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ECAD7004 – Researching the Learning
Aim, Focus and Purpose of the Research
This case study investigates how children’s perceptions of gender might influence play behaviour and social interactions in the outdoor continuous provision area of a mixed-gender year one classroom. Observations of children gravitating towards specific areas within the outdoor learning environment, such as boys favouring construction zones and girls engaging with dolls, raise questions about the influence of these stereotypes. The research explored whether these patterns reflect underlying biases and how such limitations might hinder children's social development and ability to interact with each other. 
The overarching values and dispositions of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019) advocate core values, including a commitment to ongoing improvement, professional development, collaboration, and innovation, all of which aim to benefit learners. Aligned with a passion for fostering inclusive learning environments, this investigation aims to shed light on these dynamics and their potential impact on children's social development.
Research Context
According to the Welsh Government (2023), School A is a large, English-medium, mainstream, mixed-gender primary school situated in the Vale of Glamorgan. It has approximately 473 pupils on roll, 225 male pupils and 248 female pupils. 
The class in which this research was undertaken has 30 pupils on roll, with 14 pupils identifying as girls and 16 pupils identifying as boys. The class utilised a mixed-gender grouping system, splitting the class into half. During the main learning sessions, one group can access the outdoor provision, and the other group can access the indoor provision. The outdoor provision is divided into areas that include a construction area, transactional role play, stage area, physical area, mud kitchen, science area, small world play, water tray and sensory tray. Weekly learning challenges are placed into some of the areas with targeted skills to be developed, whilst other areas remain open to free play. 


Literature Review
Children's understanding of gender significantly shapes their social interactions and play behaviours, particularly within outdoor learning environments. While the terms "sex" and "gender" are often used interchangeably, they hold distinct meanings. Sex refers to biological characteristics, while gender is a social construct shaped by cultural expectations and norms (Chapman, 2016). The United Nations (2024) defines gender stereotypes as "generalised views or preconceptions about attributes or characteristics, or the roles that are or ought to be possessed by, or performed by, women and men." The Welsh Government's (2022) statutory guidance on relationships and sexuality education, focusing on equity and inclusivity, empowers learners to be agents of change regardless of gender. This shift could be pivotal in breaking societal norms and challenging stereotypical perspectives.
Play is recognised as crucial for children's development, encompassing social skills, physical growth, creativity, and cognitive abilities (MacBlain, 2014; Bruce, 2010; Fromberg, 2005). However, societal gender norms can limit the scope for inclusive exploration in outdoor play experiences. Studies consistently show that young children exhibit gender-typical play patterns that persist into later stages of childhood. Boys gravitate towards active play in larger groups, while girls favour cooperative play in smaller settings (Weisgram, 2019). These distinctions can lead to disparate childhood experiences.
Unconscious teacher bias can significantly influence how children view themselves and interact with their environment. Research by Andersen (2023) suggests these biases can unintentionally promote gender differences in student outcomes through reinforcing widely accepted norms. Carlana (2019) further emphasises the negative impact of unconscious bias and gender stereotypes on children's self-concept. Therefore, teachers play a critical role in dismantling these preconceived notions and fostering inclusive learning environments for all students.
The potential for gendered play to constrain social interactions highlights the necessity for strategies fostering inclusivity in outdoor learning environments. Research by Stutey et al. (2020) and Kung (2021) underscores that children internalise these gendered norms early on, affecting their choice of toys and play approaches. This aligns with the broader body of research, as highlighted by Mayeza (2017), emphasising the impact of gender on play behaviours within educational settings.
Notably, social learning influences children's play behaviours, often outweighing inherent biological predispositions (Maccoby, 2000). Coyne et al. (2014) further stress the role of gender stereotypes perpetuated through media, toys, and adult interactions. For instance, the absence of diverse play materials in outdoor settings might dissuade girls from engaging in activities like block play, limiting their exposure to spatial reasoning and problem-solving skills typically associated with such play. O’Connor et al. (2017) reinforce that play is not gender-exclusive and advocate for embracing all forms of play to foster holistic skill development.
Research suggests that gender stereotypes can have an adverse effect on the development of children's skills and learning. Spinner et al. (2021) support this view by suggesting that children are often discouraged from engaging in activities deemed suitable for the opposite gender, leading to missed opportunities for growth. Weisgram (2019) further states that the impact of gender stereotypes in play can even go on to influence occupations subjected to traditional stereotypes.
Albert Bandura's Social Learning Theory (1971) offers insights into how children internalise gender stereotypes through observational learning. Here, they mimic behaviours rewarded by significant figures like parents and teachers. Such differential reinforcement can influence children's perceptions of gender-appropriate activities. Moreover, exposure to gendered portrayals in media further reinforces these stereotypes. Therefore, examining the interplay between socialisation processes and outdoor environments can inform efforts to promote inclusivity and gender diversity in outdoor learning spaces.

