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How Significant is Outdoor Play to Children’s Development and Well-Being in Comparison to a Classroom Based Environment?

Abstract
Although studies have shown the success of teaching within a classroom, new studies have now arisen on the substantial benefits towards outdoor play and how this has an improved impact on a child’s development (Fjortoft, 2004). Throughout this research project I will be planning on observing children in outdoor play in comparison to when they were in classroom environments and compare their behaviour within each environment. My focus will be on children in 10 nursery groups ages 2 – 5 which differentiate from one another a fair amount. Some being very open to the idea of free outdoor play and others being restrictive. The study will be taken over a period of a year, in which this time the researchers will observe the children once every week.  The most appropriate approach to this research project will be an experimental study where you can witness first hand the events taking place. Here you will be able to assess the interaction and the movement between the children in both environments and see which one they thrive and engage better with. Being able to observe movements will prove more reliable as you are seeing first-hand the impact on the wellbeing. When conducting the research project, it is crucial that we consider the practitioners point of view on the significance of outdoor play and look at what they witness, as they have an overall stronger relationship with the children, so, conducting interviews with practitioners at each setting will be most appropriate. As researchers, we will also be looking at using the Mosaic Approach in order to gather the children’s opinions within each individual setting too. This research project is about how their wellbeing is affected in a positive way outdoors in comparison to an indoor environment. 

The significance a Learning Environment
The learning environment of a child from birth is crucial to a child’s development throughout their life, as suggested by psychologists Bloom and Deutsch. It is crucial that as a practitioner that these learning opportunities are created to maximise the child’s potential. From a young age, the stimuli in which children receive from environments created for their learning have a strong impact. For example, in particular it effects their cognitive, social and their physical development, (Acar, 2009). Piaget (1945) insists that children are actively a part of their learning process, and it is important that the learning environment is made available to them in a suitable manner to maximise their curiosity and learning, Loebach (2004). Research undertaken by Waite, Davies and Brown (2006) suggests that children who are exposed to playing in the outdoors have a natural enhancement with their overall co-ordination. The child’s physical surroundings strongly impact the child’s cognitive development, this therefore suggests that the more opportunities that are available, the better it will be for the child’s fine motor skills, Wilk and Jasmund (2015). Creating an environment with a lot of space and physical opportunities will aid a child’s development, Morrow (2007). Considering this, the best way to create this opportunity would be from outdoor play. Other important factors in which to consider would be the atmosphere in which a child explores in. It is important to take into consideration the objects they have the chance to explore and play with and the colours they can see etc, as suggested by Maxwell (1996). Also taking into consideration that every child has different needs and wants so being able to provide a space with a variety of objects and sensory spaces gives the children within the setting a wider variety to choose from. We also need to take into consideration that within each setting there may be children with a learning disability so we need to be sure we pay attention to the effect the outdoor environment has on them too. The decoration within an indoor environment can also be an advantage to some children’s learning as all children have different personalities, needs, and wants. Bearing this in mind, it is crucial to remember that you may have a child within an environment that has a disability which could mean they could possibly have a variation of sensory needs, Colver et al (2012). In regards to an indoor learning environment, it is often that practitioners use the Reggio Emilia approach such as having mirrors within the setting. The basis of the Reggio Emilia approach is that children are the conductors and leaders in their own learning. 
However, although the traditional form of learning is in an indoor classroom environment, new research is arising suggesting that outdoor play is having a better effect on children’s well-being and overall development as it allows them to more freely, be creative and it gives them the opportunity to try things that they cannot do inside. Loebach (2004), states that the best way for children to learn is through practise, by engaging with the outdoors through free play. Through different forms of play, the children are using their cognitive skills and developing their personal skills, which will later benefit them as they are getting older. Outdoor learning also improves a child’s divergent thinking. For example, if a child is playing outside and you asked them how to solve a problem, they will use their imagination and think outside the box and come up with another scenario. By allowing children to play outside you are creating an opportunity for them to further develop these skills as there are more opportunities available. Research has shown that children who are limited to the amount they can play outside often lack when it comes to divergently thinking so its important that these opportunities are made available to children. Not only is outdoor play beneficial to their learning but it also aids children with their physical and mental well-being (Dodge, Colker, and Heroman 2010). Over the past years obesity has been on the rise in young children, so not only will outdoor play have a positive effect on their mental health but it will also help with the fitness and exercise amongst young children too. The outdoors allows the children to express their emotions freely. Studies also suggest that outdoor classrooms have an increase in academic achievement, in comparison to those who teach in a restricted indoor environment, Taylor and Kuo (2008).  
In comparison to an indoor environment, outdoor environments allow children to explore freely without any limitiations(Ouvry, 2003). Not only is it opening an opportunity for the children to explore freely but its also stimulating their personal development as suggested by Moore and Wong (1997). Previous studies also have shown that children who are not encouraged to play outdoors, often develop more social anxieties (Wilson, Kilmer and Knauerhase, 1996). Researchers have discovered that children feel more restricted within a classroom as there is more structure. It is important that as practitioners we encourage situations, such as playing outdoors in comparison to indoors in order to be sure we are doing our best for the children and making sure that we are doing the best for the child’s mental health and wellbeing. 


