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A research project on how outdoor play in the early years can have an impact on a child’s physical development.

Abstract.
This research project considers how outdoor play can have an impact on a child’s physical development. The researcher has chosen this subject due to a personal interest and will include the information that is readily available on the subject, whilst taking various methodological and ethical considerations into account. The researcher will discuss articles that are readily available on the subject and how outdoor play can influence various aspects of a child’s health, as well as physical development. It will discuss sensory experiences that can influence physical development as well as the benefits on a child’s obesity rate in the future. Moving onto Methodological Considerations, the researcher will discuss various methods that can be used to obtain relevant information for the research project. It will also discuss the process involved in ensuring all data is reliable and accurate. The sample size of the group will be discussed as well as the age range involved, whilst discussing ways to collate the relevant data. The researcher will consider unconscious bias and discuss the Halo and Hawthorne effect in more detail and how this is linked. Two types of research methods will be used to collect data which will be observations and interviews and the researcher will discuss the strengths and weaknesses of both. They will also go into detail about the methods that they did not wish to include and the reasons behind that. Moving onto Ethical Considerations, the researcher will discuss how to protect themselves, the children, their parents, as well as the university, as well as relevant and secure ways to store data correctly whilst ensuring anonymity and confidentiality is a priority always.  

A Literature Review.
According to Early Years Alliance (2022) the significance of outdoor play in terms of its influence on early childhood development should be acknowledged now more than ever as it plays an important role in a child’s development and has a positive impact on both the physical and emotional health and wellness of young people. To clarify how outdoor play affects children's physical development, this review of the research summarises the most important conclusions from several studies. 
A longitudinal study by Grey et al (2015) found that children that participated in outdoor play showed significant improvements in gross motor skills such as running, jumping and climbing. The study also discussed how these activities are important in developing muscle strength and bone density which are important to the overall physical health of a child. One of the most obvious advantages of outdoor play is physical development. Several studies show that children who regularly participate in outdoor activities have improved motor skills, strength, and general physical health. For example, a study conducted by Tremblay et al (2015) discovered that children who play outside are more likely to participate in moderate to intense physical activities, which improves cardiovascular health and lowers obesity risks. Furthermore, a variety of physical difficulties found in outdoor play spaces like playgrounds and parks support the growth of fine and gross motor abilities, thus aiding physical development. This study also shows how children that participate in outdoor play are more likely to meet the recommended 60 minutes of moderate to strenuous physical activity each day, which is recommended by health guidelines (Tremblay et al., 2015). 
A Brussoni et al (2015) study found a direct relationship between children's lower body mass index (BMI) and the amount of time they spend outside. According to this research, being outside encourages physical activity and decreases sedentary behaviour, both of which contribute to physical development. Outdoor environments offer chances for social interaction and physical exercise, which makes them the perfect place to address these important health issues in children and young people (Wray et al., 2020). Additionally, playing outside provides special sensory experiences that are beneficial for physical growth. Playing with natural materials like sand and water, climbing trees, and navigating uneven terrain all stimulate different senses and advance vestibular and proprioceptive development (Prins, 2023). The quality of outdoor environments can influence the effectiveness of outdoor play in physical development according to Veitch et al (2008). This study also showed that access to safe and stimulating outdoor spaces is crucial and that children with access to well-designed natural areas show more pronounced physical benefits. Their study indicates that environments rich in natural features like trees, hills, and open spaces provide more opportunities for active play compared to conventional playgrounds, therefore enhancing physical development.
To sum up this literature review, outdoor play can be seen as an essential part of a child's physical development and has several advantages, including bettering motor skills, increasing physical fitness, helping children control their weight, and fostering lifetime physical habits. The idea that interaction with external environments through both scheduled and unstructured play enhances overall physical development is continuously supported by the studies found. Ensuring access to safe, stimulating outdoor spaces is beneficial to foster healthy physical development in young children.

Methodological Considerations.