Gender stereotypes are a pervasive part of our society. However, UNESCO (2022) acknowledges the power of educators to bring about transformative change by challenging these stereotypes and creating inclusive teaching and learning opportunities. This is further supported by the NEU (2020), which developed the “Breaking the Mould” resources, which support early years educators in challenging gender stereotypes within their schools.

In conclusion, this review has explored the significant influence of children's understanding of gender on their social interactions and play behaviours within outdoor learning environments. While a wealth of research exists on the negative impact of gender stereotypes and the role of social learning, there is a relative scarcity of literature specifically focused on strategies for creating gender-inclusive outdoor learning spaces. This gap in research highlights the need for further studies that explore practical methods for educators and outdoor learning providers to dismantle gendered biases and create environments that nurture all children's sense of exploration, regardless of gender identity or expression. By prioritising inclusivity and fostering a diversity of play experiences, we can ensure that all children can thrive and develop their full potential in the enriching context of outdoor learning.
Explanation of Case Study
The term "case study research" encompasses various approaches as recognised by Yazan (2015). However, this study aligns with the definitions of Thomas (2021) and Yin (2014), the latter specifically focusing on exploratory case study methods. As Thomas (2021) outlines, a case study involves two key elements: the subject of focus (e.g., a person or place), in this instance, school children in an outdoor environment and the object of interest (the specific area of investigation) and their perspectives of gender in play. These elements are interrelated and define the overall case being studied. Yin (2014) highlights the value of exploratory case studies for a deeper understanding of social experiences, particularly when there's no predetermined outcome. This aligns with the open-ended nature of the focus on social interactions and play behaviours in this research project. 

A major draw for using case studies in research is that they allow for a deeper insight into a specific situation, give a clear outline of the research and are easily interpreted. Taber (2013) highlights the usefulness of case studies in education, particularly for complex situations where numerous variables are at play, even if the number of studied cases is limited. Demetriou (2013, pp.257) also vouches that case studies are “an attractive research method” because they create a clear evidence base for identification, capturing a detailed picture of an individual or situation within a specific time period, leading to a more meaningful understanding. According to MacNaughton et al. (2010), case studies offer a valuable strength: they are not merely descriptive accounts but rather systematic inquiries that prioritise factual data and a literal interpretation of the evidence.

While case studies offer valuable strengths, they also possess inherent limitations that researchers must acknowledge. A key concern is the potential for subjectivity to influence the findings (Demetriou, 2013). The in-depth nature of case studies can lead researchers to focus on specific aspects that resonate with their own experiences or theoretical viewpoints, potentially overlooking or underemphasising other elements crucial to the case. This inherent subjectivity can make it challenging to establish the generalisability of findings from a single case study to a broader population (Wellington, 2015).