Methodology 
Participants 
The main bdoy of this study is to determine the significance of outdoor play to a child’s development and well-being in comparison to a classroom-based environment. Firstly, participating in this research project will be 10 nurseries over the course of a year. Within each of the nurseries, I will be looking at groups of children within the age category of 2 – 5 years, and they will be observed once every week over the course of a year. It is significant in particular to look at children within the age range of 2 – 5 as this is when their brain is developing the strongest, (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2008). To ensure that the most accurate research is being collected and that the validity of the research is correct, it is important to have other degree level researchers collectively help observe and collect information alongside myself. This will ensure that my research project is not biased and that you have multiple viewpoints to assess and gather information from. 

Research Instruments
For the purpose of the research project, I will be using a form of quantitative data collection. To ensure I am keeping track of my data collection I will be using structured observation lists to observe the children’s behaviour whilst playing, firstly within a classroom environment and then secondly, within an outdoor environment. It is important to observe as a researcher as you are seeing first-hand what us taking place rather than from a secondary source (Patton, 1990). By splitting observations into 2 sections, you will be able to look closer at every observation and ensure you are collecting as much valid data as possible. Having a structured observation list will also allow you to keep track of what you are observing and make sure that you are not missing anything. The structured observation list will look at in particular the difference in all of the children’s body language and behaviour. It is important that throughout the structured observation list that we also take into consideration the type of play in which the children are participating in whether it is when they are indoor playing and outdoor. By doing this you are observing how divergent their thinking is in different environments. It is important that throughout this research project that we look which environment is the best for their development, which environment gets the child divergently thinking, and also which environment seems to have the best effect on their well-being and metal health overall throughout the observation over a period of time. The importance of the structured observation list will also ensure that as researchers we are able to carefully consider and look at the types of play in which children participate in in particular both during inside and outside play. By doing this you are then able to assess the level of free-play and creativity that the children get involved within and what engages them the most.
In order to ensure that as researchers we are looking at all forms of angles in relation to this research project, I have also decided that semi structured interviews should also take place with practitioners within the setting, although we will not be interviewing practitioners at all 15 settings, only a selected few. However, those who we do interview will be randomly selected and given the opportunity to participate or decline. The semi structured interviews will consist of a variety of open-ended questions and closed questions in relation to their opinion on outdoor play as a whole. We will ask questions such as;
· Which environment do they see has the most positive effect on a child’s well-being? Indoor or outdoor? Why?
· Which environment is the child more inquisitive within?
· Does the setting promote outdoor play? If so, how?
· What is their opinion on outdoor play for a child’s development?
Having a practitioners view on the significance on outdoor play will be really beneficial to this research project as as a practitioner they initially have a stronger bond and connection to the child so they will understand and take notice of their behaviours a lot more closely. Practitioners also take into consideration a child’s individual personality, so they will notice the way in which they play and how inquisitive they are. 

Validity and Reliability of Observations, Semi–Structured Interviews and the Mosaic Approach
The validity and reliability of an observation can often be questioned as it is a fear that researchers may allow the personal judgements and opinions to get involved, however, throughout this research project, I will ensure that there are a few researchers who all have an open mind that are carrying out the observations. This way, you can compare what research has been found in comparison to others. It is also questionable that the research at the time may not actually reflect how the children act and feel. So, to ensure that the validity and reliability of the research, it is important that we carry the research project out of a year so we are seeing children growing and developing throughout, this could then have a better impact on the research. It is beneficial to view the child once every week, over a period of a year as you have a longer period of time to compare your findings and discover the outcome of your research. Next, it is important to consider that a child’s behaviour could change whilst the researchers are watching, so again, completing the research project over a period of time will allow the child to feel more comfortable with their presence. Attachment to the children as a researcher is important to consider too. It is important that as a researcher that we do not make a bond and attachment to the child as we don’t want our judgement being clouded or see the research sufficiently. In order to address these issues, Denzin (1970), comes up with the idea of methodological triangulation which suggests that you should collectively use forms of quantitative data such as surveys, questionnaires, and interviews in order to have the most accurate research. In order to be sure that this would create more validity on the research, it is important to compare findings from all forms of quantitative data and if all forms were to be very similar, it would conclude the overall validity, it will also strengthen the overall research projects findings (Thurmond, 2001, p. 254). Although it is important to be as thorough with continuing the validity of the research taking place, there are also benefits to observations taking place within the setting too. Mays & Pope (1995), state that observations are a beneficial and reliable form of research as they give you a more in-depth insight in comparison to other forms of research methods that are very restricted. By observing children, you are essentially seeing them in their natural habitat and allowing them to comfortably play as freely as they would like. 
Next, in line with the idea of methodological triangulation, I will be using semi structured interviews in order to gain an insight and opinion on what practitioners see first hand within their settings. It is important to gather this information as practitioners spend a lot more time with the children and also have a stronger bond, therefore, they see behaviours and interaction in ways that researchers wouldn’t necessarily pick up on. It is also important to consider that the practitioner can give a detailed response on what their opinion on the question at hand is too. The practitioners will be able to judge and view the effect on the child’s overall wellbeing and will be able to give an honest judgement as to whether they see outdoor play more beneficial to a child’s development and well-being overall. It also important that we observe the practitioners behaviours towards to the children. For example, if a child was requesting to go outside and play in the sand pit, it is important that we observe how the practitioner deals with the situation, whether they encourage it or not. By observing this we will be able to get a better judgement as to whether outdoor play is more beneficial towards a child’s wellbeing, or whether the practitioners within the setting are restrictive towards it. It is important that when we are interviewing the practitioners, they understand that they do not have to participate, and if they choose to do so, then it is important that they are not biased and give an honest viewpoint. We can not have any biased conflicting views as it will affect the overall outcome of the research conducted. 
Another method in which I plan to use is the Mosiac approach. Clarke (2005) created this method during a research project examining children’s opinions on the outdoor environment. Clarke (2005) states how this approach gives multiple different options on ways to listen to the children within the setting and gather their opinion. Johnson et al (1998) suggests how this particular approach gives children the opportunity to be seen as equal individuals and allows their voices to be heard. 

