pseudonyms will be assigned to each child and practitioner, and the name of the early years setting will be replaced with a general descriptor such as “a nursery class in Wales.” This approach aligns with BERA (2021), which states that researchers must take all reasonable steps to protect participants’ identities unless explicit permission is given otherwise.

All data generated through the study will be handled and stored in line with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2018) and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s data protection requirements (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). Digital materials such as observation records and interview transcripts will be kept on secure, encrypted university systems that require password access. Any handwritten notes will be stored in a locked cabinet that only the researcher can access. To further protect participants’ privacy, documents containing identifiable information, including consent forms, will be kept separately from the main research data so that individuals cannot be linked to the findings.

UNICEF (2013) emphasises that protecting children’s privacy is a fundamental ethical responsibility, and Alderson and Morrow (2020) similarly highlight that confidentiality is central to respecting children’s dignity and rights. These principles will guide all stages of data handling and reporting. No identifiable details will appear in the final portfolio or any future presentations. Care will be taken to avoid including descriptions that could indirectly identify a child, such as highly specific behaviours or unique characteristics. This ensures that participants are protected from reputational harm and that the setting is not exposed to unintended scrutiny.

Minimising risk is a central ethical requirement when conducting research with young children. Although this study is low risk and takes place within children’s normal play routines, ethical guidance emphasises that researchers must anticipate, monitor, and respond to any potential harm, however unlikely. BERA (2021) states that researchers have a duty of care to ensure that participation does not negatively affect children’s physical, emotional, or psychological wellbeing. UNICEF ERIC (2013) similarly stresses that children are a vulnerable group and that researchers must take proactive steps to protect them from discomfort, distress, or unintended consequences. This section outlines the potential risks to participants, the researcher, and the university, and the strategies used to minimise these risks.

Although the study involves observing children during their everyday play, several ethical risks must still be considered. The most immediate risk is emotional or psychological discomfort. Children may feel unsettled by the presence of an unfamiliar adult or may become self‑conscious if they notice they are being observed. Alderson and Morrow (2020) emphasise that children’s emotional safety must be prioritised, and that researchers must be sensitive to signs of discomfort, withdrawal, or distress. For this reason, the researcher will adopt a non‑intrusive observational stance, positioning themselves at a distance and avoiding direct interaction unless initiated by the child. A second risk relates to behavioural reactivity, commonly known as the Hawthorne effect. Oswald, Sherratt and Smith (2014) note that children may alter their behaviour when they are aware of being observed, which can affect both the authenticity of the data and the child’s comfort. To minimise this, the researcher will spend time in the setting before data collection begins, allowing children to become familiar with their presence. This familiarisation period reduces reactivity and supports a more naturalistic observation environment. A third risk concerns misinterpretation of behaviour, which can lead to unfair or inaccurate assumptions about a child. The halo effect, described by Gabrielli et al. (2021), occurs when a researcher’s initial impressions influence subsequent judgements. This is both a methodological and ethical issue, as misinterpretation may inadvertently pathologies or misrepresent a child’s behaviour. To reduce this risk, the researcher will use structured observation tools, maintain reflexive notes, and triangulate findings with practitioner insights. There is also a potential risk of breaching children’s privacy. Even in public play spaces, children have a right to dignity and confidentiality. UNICEF ERIC (2013) emphasises that researchers must avoid collecting unnecessary personal information and must ensure that children are not identifiable in field notes. The researcher will therefore avoid recording sensitive details, unique identifiers, or descriptions that could indirectly reveal a child’s identity. Finally, the researcher must consider safeguarding responsibilities. If any concerns about a child’s welfare arise during the study, the researcher is legally and ethically required to follow the setting’s safeguarding procedures. This includes reporting concerns to the designated safeguarding lead. This ensures that the research does not compromise children’s safety and aligns with statutory safeguarding frameworks in Wales.