One approach to mitigate the limitations of subjectivity in case studies is through triangulation (Taber, 2013). Triangulation involves using a wider range of data sources, forms, and collection methods within a single study. This can include incorporating quantitative data, such as surveys or statistics, alongside the qualitative data obtained through the case study. By employing multiple perspectives and methodologies, researchers can enhance the validity of their research and build a more comprehensive picture of the research outcomes.

Yin (2014) further strengthens the case for robust case study research by proposing three additional solutions to improve validity. These solutions emphasise the importance of using multiple sources of evidence, establishing a sequence of evidence, and ensuring cross-examination to verify findings further.

Stratified random sampling was employed to ensure a balanced representation of genders in this study. This technique involves dividing the population of interest into subgroups based on a specific characteristic, such as gender (boys and girls) within a year one class (Taber, 2013). Since the class was already divided into two separate groups for indoor and outdoor learning, we strategically selected four children from each group, guaranteeing an even split of girls and boys from both groups.




Research Methods

Educational research plays a vital role in improving teaching practice, refining learning environments, and optimising learner outcomes. This aligns with the professional standards for teaching and leadership (Welsh Government, 2019), which highlight the importance of reflective practice in professional learning and innovation strands. Researchers use various methodologies to ensure the acquisition of reliable and insightful data. This review focuses on two commonly used approaches: semi-structured interviews and observations.

Due to the nature of this research project, which was conducted with young children, observations were sought as an effective data collection method. According to Clark (2005), observation is a long-standing research tool in education's early years. This qualitative approach enables the researcher to gather evidence from the actions and interactions of participants. In this process, the researcher records the behaviours, content-related elements, processes, or interactions of a subject who is engaged in a particular task or sequence of tasks (Bell and Waters, 2018). Observations enable researchers to generate a picture of the case study using first-hand evidence and provide a strong foundation for understanding the studied people, events, and behaviours (Wellington, 2015; Cohen, 2017; Palaiologou, 2014). Cohen et al. (2018, pp.997) further argue that utilising observation as a primary research method can produce more accurate and genuine data than indirect approaches, increasing validity and offering “rich contextual information”. Wilson and Fox (2013) recognise the importance of careful planning and preparation in deciding the focus and approach to recording the data generated within observations. Therefore, an observation schedule was developed to support this case study (Appendix C).

Whilst observations serve to provide valid data, written observations also have shortcomings. Wilson and Fox (2013) recognise the possibility of changes in participant behaviour due to the observer's presence and that the immediate nature of written observations could cause the data collected to be somewhat superficial. Furthermore, Denscombe (2007) acknowledges that the research method of participant observation depends on the researcher's accounts and field notes, which results in a lack of verifiable data. This, in turn, makes it challenging to replicate a study and verify its reliability. Using an observation method for this research case study, a picture was built of how each participant interacted with the environment, with others socially, and with their play preferences. 

An observation schedule was developed to alleviate some of the limitations of observations as a research method (Appendix C). The schedule ensured the research observations were focused and consistent, with clear guidelines for the types of data, interactions, and behaviours to be recorded. This ensured that enough observational data was collected for future analysis. All participants were consulted for their assent, informed of the nature of the observations, and informed of their right to withdraw at any time. 

Complementing the observation method, semi-structured interviews offer a flexible approach to data collection, allowing researchers to delve deeper into participants' experiences and perspectives (Denscombe, 2007). Unlike structured interviews with a pre-set list of closed questions, semi-structured interviews use an interview guide with open-ended prompts. This enables researchers to follow up on interesting participant points, leading to richer data (Bryman, 2016; Dana and Yendol-Hoppey, 2020). 

One of the key strengths of semi-structured interviews is their ability to uncover participant experiences and opinions (Winwood 2018). Additionally, they allow researchers to clarify participant responses and probe for deeper understanding (Buckler and Walliman, 2016). Ponizovsky-Bergelson et al. (2019) acknowledge even young children can offer and express insightful opinions and perspectives on educational practice. Therefore, semi-structured interviews provide a useful platform for gathering their thoughts in a more open way where their perceptions can be further clarified. 

