An exploration into how play affects physical development of children in the early years. 
The aim of this study is to provide an in-depth analysis of the impacts of play on physical development in the early years ages. 
Grey (2022) explains play as activities chosen freely by children, and a key factor in assisting them in acquiring skills to become proactive, control their own behaviour, engage with peers, and solve their own problems. Play is the way children discover, pursue, and thrive in their interests because it originates internally. Play is how children acquire the skills necessary to strategise, arrange, and establish boundaries for participating in activities, being shaped by cognitive principles. Engaging in play allows children to cultivate and boost creativity and imagination as it is consistently innovative and often very imaginative. 
A significant portion of the play research conducted in developmental psychology has its roots in Vygotsky's theoretical works (1978). He contended that children take control over their own activities during play, set appropriate tasks for themselves, and therefore construct their own "zone of proximal development," within where learning is most substantially boosted. Play is spontaneous and child initiated. Karpov (2005) examined the work of neo-Vygotskians that supports the idea that play is an important part of children's development of independence since it requires them to control how they behave.
 The department of education (2011) states that providing all children, including those with a disability and those living in marginalised, vulnerable or disadvantaged situations, with safe, accessible, inclusive spaces for play and socialisation has many benefits in terms of physical and mental health, education, skills development and the increasing of social confidence.
 Physical development includes the growth and maturation of the brain and body, encompassing the improvement of muscle control and coordination. This skill is utilized in various aspects of everyday activities and involves children's capacity to perform a variety of tasks, such as communicating, socializing and comprehending their surroundings. The child's ability to gain skills, determines their progress towards control. A child who has delayed motor development might improve, especially with the right intervention, but it is important for young children to have consistent chances and support to enhance their physical abilities by staying active.
 Outdoor play provides a sensory-rich space for children to explore and learn through hands-on experiences with various natural materials like sand, water, and leaves. The open and ever changing outdoors offers freedom, wild movements, and interaction with nature. Children who play outdoors receive exposure to sunlight, natural elements, and fresh air, promoting the development of bones, a stronger immune system, and increased physical activity (Bilton,2009). 
An increasing sense of worry regarding risks is impacting how parents and professionals view outdoor play, causing children to be limited to indoor activities supervised by adults. However, Stephenson (2003) argues that it is crucial to broaden our perspective on risk, looking beyond accidents to recognize the benefits of overcoming challenges and mastering new skills. During outdoor play, children should be provided with chances to experience both failure and success, gaining knowledge through trial and error. If practitioners and parents attempt to eliminate every dangerous situation, children won't learn how to navigate unpredictable circumstances and will be lacking the self-assurance needed to face challenges independently, (Veitch et al., 2006). 
Practitioners and supporting adults can encourage development by providing enabling environments and opportunities for outdoor play. The curriculum for Wales supports play benefitting physical development in children. The curriculum suggests that alongside academic benefits, outdoor play supports physical health and well-being by encouraging the use of gross and fine motor skills, balance and strength leading to overall holistic development whilst promoting healthy active lifestyle which reduces risks of obesity and sedentary lifestyles (Welsh government 2021). 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Methodological considerations.
Research
"Research is, a method for investigating and collecting information designed to discover or revise facts, theories, and applications, or to discover new facts or interpretation of existing information."(kasi, 2009).  Nolan A (2013) suggests that research provides a chance to investigate practice, find information, satiate curiosity, and validate or refute a theory or idea. Because the world is changing constantly, we need high-quality research more and more to advance new understanding. This gives us a solid foundation of knowledge to react to change. 
Research paradigms.
A research paradigm is a framework that shapes the research process by encompassing the ideas, beliefs, and biases of a study. It influences how research is conducted, guiding the study's goals, research questions, methods, and analysis techniques. Essentially, it provides the foundational context for developing a research plan within a specific discipline as suggested by Ulz (2003). Nicolas (2024) states then when research paradigms are effectively used, researchers can easily study the topics they are interested in. They make sure that the work is of high quality and done well. 
Research paradigms can be split into two clear sections, qualitative and quantitative both of which are considered as paradigms of methodology. Qualitative data is descriptive and conceptual, capturing human experiences and social phenomena in detail. The focus is on understanding the meaning and features of phenomena rather than measuring them. Qualitative data as described by Hassan (2024) as data that is gathered and studied in a non-numeric way, often observed through words, images, or observations. It is commonly used to gain a deeper understanding of complicated things like human behaviour, attitudes, and beliefs or of a specific research topic. This approach is either constructive or interpretive, with the goal of revealing the "what," "why," "when," "where," "who," and "how" according to Lim (2023). Qualitative research explores how people see their social world and their experiences. It uses methods like open-ended questions, in-depth interviews, focus groups, and observing participants to understand different perspectives thoroughly. The flexibility and adaptability of qualitative research are very important. It is dedicated to capturing a broad range of experiences and perspectives (Guba E, 1981).