Ethical Considerations  
When conducting the research project, it is important that we are ethically considerate towards everyone within the settings we are within. When we are researching, we need to be sure that our project whilst conducting the research is not going to have a negative effect on any of the children or the practitioners within any of the settings involved. I will be conducting overt research and not covert as that will go against the law of being able to observe the children. The first ethical consideration we need to consider is being able to protect the privacy of any information we receive or anything we observe. What we are observing is for research purposes only. Before the research project can take place, a meeting with all the parents from each setting we will be viewing will need to happen to inform and discuss what we plan to do be doing and the information we are hoping to gather from our observations. Parents will have the opportunity to withdraw their consent for their children to participate, and if this is the case, then we will just observe the children who are allowed to participate within another nursery class. Without ethical approval within the settings, you are breaking the code of conduct. It is vital that as researchers that we follow the Committee of Publishing Ethics (CoPE) guidelines to maintain that we are still adhering to the research in an ethical manner (Committee of Publishing Ethics, 2006,2018).  
Denzin and Lincoln (2011), state how research should always consist of informed consent. This is built of two elements which are informing the participants and having their consent to allow the research to go ahead. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) also go on to say that you should have a signed contract informing the participants involved of what form of research will be taking place, the period in which the research will take place and informing them of their right to withdraw their consent at any time. Taking this into consideration, it is important that we form a contact with all of the practitioners in which we will be interviewing within each setting and have all contracts read thoroughly and signed before going ahead with the research project. However, the main body of this research project will be observing the children and due to their age, we won’t be able to do this. Instead, after some thought, I believe it is important that we have a contract signed with all the parents of the children participating instead. Before the project can take place, we need to gather all consent forms from parents and be sure they are aware of all details involved within the research project. It is important that we also stress to parents the privacy of research and assure them that all information gathered from our observations will only be for the research project only. Miles & Huberman (1994) also stress that the consent form between the researchers and the participants needs to be as clear as possible otherwise you could possibly put the entire research project at risk and the quality of the research. BERA (2011 p.5) states in their guidelines that researchers should at all times have an ethic respect for anyone who is involved and participating within the research project taking place. At all times, as researchers, we should treat all participants as fair as possible and with the highest level of respect. In addition to this, the University of Wales Trinity Saint David has also outlined their guidelines about conducting a research project whilst a student within the university. In section 4.3 of the universities guide to research ethics, they outline how we should use careful ethical consideration when we are conducting any form of research project through the university, and we should always consider the implications that the research could have on the participants involved. In line with the universities legislation, it is also important that the research integrity is conducted with honesty, transparency and open communication, care, respect, and accountability. Taking this into consideration, I believe it is right that if the children within the settings are able to voice their own opinion and understand what is taking place, that they too, should also be informed of the research project, but in simpler terms so that they understand. In line with this, article 12 in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (2009) states that children who are capable of forming their own views on situations should be given the chance to express their opinion on the observation process. I have decided that due to the validity of the research, I will not be using incentives to encourage the parents of practitioners to return consent forms as I don’t want it to affect the validity of the research. Some researchers have been known to use incentives such as money, however, this could be seen as a bribe within my research project, so I will not be doing so. In regard to the Mosaic approach, it is important that we are as ethically considerate as possible. If taking photographs, we need to be sure that we have the consent of the parents, practitioner, and the child at hand too. This is also needed if recording any videos too. Hart (1992) also states that as researchers we should also be careful when using the mosaic approach in order to make sure it doesn’t turn into tokenism. 
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