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 Section one – Abstract 

This research will look at the research topic of ‘Exploring the Benefits of Outdoor Learning in the Early Years. This research has been conducted due to the wide area of learning that it covers; not only does outdoor learning explore learning itself, but it also looks over play outdoors.  Both are important to children as they greatly impact a child's holistic development and well-being on a daily basis. Children are able to thrive, explore and learn through experiences by playing and learning in the outdoors. For this research, the sample size is 3 classrooms, which roughly totals 90 children for observations, and 6 practitioners across the classes for interviews, all of which will be completely anonymous. Participants were provided with all the information needed for this research to take place. The researcher disclosed all of the relevant information in regard to how the data would be used and stored; they were also made aware that if they no longer felt comfortable during the research, they were allowed to retract themselves at any point. This is because the research is voluntary and if the participant no longer wanted to take park that was allowed. 

Section two – A literature review 

Outdoor learning in the early years is a long-standing part of the curriculum that is key to supporting children in developing and learning. It incorporates any form of play or learning activity that occurs outdoors and is favourable to the development of the children involved (Clarke, N. 2024). 
Over the years, there has been enough research on outdoor learning and its benefits on children throughout the early years. A recent study in this area suggests that being outdoors and being provided with opportunities to explore nature is essential for children’s development and overall health and well-being, compared to spending too much time indoors being sedentary (Kiviranta, L et al., 2024). 

Bottrill (2022) states that the outdoors should be a part of children’s everyday learning and believes that the nature surrounding us can provide more than learning in a classroom can. Outdoor learning is not about moving the already planned provision to the outdoors. It uses natural and living objects that are free to explore outdoors and allows children to take risks. For example, if the outdoor area has a tree, allow them to explore and take risks, or if the setting has pebbles in the garden, allow the children to practice writing their high-frequency words on them. 

Welsh Assembly Government (2009) discusses the importance of outdoor learning for children as it “is the ideal environment for experiential learning because it offers unique opportunities to be creative, to move around, to be noisy and to take risks.”. They also take into consideration the aspects of the outdoors and ways in which it can support areas of development, such as physical, social, cultural, personal, and creative, as well as allowing children to explore and take risks. In comparison to Kiviranta (2024) and Welsh Assembly Government (2009), Moorhouse (2016) also talks about the benefits and the importance of outdoor learning, they believe that nature encourages children to let their natural curiosity take over allowing them to learn across the curriculum, whilst being creative, imaginative, create memories and create a deeper understanding of their learning. 
Across Wales, outdoor learning is a vital part of the curriculum throughout the Foundation Phase. Children should be exposed to outdoor learning areas, which can be used as a resource to allow for discovery, learning, and independence. Outdoor learning is seen as a critical pedagogical approach to fulfilling the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023a).
Welsh Government (2023b) discusses recent research that has taken place; however, it suggests a gap within research on the use and benefits of outdoor learning within the Foundation Phase. The study indicated that outdoor learning is used in some classrooms but is less widespread than expected. Although this research has been found from a piece of research that had a minimal response to a quantitative study, this indicates that if children are not being allowed to learn and explore outdoors, what effects is it having on their holistic development and well-being? 

Froebel (1899) communicated that the outdoors as a learning environment was a great resource for learning. He discussed the freedom that it gave children to explore and move freely, learn through experiences while developing motor skills and furthering their holistic development. Froebel (1899) believed that by providing children with a rich outdoor learning environment, children would not need to be shown or supported in their play or learning and that observation of the child taking part in the activity or play would allow practitioners to have an insight on how each child learns and understands the world around them (Froebel Trust, 2023). 

A more recent study has gathered information from various theorists who believed that outdoor learning positively impacts children’s learning and overall well-being. Joyce (2012), throughout her book, delves into outdoor learning theories and the impact that they have had on today’s education throughout history. Joyce (2012) discusses even though it is effective and beneficial for children, it would have a much larger impact if practitioners received sufficient training in the use of their outdoor areas and recognised that often a different approach may be needed outdoors than indoors. 