However, limitations exist; Cohen et al. (2018) argue that interview participants may withhold information to suit the research narrative, while the method's flexibility can sabotage the data's validity (Winwood, 2018). Clark (2005) also acknowledges concern about interviewing young children regarding its feasibility for gathering reliable data. Child participants may adapt their answers and look for approval from the interviewer. Furthermore, interviews can be considered time-consuming, with the additional potential of the interviewee being interrupted by others and the time for transcription (Bell and Waters, 2018). 

The research project's interviews were semi-structured, using pre-determined questions (Appendix D) to facilitate follow-up questions or participant clarification. Before interviews, rapport was built with the children by spending time within the class building trust and positive relationships. The interview session was conducted in a familiar, child-friendly and inviting space. This ensured children felt more relaxed and comfortable expressing themselves. All child participants were asked for consent to interview and permission to audio record the interview for reference at a later time. They were also informed of their right to withdraw at any given time. 

The age and developmental stage of the participants, who were young children, significantly influenced the research methods chosen. Observations and semi-structured interviews were deemed suitable for capturing this demographic's nuanced behaviours and perspectives. This approach bolstered the validity of the research results by providing additional data while delving into why the participants engaged with the observed environment, social interactions, and play preferences. Both methods yielded findings that could inform practice and learning opportunities following the research.

Data Presentation and Analysis Methods
This research delved into the impact of gender on social interactions and play behaviours within year one's outdoor continuous provision. A multi-method approach that combined observations and semi-structured interviews was employed to gain a nuanced understanding of children's experiences in the outdoor play environment.
The observational component of the study relied on detailed field notes as the main data source. These notes documented the setting, date, time, and ongoing activities during the designated outdoor play period. The primary focus was to record specific behaviours exhibited by children during their play experiences, with particular attention given to interactions, play initiation, and instances where gender may have influenced these behaviours.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposeful sample of approximately eight children to complement the observational data. This targeted selection ensured diverse perspectives were included while maintaining manageable interview lengths for young participants. The interview questions were created to include open-ended questions that elicited rich, detailed responses (Bryman, 2016; Dana and Yendol-Hoppey, 2020). Children were invited to share their thoughts on the play, their favourite activities in the outdoor space, and the nature of their peer interactions. Furthermore, the interview guide explored any challenges or opportunities they perceived regarding gender and play. This approach allowed researchers to gain valuable insights directly from the children themselves, enriching the understanding of how gender intersects with play experiences.
The data in this case study was analysed using a thematic approach (Appendix E). Field notes and interview transcripts were reviewed, identifying patterns and recurring themes within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Researchers could gather valuable insights into their perspectives on play and potential gender-related influences by identifying patterns and recurring ideas within the children's narratives, such as play area preferences and play styles. 
 This was done using an open coding method, identifying recurring keywords and phrases, building a pattern and contributing to themes within the data set Burnard et al. (2008). These recurring themes included instances of gendered group play, mentions of gender stereotypes by children, or the types of play initiated by boys and girls, allowing for a deeper understanding of how gender influences play and social interaction in the outdoor environment.
This research ensured the reliability and credibility of its findings by using multiple methods and analysing the themes in both data sets. The goal was to provide valuable insights that can help create more inclusive play environments where all children, irrespective of their gender, feel empowered to explore, collaborate, and thrive in the dynamic world of outdoor play.



