Where and how parents play with their children in outdoor play spaces and their understanding of preschool physical activity?

Preschool is a prime age not only in a child’s health and development but to build basic motor movements through physically active play (Burdette and Whitaker, 2005). Physical activity (PA) is an important behaviour in the early years to provide psychological and physical health benefits (Strong et al. 2005). Preschool years are prime for developing FMS due to their rapid brain growth, neuromuscular maturation and high levels of perceived competence (Foulkes et al. 2017). Motor skill proficiency is correlated with PA among this age group and typically those with better motor skills tend to display higher levels of PA (Timmons, 2012, Williams, 2008,). Preschool-aged children should spend at least 180 minutes per day engaged in a variety of structured and unstructured PA of which at least 60 minutes is energetic play (Tremblay et al. 2017). 

Being outdoors allows children more active play with fewer restrictions on noise, movement and greater freedom with natural materials (The preschool playground, 1994). High quality outdoor spaces for play are important for children’s development (Moore and Young, 1978, Sallis et al. 1997). The outdoor benefits are maximised when developmentally appropriate equipment and materials are combined with adult supervision and support child-initiated learning (Moore and Young, 1978). Similarly, the variety, time, frequency, convenience and manipulability in these spaces promotes essential play and encourages PA (Hart and Sheehan, 1986, Saelens et al. 2006, Sallis et al. 1993). Increasing children’s exposure to ‘green’ environments, age-appropriate playgrounds, parks, outdoor home environments and loose parts can all contribute to a child’s physically active play (Adams et al. 2018, Farley et al. 2008, Grigsby-Toussiant et al. 2011, Veicht et al. 2006,). Natural play spaces offer children diversity, challenges, affordances and an impression of timelessness (Prescott, 1987). Something that Soderstrom et al. (2013) would agree with whose findings show that Swedish preschoolers with high-quality ‘natural’ play spaces slept longer at night and were healthier. Playgrounds for infants and toddlers are perhaps the most overlooked play places (Frost, 1997) and home outdoor environments can provide regular, convenient PA. Houser et al (2019) has recognised that understanding key influencers (such as parents) knowledge of preschoolers movement behaviours is crucial to know how to best support early years PA.

Children’s health behaviours are formed at an early age (Riekert et al. 2013) and largely under the influence of their parents. I refer to the term parents, but this includes any significant key adults who help care for the children. Parental role modelling and support in and outside the home environment are critical way to facilitate active play and PA levels (Grigsby-Toussiant et al. 2011, Kimiecik et al. 1996, Tucker et al. 2011). Parents control where and how children play outside and choose their access to play spaces (Dyment and O’Connell, 2013, Loprinzi and Trost, 2010, Sallis et al. 1997). Hart (1979) and Moore (1980) both found that parents played a vital role in their child’s freedom outdoors by facilitating or constraining it. Parents have a responsibility in helping children discover their own limits and capabilities (The preschool playground, 1994) and to create structured play activity (Grigsby-Toussiant et al. 2011), generating a fun and engaging atmosphere (Gustafson and Rhodes, 2006). Preschoolers, despite engaging in PA on a sporadic basis, rely on their parents to play with them. Unfortunately, parents often leave the responsibility to other childcare providers to ensure their child(ren) are sufficiently active (Irwin et al. 2005). Parents who don’t have time, are too tired or don’t support or value PA can negatively influence their preschooler’s health and wellbeing.  (Tucker et al. 2011). Their perception about the physical environment is associated with their child’s PA where safe and unsafe play spaces can have a positive or negative impact, respectively (Aggio et al. 2015).

After examining the relevant literature on the topic, many studies claim that the decision parents make on public outdoor play spaces depends on local proximity, safety and equipment variation (of playgrounds), social interactions, nature, greenness and useful amenities (O’Dwyer et al. 2013, Sallis et al. 1997). Adams et al (2018) acknowledged the importance of playgrounds in supporting children’s daily PA levels but felt a better understanding from parents on what particular features may encourage children to be more active would be useful. Similarly, Tucker et al. (2007) interviewed Canadian parents on reasons for visiting parks concluding that understanding parents’ preferences is essential to facilitate children’s PA. Veicht et al. (2006) studied Australian parents as to where children played after school, although the focus was on primary school years. The home was found to be the most popular location followed by natural open areas, parks and playgrounds and lastly the street. Criticism around safety was a key theme so too was unchallenging playground equipment, but good quality public open space was vital to a child’s active free play. Houser et al (2019) interviewed parents in Novia Scotia on a typical active day indoors and out for their preschool child and results showed how loose parts and outdoor environments provided opportunity for creativity and exploration of movement. 

Little is known about the play activities of preschool children beyond the institutional regulations of school (Luchs and Fikus, 2013). Sallis et al. (1992) claimed that influence on the physical environment relating to children’s PA have been studied the least and that further study is needed to establish children’s access to outdoor settings where they can engage in PA play (Sallis et al. 1997). There are few studies that explore the PA of preschoolers in the home environment, despite the large proportion of time they spend there and the influence of parents, although Spurrier et al. (2008) suggested that physical attributes including size of garden and outdoor play equipment is linked with more outdoor PA. A large number of studies exist around PA and outdoor play in preschool playgrounds but not public playgrounds, relevant because preschool playgrounds are obligatory whereas public playgrounds are visited voluntary with guidance from parents (Reimers et al. 2018). There is also limited literature as to how parents play with their children in these outdoor spaces, their behaviours and their overall knowledge of early years PA and physical development. 