Section three – Methodological Considerations 

For this piece of research, the researcher will collect the data through sampling using their chosen research methods. Sampling is the way in which the researcher chooses their group or individuals to collect the needed data. It allows the researcher to narrow down the amount of research needed by creating a sample number of people needed to collect the research. Sampling is essential for research as it can influence the accuracy and the way in which it is represented (Moss, A et al., 2024). The types of sampling chosen are three randomly selected classes within a chosen early years setting; each class will be observed to collect data in relation to the research question ‘Exploring the Benefits of Outdoor Learning in the Early Years’. This is known as simple random sampling, which is where which is where random groups of people/children are selected to be a part of the research. This means that the three groups will be randomly selected, whether they are chosen by someone within the setting or by putting the classes into a hat, and the first three pulled out will be the classes to be sampled. When the research is being correlated and stored, the classes and practitioners will not be named; they will be allocated a number that only the researcher knows (Newby, P, 2014). Randomly selecting three classes allows for a sampling size of a total observation of 90 children and a possible 6 practitioners within the classes, this allows for a generous number of children and practitioners to be observed over a period of one day, to make sure that a sufficient amount of information has been collected. For this piece of research, the researchers will choose a location for the sampling out of convenience to themselves, this being a setting that is in a convenient location to them due to geographical proximity, meaning that it is easily accessible to them. This is known as ‘Convenient Sampling’ (Edgar, T and Manz, D, 2017). 

To carry out this research, two types of research methods will be used; the researcher has selected two qualitative research methods: observations and interviews. Newby, P. (2017, P 148-149) discusses qualitative research as data important within the early years as it refers to the data as thoughts and feelings and the individual representation of the data collected. It allows for accurate data to be collected if collected correctly by the researcher; otherwise, the information can be referred to as ‘unstable’. Qualitative data can also be viewed as what has taken place or what someone might think has taken place, this is where it can be referred to as ‘unstable’, meaning that this can be an issue for the researcher, however, for this to be avoided the researcher will observe and communicate with a variety of people within the setting to collect a variety of data and see if what is collected is similar or different between each class. There are both pros and cons of using qualitative research methods; a pro of qualitative research is that it allows for verbal responses to questions that would not be understood if they were to have a number as a response. A con would be that the reports that follow the research can often be complex regarding the amount of information to handle (Jarvie, W.K. 2012).  

The researcher chose these two types of qualitative research methods due to their benefits. Observations allow the observer, including practitioners, to see where a child is at with their development, capabilities, and well-being. Additionally, it allows the observer to see how practitioners in the chosen setting utilise their outdoor areas to enhance children’s learning and well-being through outdoor learning (Early Years Matters, 2023). Carrying out observations in three classes across the setting allows for contrast and comparison between the classes, the way that outdoor learning is utilised, and how it impacts the children. Furthermore, it can also support the observer in producing questions to later use in the interviews that may link to the way in which that specific practitioner may carry out outdoor learning. The interview may encourage and support the practitioners observed to enhance their outdoor learning provision and make it more beneficial for the children in ways that might not have been considered before (Neaum, S. 2016). 

The second research method that the researcher has chosen is interviews. Choosing interviews allows the participants (practitioners) to discuss the views and experiences they have had previously while carrying out outdoor learning within their setting. During this, they may divulge why they really enjoy it and the benefits they see in outdoor learning for children, whereas others may disagree with outdoor learning and the benefits that it has for children. Cohen et al., 2018 indicate that interviews are an effective method that allows the researcher to explore the research topic in depth rather than just the edges. The interview would be structured, allowing the researcher to ask questions relevant to the research question and then record the answers written or recorded whilst the participant responds with their appropriate answer. Due to there being set questions, this generally means that the responses will be short, but they should allow for short yet detailed responses. However, a structured interview can often be the wrong choice due to the questions being set and planned that often may need to be reworded if there is not as strong of an understanding or expected response. This can lead to there being irregularity and unfair results in the research as one or two participants may have been delivered different questions (Punch, 2009). 

Triangulation is a way in which the perspective of research is changed and can be used to validate, extend or challenge existing findings the researcher has found. It is often used where the way it is used is demanding or difficult and when research needs to be further looked at (Turner, P. No Date). 
Triangulation is often applied to methodological approaches in which qualitative and quantitative data have to be assessed against one another or when data is drawn from different sources at different times and locations (Flick, U, 2004). The researcher found that triangulation was not needed during research, as all research took place in the same location, with the same participants for both qualitative research areas. 

The Halo Effect is when a positive impression of something or someone is formed, which leads to others having a cognitive bias.  This can often have an effect on research, as if the researcher were to interact with the children and they form an attachment. If the researcher personally knows the practitioners, it can have an effect on the research taking place. This means that the research results could be affected as the participants may give information they may think the researcher would want to hear and not how they personally carry out outdoor learning in their setting (Cherry, K. 2022). 