Ethical Considerations
This research project was committed to ethical treatment and participant well-being, adhering to the guidelines outlined in the attached Ethics Form (see Appendix A). This study also adhered to the codes and guidelines outlined in the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Code (2022), the UWTSD Research Data Management Policy (2022), and relevant ethical frameworks such as the BERA’s Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2018).
Parents or guardians of all participating Year One students received a clear and concise information sheet to ensure informed participation (Appendix B). This sheet explained the study's nature, purpose, and methodology, including details on data collection methods. Parents were offered the opportunity to ask questions and were informed of their right to withdraw their child's consent at any point during the research process. This opt-out consent approach ensured participants understood their involvement and retained control over their child's participation.
Verbal assent was obtained from all pupils before observations and recorded interviews to ensure informed participation. Pupils were also informed and regularly reminded of their right to withdraw from the research at any point without consequence. Consistent reminders throughout the study ensured their comfort and voluntary participation.
Following the ethical guidelines for educational research set by BERA (2018), this case study placed utmost importance on safeguarding the anonymity of the school and its participants. To ensure confidentiality, the school has been identified as School A.
Before undertaking the research, participants were fully informed of the case study and what it would entail. This study's Ethics Form (Appendix A) carefully documented the acknowledgement of potential risks and discomfort for participants. Specifically, it recognises the possibility of emotional discomfort that may arise during observation or interviews. However, participants were consistently reminded of their right to withdraw throughout the research process to alleviate these concerns. Furthermore, measures have been taken to ensure students are observed in groups and interviewed in pairs.
The school, parents and participants can request access to the research findings. All data collected was solely used for this project, securely stored in cloud storage, and will be destroyed upon completion of the university module.
Results, Analysis and Discussion
Play is a crucial aspect of childhood development, fostering social skills, creativity, and problem-solving abilities. However, societal gender stereotypes can infiltrate children's play spaces, potentially limiting their experiences. This thematic analysis explores the influence of gender stereotypes on play behaviour in young children, examining themes related to play area preferences, types of play initiated, group dynamics, communication styles, and collaborative play.
Play Area Preferences: 
Observations revealed a distinct differentiation in play area preferences based on gender. Boys gravitated towards areas with space for physical activity and building materials, engaging in constructive play. Girls were drawn to the birthday party and doctors’ surgery role-play areas, often engaging in nurturing and imaginative play. This aligns with Weisgram's (2019) research on gender-typical play patterns, where boys prefer active play and girls favour cooperative play settings.
Further analysis revealed instances, where the children were finding the learning challenges set up in certain areas, were not catering to their interests and why they were avoiding these areas to play in and were asked what could be changed to make these areas more appealing. One child replied, “I’d like smaller blocks in the construction area, or maybe we can build fairy houses”. Another stated, “We could put scarier stuff in the doctor’s surgery”. Therefore, potentially adding an element of pupil’s voice to the weekly challenges could help with engaging girls and boys in areas they choose not to frequent. 
Types of Play Initiated: 
Thematic analysis revealed a tendency towards gendered play styles. Boys often initiated games with competitive elements like building structures or superheroes. Conversely, girls were likelier to initiate imaginative play scenarios involving tea parties or caring for others, as observed in the roles of mummies, babies and doctors in the doctor’s surgery role play. This aligns with the broader body of research discussed in the literature review, where social learning theory (Bandura, 1971) explains how children internalise these stereotypes through observation.
However, it's important to note that these were general trends, not rigid categories. Some boys engaged in imaginative play. This suggests that children are naturally curious and possess a wider range of play interests. The concern lies in potential societal pressures that discourage them from exploring beyond perceived gender norms.
Group Dynamics and Play Segregation: 
The analysis revealed a tendency towards self-segregation during play. Children primarily played with same-sex peers, forming distinct social groups. While same-sex play is natural, this segregation sometimes led to exclusion based on gender identity. Certain play areas, particularly those dominated by boys, became unappealing for girls, potentially limiting their access to specific materials and play experiences. The solitary play was also observed within the science area, where a child playing with coloured water unknowingly reinforced these norms by stating, "Blue is a boy's colour." This incident exemplifies how children internalise these stereotypes early on, affecting their choice of playmates and toy preferences, as supported by Stutey et al. (2020) and Kung (2021).
This highlights the need to foster inclusive play spaces that encourage interaction and collaboration across genders. Providing a wider variety of open-ended toys that appeal to diverse interests can be critical in breaking down these walls and promoting a more inclusive play environment.
Communicative Styles: 
The analysis yielded interesting observations regarding communication styles. Girls were more likely to use verbal communication, engage in storytelling and express emotions during play.  On the other hand, boys often relied on nonverbal communication, using actions and gestures to convey their ideas.
Collaborative play can sometimes be challenging due to inherent differences between boys and girls. Girls may find it difficult to comprehend boys' rough and physical outbursts as playful, while boys may misinterpret girls' verbal assertiveness as bossiness or aggression. According to research, boys tend to be more dominant in their communication style, exhibiting assertiveness (Kilby, 2023).
Educators can play a vital role in fostering an understanding of different communication styles. Role-playing scenarios and discussing expressing emotions can equip children to navigate these differences effectively.
Collaborative Play: 
The analysis revealed that collaborative play often involved gendered roles. Boys tended to take on leadership roles during construction games, assigning tasks and directing the play. Girls, conversely, were more likely to adopt nurturing or follower roles during imaginative play scenarios. These findings emphasise the negative impact of stereotypes on skill development, referencing Spinner et al. (2021), who suggest children are discouraged from activities deemed suitable for the opposite gender. While some collaborative play naturally involves leadership and support roles, concern arises when these roles become rigidly defined by gender. This limits opportunities for children to develop a wider range of social skills.
Encouraging mixed-gender collaborative play through open-ended activities like block building or storytelling can foster a more fluid distribution of roles and encourage children to develop their communication and leadership skills regardless of gender.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This case study investigated the influence of gender stereotypes on young children's play behaviours within an outdoor learning environment. While observations and semi-structured interviews provided valuable insights into children's social interactions and play preferences, critically evaluating these methods highlights their limitations.