Methodology is a way of explaining a research method, or the process used to answer a research question. There are various types of methodologies so choosing one should be relevant to the chosen research project (Study Smarter, 2024). Research on how outdoor play in the early years can impact a child’s physical development is crucial for understanding how early experiences shape long-term health and well-being. This section will discuss the process of conducting a research project whilst discussing and evaluating the methods and samples used whilst focusing on ensuring that findings are robust, reliable, and applicable to diverse populations. 
One essential component of research is sampling (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). They also discuss how researchers would decide on how many people should be sampled early on in a research project and questions involved in the sampling process will depend on the focus of the project. Sample size could either be a few children or could even include the whole population. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) discuss the limitation of sampling when using the whole population as being too expensive and time consuming. This is why the researcher will choose to sample a smaller group and keep the sampling within the setting. The researcher will choose 16 children. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) also explain how this way can be a representative of the whole population while maintaining the sample size to a minimum. It must also be considered that the sample used needs to be fair and some of the problems researchers may encounter when ensuring this would be sample size, access to the sample, the sampling strategy that is used as well as the kind of research that is being undertaken. This leads us to discuss different types of research. National University (2024) describe both qualitative and quantitative data as broad categories that provide a variety of methodologies and research approaches. While increasing knowledge is the main goal of both, quantitative research is more objective and quantitative, aiming to provide answers to when and where questions. Qualitative research focuses on subjective developments that you cannot quantify mathematically, such as the different ways that people can feel. They explain how data for qualitative research is collected in the by using smaller quantities for the sample sizes. This may require researchers to personally visit participants in their homes or other settings using primary research. After the study is finished, the researcher will assess and interpret the data, whilst considering the surrounding circumstances, searching for patterns that could lead to the development of new theories, concepts, stories, or hypotheses. Quantitative research is conducted using instruments, such as questionnaires, rather than through a researcher conducting physical interviews. The fact that researchers in qualitative studies interpret the data to formulate hypotheses is another important factor, whereas the goal of a quantitative analysis is to test a hypothesis.
Some of the methods used for this research project will be conducted by primary research, which according to University of Southampton (2024) is firsthand data gathered by the researcher, rather than relying on existing sources. They also say how it could be gathered through surveys, observations, interviews, or any other kind of field study that you conduct on your own. 
One method the researcher chose is observations, a qualitative research method. There are many factors to consider when observing a child to ensure that the observation is ethical, valid and reliable. West Sussex County Council (2021) describe observation as a method of watching the children we are observing, whilst making notes about what we see and hear. There needs to be a clear purpose to the observation and the researcher should clearly define the objectives of the observation by considering specific aspects of the child's physical development. Smaller-scale qualitative research is typically conducted where the experiences of the participants must be the focus (Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel, (2013). This will guide the selection of observation methods and focus on the specific observation, which in this case is the impact of outdoor play on physical activity. One of the strengths of using observation as a method when conducting research on physical development in the outdoor setting is that it would be a natural setting for the child. A limitation to this would then be if the children involved did not enjoy outdoor play. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) describe some limitations to observations where it may be unreliable as one piece of research may not show the full picture of the children and how a single study may not accurately reflect the situation. They also offer suggestions for cross-checking the validity of the observations using a range of sampling strategies and strict internal validity checks. For this research project, the researcher will focus on preschool aged children between the ages of 3-4. The researcher will allow the children to go outdoors during the same time as usual to maintain their usual routine, as said by Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013), to ensure the children are comfortable and giving a fair observation of their usual outdoor play. An advantage of this would be that the children are in their natural routine and setting which according to Shivers (1998), being observed through play in this natural setting can avoid the Hawthorne effect. The researcher would know the children well to be able to see if the data from the research is a fair representation of the children in question. However, it must also be made aware that the researcher may show signs of unconscious bias as they already know the children, which according to Shivers (1998) this can cause the Halo effect, as if the researcher already knows the child, then they may have created an image of unconscious bias in their mind. Imperial (2024) refer to unconscious bias as the associations we have that are not within our conscious awareness or control. Everybody can be affected by unconscious bias. Unconscious bias comes from our brain's automatic, snap decisions and evaluations. Our upbringing, individual experiences, cultural background, and society preconceptions all have an impact on them. Other examples of how we can show unconscious bias include height, weight, names, and many more. This can have a big impact on our attitudes and behaviour towards other people. It may have an impact on important research project decisions and may exacerbate inequality. A way to avoid this would be to have another staff member that does not usually work alongside these children to conduct the research. However, doing so this way would provide different limitations as already mentioned above, such as if the children are having an off day, they would be unaware of this. 