The Hawthorne Effect is when participants change how they behave and improve their behaviour during an observation because they think it is what is expected of them. During an observation this would likely happen when observing a child. It is common when someone that the children in the setting do not know that their behaviour will often change; this can be positive and negative. This would influence research results as it could lead to false results. During interviews, the practitioners taking part may also do something similar. It is often that practitioners don’t follow outdoor learning as they should, so if they were aware of an observation soon to take place, practitioners would make sure that on the day of observation, there would be a correctly planned outdoor learning session to take place (Busch, B. No Date). 

Section four – Ethical Considerations 

Researchers should be critically aware of ethical issues within the early years, particularly when researching. When a researcher begins their research studies, they are committed to a variety of responsibilities that come with it; research can often lead to implications with the people taking part, as it can often affect their lives. It is vital that the researcher is aware of this and that research should be approached in an ethical manner (Nolan, A. 2013). To begin research, the researcher must gain consent from the participants. To gain permission to carry out research, permission from the gatekeeper must be held; this would be the Head Teacher of the School. BERA (2018) talks about the importance of gaining consent from the gatekeeper before approaching the intended participants; researchers should be aware or made aware of the setting safeguarding procedures before asking for permission and the research taking place. Once the gatekeeper's permission has been granted, the intended participants may be approached, and signed consent must be gained from the practitioners involved; however, for children involved, the researcher must gain assent. Meaning that letters must be sent home to the parents/guardians of the intended children. Assent is needed for children as they are under the legal age of 18 years old, thus meaning that a parent/guardian must provide that consent. 
When creating voluntary informed consent/assent forms, they must be detailed and explain to the participants what kind of research they will be taking part in, that participation is voluntary and that participants can withdraw and stop their participation at any point, who is involved, the purpose of the research, what will be carried out, how the data accumulated will be used and stored, length of time the information will be stored for and how their involvement will remain completely confidential and anonymous following the schools GDPR policies as well as the attended Universities policies (UK Government, 2018). 

Once the researcher has gained consent from their participants, it is key that again they make them aware that at any point throughout the observations and for the practitioners, the interview also they have the right to stop and withdraw whenever they feel the need to. The right to withdraw should be made fully aware on the consent forms so the participants are aware of it before agreeing to be a part of the research. BERA (2018b) states that if a participant is to withdraw, the researcher should be prepared to change their approach if needed. However, if the researcher is to attempt to persuade the withdrawer to re-participate, it must be done with care and due diligence, as the participant may have withdrawn for sensitivity reasons. Data Protection Act (2018) is in place to make everyone aware that they are responsible for the use of others’ personal data. The Data Protection Act 2018 provides individuals with the right to know how their information is being used, how it is being stored and how the data will be processed. Participants of the research being conducted should be made aware of this before, during and after the research has taken place; this encourages the researcher to make sure that they are storing and sharing data in the correct formats and that the information stored is deleted after a set period.  When publishing information Data Protection Act (2018b) the data should be published in a way that protects the participants and allows for the information to be confidential and anonymous. No names should be mentioned when the data is being stored and shared. To do this, the researcher should give each participant a number correlated to their names so that no names are mentioned when the information is published. To ensure that the research collected is stored adequately, the researcher will ensure that they follow the correct guidelines and procedures to protect all information whilst also making sure that when the information is not being used that any that is written should be stored somewhere locked away where no other have access, whilst anything on a laptop or hard drive should be in a secure locked file that only the researcher has access to. 

University of Wales Trinity St David (2022) states, "Researchers, whether at undergraduate, postgraduate or staff level in the University understand the expected standards of rigour and integrity relevant to their research and maintain the highest standards of rigour and integrity in their work at all times”. They also suggest that any research that is carried out by a student or member of staff should be completed in line with their Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice. They believe that the researcher should be able to take responsibility for any decisions that they make during their research but also work in line with the suggested principles, this is as research that is conducted by a student belonging to the university will represent them throughout the research and if the researcher is to receive a complaint or if the research is to go wrong, this then affects the reputation of the university. 
Carrying out research can always develop some risk, whether it is to the researcher, participants, or the university the researcher is linked to. Researching the benefits of outdoor learning in the early years should come with minimal risks. However, research can often open doors where participants voice their opinions. University of Bristol (No Date) talks about the types of risks the research could be subject to, for example, physical threat from those involved, potential loss of education placement or job or severe accusations. To mitigate these risks it is important that the researcher is and University of Wales Trinity St David (2022 P. 4) discusses the importance for the researcher to be always honest throughout the research – including when reporting their findings. To be rigour, meaning to be in line with disciplinary standards and that all research will be completed will be completed using the appropriate methods. The importance to be held accountable throughout their research whilst also being caring and respectful to all who are engaged in the research and making sure that there is transparency and communication throughout the research, allowing for the research collected to be honest and reliable. 
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