Research in early years settings also carries risks for the researcher. One key consideration is professional boundaries. Working closely with young children requires strict adherence to safeguarding policies to protect both the children and the researcher. The researcher will follow the setting’s visitor protocols, remain in supervised areas at all times, and avoid any situation where they might be alone with a child. These measures align with UWTSD’s safeguarding expectations and ensure that the researcher maintains appropriate professional conduct (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). There is also a risk of emotional strain. Observing children’s behaviour, especially if a child becomes distressed, can be emotionally challenging. Reflexive practice will help the researcher process these experiences and maintain emotional wellbeing. Regular supervision meetings will also provide space to discuss concerns and ensure that the researcher feels supported. Physical risks must also be considered. Early years environments involve small furniture, busy movement, and outdoor spaces where slips or minor accidents can occur. The researcher will follow the setting’s health and safety guidance, wear appropriate footwear, and remain aware of their surroundings to minimise physical risk. Finally, the researcher must consider ethical risk, such as inadvertently breaching confidentiality or mishandling data. Strict adherence to GDPR (2018), secure data storage, and careful anonymisation will minimise these risks.

The university also faces potential risks associated with the research. One risk is reputational harm if ethical procedures are not followed. Failure to obtain consent, mishandling data, or breaching confidentiality could reflect negatively on the institution. To mitigate this, the researcher will obtain full ethical approval from UWTSD before beginning data collection and will follow all institutional policies on data protection and research integrity y (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). Another risk relates to legal compliance, particularly regarding GDPR (2018). If personal data is mishandled, the university could face legal consequences. Secure data storage, anonymisation, and restricted access to data ensure compliance with legal requirements. There is also a risk of misrepresentation of the setting. If findings are presented in a way that could be interpreted as critical of the school or practitioners, this could damage relationships between the university and local early years providers. To avoid this, the researcher will present findings sensitively, avoid naming the setting, and ensure that interpretations are grounded in evidence rather than subjective judgement. Finally, the university must ensure that the research aligns with ethical standards for working with children. By following BERA (2021), UNICEF ERIC (2013), and Alderson and Morrow (2020), the researcher demonstrates a commitment to ethical practice, reducing institutional risk and ensuring that the study reflects positively on the university.

Data management for this study will follow the requirements of GDPR (2018), which sets out clear expectations for the lawful handling, secure storage, and appropriate retention of personal information. All digital materials will be stored on encrypted systems provided by the university, ensuring that files cannot be accessed without authorised login credentials. Handwritten or printed notes will be kept in locked storage to prevent unauthorised access. Access to all research data will be restricted to the researcher and academic supervisor only. In line with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s data protection policy (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022), the data will be retained for the standard retention period usually five years after which it will be securely destroyed. Digital files will be permanently deleted from university systems, and any physical documents will be shredded to ensure complete disposal. The study will also uphold the ethical principles outlined in the BERA (2021) guidelines, which emphasise respect, transparency, and responsible data handling. These principles reinforce the need to protect children’s rights, ensure voluntary participation, and maintain confidentiality throughout the research process. UNICEF (2013) and Alderson and Morrow (2020) similarly stress that ethical research with children must prioritise their dignity, agency, and privacy, requiring researchers to manage data with care and sensitivity at every stage.

This study addresses an important gap in the literature by examining how different play areas influence engagement in children aged three to four within a Welsh early year setting. The methodological approach combining naturalistic observation with practitioner interviews provides a robust framework for exploring engagement in authentic contexts. Ethical considerations have been central to the design of the study, ensuring that children’s rights, wellbeing, and autonomy are prioritised at every stage. By obtaining informed consent, monitoring ongoing child assent, protecting confidentiality, minimising risk, and adhering to GDPR (2018), BERA (2021), and UWTSD policies, the study demonstrates a strong commitment to ethical integrity (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). These measures ensure that the research is conducted responsibly and respectfully, supporting the production of trustworthy findings that can contribute meaningfully to early years practice in Wales.
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