There are numerous approaches to observing children and documenting those observations, and each approach has unique insights to provide (Teach Early Years, 2024). They discuss how this can be done successfully through using various different observational strategies. However, it is useful to consider your objectives before beginning any observation to enable you to record the most relevant data. The observation method the researcher has chosen is Learning stories. Teach Early Years (2024) describes the longer observations collected over an extended period are what make up learning stories. They are based on the child's interests, level of participation, perseverance, communication, and accountability. They are written in the first person, as though the researcher was speaking to the youngster and sharing what they had observed (Teach Early Years, 2024). This type of observation is more personal and will be able to gather a large amount of information when looking at the impact of outdoor play on children’s physical development.  Over time, the researcher can do multiple learning stories to compare and analyse the physical development of each child and depending on if they spend much time outdoors or indoors. There are ethical considerations to consider when observing the children, such as consent and assent, which will be investigated in more detail further on in the research project. 
To make this research project more reliable, the researcher will use more than one method to conduct the project, which is known as triangulation. Triangulation in research refers to using several sets of data, methods, or theories to address a research question. It is a process of combining information from various sources to study one event (Dr. Veronica Foster, 2023). This research strategy can assist the researcher in improving the reliability and validity of their findings. They also discuss how triangulation is mostly used when conducting qualitative research but can also be used in quantitative research. Triangulation is always used in mixed methods research (Scribbr, No Date).
The other observation method the researcher has chosen to use is questionnaires, which is quantitative research. This, combined with the observations, can be used together to formulate more reliable and trustworthy figures and information. Boynton and Greenhalgh (2004) say how an objective way to get data about people's knowledge, attitudes, behaviours, and beliefs is using questionnaires. To help researchers conduct well-designed, well-managed, and non-discriminatory questionnaire research, questionnaires should strive to be a useful tool. When an alternative approach is required for a research subject, people frequently choose to add a questionnaire, which may only be appropriate when used in conjunction with a mixed methods study, such as when extending and quantifying the results of an initial exploratory phase (Boynton and Greenhalgh, 2004). Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) describe an advantage of questionnaires is when they are anonymous. In this instance, the researcher would email a questionnaire home to all parents of the children who have been observed and would allow them to complete it anonymously. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), this would usually enable the person being interviewed to be more truthful and giving reliable information. The researcher would then collect all this data in a quantitative manner and would gather this information alongside the information from the learning stories observations, to collectively combine them together. The researcher would ask questions on the questionnaire, such as length of time spent outside at home, along with relevant, age-appropriate questions about the child’s physical development. The questionnaire would be clear, anonymous and there would be an option for the parents to have a meeting to go through and discuss any queries they may have to ensure a clear understanding so that the researcher is provided with reliable information. There would also be space at the end of the questionnaire for an open ended question for the parents to provide some details that they believe is relevant to their child’s physical development that may be linked to outdoor play. 
Another method that can be used for research is interviews. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), Interviews can gather a large picture and large amount of information on a topic, however the researcher that is interviewing may develop a sense of bias towards that person as they may create an image in their mind throughout the interview, which shows some advantages and disadvantages of both. The researcher decided against using interviews as their chosen research method as they wanted to avoid the children being aware of being interviewed to avoid the Hawthorne effect (Shivers, 1998). This is why the researcher decided to use observations for the children as they can show what the children do, rather than what they say they do, and questionnaires as a secondary piece of information to include the parents and any further information. 

Ethical Considerations.
When considering the study of outdoor play impacting a child’s physical development, ethical considerations must be considered to protect everyone involved. It is ethical and important to safeguard the children and their parents, who are the participants of the research, the researcher themselves as well as the university involved in the research. This section will investigate these ethical considerations in more depth. 