The research design, with its focus on a single school and a small sample size, restricts the generalisability of the findings. Despite offering rich contextual data, observations can be susceptible to observer bias. The researcher's experiences and preconceptions might influence how they interpret behaviours, potentially overlooking or misinterpreting subtle cues. Additionally, observations capture a snapshot in time, and without considering the broader context, a specific behaviour could be misinterpreted. For instance, a child observed hesitating to join a group might be experiencing shyness or struggling with additional learning needs rather than adhering to gender stereotypes.

Semi-structured interviews with young children also have limitations. While these interviews provide a platform for children's voices, how questions are phrased can inadvertently lead them towards specific answers. Furthermore, young children's short attention spans and limited ability to articulate complex ideas can impact the reliability of the collected data.

Future research can be strengthened by incorporating a larger sample size across multiple schools and age groups. This broader scope would enhance the generalisability of the findings and provide a more comprehensive picture of gendered play patterns. Employing a mixed-methods approach through triangulation of data collection methods would further strengthen the research. This could involve incorporating surveys for teachers and parents alongside observations and child interviews. Teacher surveys could explore their observations of children's play behaviours and any unconscious biases they might hold. Parent surveys could shed light on how gender stereotypes are reinforced at home and in the wider community.

This research aligns with the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019) by promoting a commitment to ongoing improvement and fostering inclusive learning environments. The findings highlight the need for further reflection on my own practice and investigation into effective strategies for dismantling gender stereotypes in learning environments.

Based on the research findings, one key recommendation is the implementation of professional development workshops for educators. These workshops could focus on raising awareness of unconscious bias and equip educators with strategies to promote gender-inclusive play. Educators could be trained to identify and challenge gendered assumptions embedded in their language and interactions. They could also learn strategies for creating various open-ended play materials that cater to diverse interests. This could involve creating designated areas for collaborative play and providing open-ended materials like blocks, dramatic play props, and art supplies that can be used in various ways. By fostering a more inclusive play environment, children can explore their interests and develop a broader range of social and cognitive skills without being restricted by stereotypical boundaries.
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