This provides the rationale for my research which sets out to examine not only parent’s choice and experiences of outdoor play spaces but the manner in which they engage with their children in these spaces and their understanding as to what features facilitate quality PA. I also aim to grasp parents’ attitude and knowledge towards children’s early years physical development. A topic which has been infrequently studied but is fundamental to improving PA levels in the early years as parents are the gatekeepers and biggest influencers of this age group. 

Methodology:

Due to the limited current research, I felt a qualitative approach most appropriate - it being used when little is known about a phenomenon (Vivar et al. 2007) and to better understand the complexity (Williams, 2007). Semi-structured qualitative interview methods are relevant here because the research is concerned with quality and texture of experience (Willig, 2008) and as Creswell (1994, 1998) asserts will explore a social and human problem. Qualitative research is appropriate for in-depth interviews and to gain an understanding of a subject and telling us the ‘how’ and ‘why’ (Cohen et al. 2017). Interviews are useful for gathering facts, accessing beliefs, identifying feelings, exploring present and previous behaviours as well as explaining and reasoning (Silverman, 1993). 

As this methodology is more interpretive, I’ve gone down a constructivist paradigm and acknowledge my position as a researcher for qualitative research. I will be taking an ontological approach, concerning the “nature of the world”, where there exist multiple realities with description and detail to observe (Willig, 2008, pg. 13). I have no preconceptions and understand I need to take a reflexive stance by observing and “holding myself up to the lights” (Cohen et al. 2017, pg. 225), not letting my subjectivity influence their responses. The participants I will be interviewing will create their own meaning in their entirety and construct their world view. My epistemological position is a constructivist one based on interpretation, where individuals interpret the world in a different way and construct their version of social reality (Willig, 2008). This could link to a phenomenological approach where individuals’ previously lived experiences as “flesh and blood subjects” are particularly meaningful and can be viewed alongside their current belief systems and lived practises (Mortari and Tarozzi, 2010, pg. 10). 

“questions are generally broad and 
open ended so that the subject has sufficient opportunity 
to express his or her view point extensively” (p. 245),
“questions are generally broad and 
open ended so that the subject has sufficient opportunity 
to express his or her view point extensively” (p. 245),
Method: 

This qualitative study, using interviews, will measure, in-depth, the perceptions, understanding and experiences of 6 parents of preschool children (1-5 years). My data will be collected by doing 4-6 semi-structured online-call interviews of 20-minute with parents who have at least one preschool child in the South and South West London region. I will choose convenient sampling. This could be seen to limit my data, but in the current Covid pandemic situation I felt this the safest and most reliable approach.

The semi-structured nature of the interviews will provide a subjective and narrative description from a parents’ viewpoint so they can “project their own ways of defining the world” (Cohen et al. 2017, pg. 236). I will aim for the questions to be “clear and unambiguous” but “open to change” to allow for flexibility and improvisation (Cohen, 2011, pg. 225). I will choose broad, open-ended questions to gain full access to their lived experience and transcribe from a wide-angle lens which I can then sift, sort, review and reflect on. With the participants permission, each interview will be digitally recorded online on Teams Meetings software and my iPhone as back-up. The strengths of semi-structured interviews include participants being able to answer the same questions to allow for more comparability of responses, greater depth of data and interviewer’s bias can be reduced (Patton, 1980). The limitations of this method can be lack of flexibility with a semi-structure style, participants feeling uneasy about questions (by distorting or holding back information), the length of the interview can be uneconomical in terms of time and interviews can differ from one another due to mutual trust and interviewer’s control (Cicourel, 1964, Patton, 1980).

The data will be multi-layered and descriptive, I will store it securely then analyse it at different levels (Cohen et al. 2017) and transcribe each thoroughly, open coding it to categorise key themes and identify clusters of meanings (Creswell, 1998).








Appendix:

Ethics:

In considering ethical issues for my research, I will behave in a professional way with high standards and do no harm, in particular to the research participants and reputation of the University. I will get informed consent from participants and offer them the chance to withdraw at any time, assuring them full anonymity and confidentiality. As I am opting for convenient sampling and using friends, I am highly aware of the issues around bias and familiarity. I will be sensitive to the issues of power that might come into play, so respondents don’t feel obliged to participate. All participants’ responses and data will be strictly confidential, no names or addresses will appear on transcribed papers and all recordings will be deleted. The study will adhere to UWTSD guidelines. 

Timeline:

	Date
	Aim

	5-7th March 
	Prepare interview questions and resources for recording interview

	8th – 10th March 
	Interview participants (x 4-6)

	11th - 14th March 
	Transcribe interview results (1-2 hours per interview)

	19th April - 14th May
	Create poster and complete reflection paper
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