Organizing Engagement (2024) describes Roger Hart's Ladder of Children's Participation as having eight escalating levels of decision-making authority, control and power that can be given to children by adults. They explain how Hart’s Ladder of Children’s Participation was designed to encourage adults and practitioners to rethink about how they work with young people. The researcher will be at level 6 whilst observing the children, as it will be an adult initiated activity but with shared decisions with the children. This is when adults start participatory projects but share management or decision-making authority with children. Organizing Engagement (2024) discuss how Hart (2008) explains how the participation is then considered adult-initiated, shared decisions with children. The researcher must ensure that the children are involved and be aware of ensuring that they are not being manipulated into doing something that they do not want to do. When conducting any form of research project, the rights of the child must always be considered. Unicef (No Date) displays the Un Convention on the Rights of the Child. The rights have been put in place to avoid any historical examples of where children have been harmed, happening again, as well as ensuring that the children are not being manipulated into doing anything they do not want to do. Article 3 from the UNCRC states that adults should always do what is best for the child, whilst Article 12 describes the voice of the child and how they always have the right to be listened to. The researcher will take these into consideration when conducting the research by ensuring they have parental consent to undertake the observations, whilst making it clear what they are aiming to observe. Furthermore, they will provide them with clear and concise questionnaires. The researcher will also ensure that they have the child’s assent during the observation and if at any time they believe that the child is unhappy then they will assume that they no longer have the child’s assent to continue further and would stop the observation immediately. According to the Office for the Protection of Research Subjects (2023), consent is when a participant or legal guardian voluntarily provides willingness to participate in a particular research project, after having been fully informed of all aspects of the relevant research. Consent may be given only by someone who is legally able to provide consent. Only those who are legally qualified to give consent can do so.  Parental consent, or the assent of the participant if the participant is a minor under the age of 18, is given by the parent or legal guardian. They also say how an individual who lacks capacity to give legally valid informed consent agrees to engage in research by giving their assent. Voluntary, informed consent ensures that the participant, and/or parent in this research do not feel pressured and that they understand what they are consenting to. The researcher will ensure this by making them aware of what they are observing in a clear and concise manner. The researcher will also ensure that they are looking at the way the child is responding during the observation. This will ensure they are always conscious of the child’s assent and to ensure that the child is happy to participate in the outdoor play during the time of observation. According to Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011), children should be regarded by researchers as capable, competent individuals who can share thoughts and knowledge with them. They should also be informed and treated with respect. Gov.uk (No Date) discuss The Data Protection Act of 2018. They explain how it regulates how companies, governments, and organisations utilise your personal data. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is in place in the UK under the Data Protection Act 2018. Everyone who handles personal data is subject to strict guidelines known as "data protection principles." They are responsible for making sure that the data is used appropriately, suitably, and accurately. The researcher must follow these guidelines to ensure that the privacy and confidentiality of the data is always secure to protect the participants as well as themselves and the university. University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2022) provides general ethical guidelines that they want their researchers to abide by, which are outlined in this Code of Practice. It is expected of UWTSD as well as the researchers linked to the university, to have the highest ethical standards and to promote the virtues of integrity, rigour, transparency, kindness, and respect. The Code of Practice also demonstrates the university's dedication to ethical standards and clarifies what constitutes research misconduct, which is defined as research that does not adhere to the university's ethical guidelines. The researcher will ensure all observations and questionnaires are anonymous to enable them to store the data correctly without sharing any personal data as outlined in the Data Protection Act 2018 (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2024). Furthermore, they call this data ‘anonymised data’, which they are then able to share.  
According to Malik and Marwaha (2024), the children in the research are in Piaget's second stage, known as the "pre-operational" stage, which is when a child can use mental representations like symbolic thought and language. This age group of children tend to pick up imitation and imaginary play skills. This is another factor why the researcher chose this age group to enable the children to imitate pretend play outdoors and to be more comfortable in a natural outdoor environment. 
To summarise this section, it has been established that the researcher must protect themselves, as well as the university and the children/parents by following relevant guidelines and information. They must ensure they gain consent from the parents to conduct the research, as well as ensuring the children are happy and freely participating in the activity involved in the research to ensure they are giving their assent. Finally, they must ensure that all data is stored in the correct manner as seen in the Data Protection Act (2018). 
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