Quantitative data is Information that is measurable and subject to statistical analysis since it is limited to numerical values. It contains factual, observable data expressed in predetermined units. By using these numerical representations, it is possible to quantitatively analyse quantitative data and find patterns and relationships. This sets it apart from qualitative data, which is non-numerical, descriptive data that reveals information about human feelings, experiences, and perceptions. Together, quantitative and qualitative data may paint a more complete, multifaceted picture, which is why both are essential components of a successful organisational data strategy (Hiter, 2021). However, in contrast, Walliman (2021) states that quantitative data collection does have limitations as it doesn’t allow for a deeper understanding or reasoning for induvial responses. 
Mixed methods are an approach in research which includes analysing both qualitative and quantitative data as stated by Hong et al., (2018). Creswell et al., (2013) supports using mixed methods of research complementing each other. They suggest that mixed methods design is suitable for answering research questions that cannot be answered solely by quantitative or qualitative methods. Mixed methods can be used to better understand connections or contradictions between qualitative and quantitative data. Participants can have a strong voice and share their experiences through the research process. Mixed methods allow for different ways of exploring information, which can enhance evidence and answer questions more thoroughly. 
Proposed methodology
When designing this research project, this researcher has opted for a mixed method approach, both forms of paradigms have been chosen as they will provide the researcher with in-depth and statistical insights to the research question. 
Children will be provided with a range of outdoor activities and actively encouraged by practitioners to participate and play with the provided research, researcher has chosen to observe children whilst they play to see if over time they develop physically. For example, climbing frames may be used only by those who feel confident and strong enough, the purpose of observation is to see if those who aren’t using in the beginning become stronger and more confident to start to choose activities that they wouldn’t have in the beginning of the research. 
Methodology and sample. 
For this research project the researcher has decided to use observational studies. Researcher will observe 2 groups of 6 children over a 6-week period. 
· Group 1 will be observed through their regular play times in school. 
· Group 2 will be encouraged to participate in extra play times and provided with extra outdoor play resources such as climbing frames, skipping ropes and trampolines. 
The purpose of this observation is to see if those who have been provided with more opportunities for outdoor play will physically develop more than those provided with less opportunities. 
Observations 
To design, carry out, and measure the success of the experiences they offer children, educators and programs must observe, record, and evaluate each child's learning and development. Both official and informal metrics are used in assessment to track how well pupils are doing in relation to the program's objectives. (NAEYC, 2022) suggests that when teachers are aware of each student's progress toward learning objectives, they can intentionally assist students to be successful and progress to further skills and levels.
(Sagepub.com, 2024) explains that there are multiple types of observation methods, these include time trackers and running records. For the purposes of this study, I will observe the children using written notes in a notebook to observe what skills they primarily use without encouragement, throughout the study then the children will be encouraged to use resources such as measuring tapes and gardening tools to encourage the development of their fine motor skills. For the gross motor skill development, the children will be encouraged to use trampolines and climbing frames. Video recordings also will be taken both at the start and the end of the study to identify whether physical development has improved or not. 
The Welsh government (2009) advises that whilst observing children outdoors many children act differently outdoors to how they do indoors, to maintain a true representation of the individuals I will observe their play both indoors and outdoors and identify how their skills develop. Being given the opportunity to more outdoor play to physically develop will also be present in their indoor play as they are able to master new skills, for example, holding a pencil or better co-ordination within indoor activities.  
Although participant observation is the best way to gain authentic qualitative data, Oswald et al., (2014) pointed out that the ‘Hawthorne effect’ is the main issue that can arise from observations. This effect Is when people alter the way they behave to a manner they think is expected of them as they aware they are being observed or investigated rather than how they would naturally behave. The authenticity of the conclusions or the validity of data collected then becomes problematic.
Bryman (2003) highlights that to overcome the Hawthorne effect the use of triangulation can be attempted. Triangulation is explained by Noble and Heale (2019) as a method of integrating theories, techniques, or observers in a research study to assist guarantee that basic biases resulting from the use of a single method, or a single observer are overcome. This technique helps to strengthen the validity and reliability of research findings. It is a method that makes data validation possible and may be applied to both qualitative and quantitative research. Because it provides a range of datasets to explain various facets of a phenomena of interest, triangulation can enhance research. It also aids in refuting situations in which a dataset disproves a hypothesis that was developed by another. When one set of results supports another, it can help validate a theory.
As a result, I will use a mixed method approach by following up my observations with an interview.
Interview  
After my observations, at the end of the 6-week period I will use an interview to further my findings and get first hand feedback from the individuals involved and both parents and practitioners to identify whether they believe and can confirm physical development has improved through the study. 
Researcher will prepare interview sheet with structured questions that is designed to offer insight into what stage of physical development the children were at before and after the study. Aim of interview as well as the observation is to gain greater support in findings and data directly from parents/ caregivers and teachers. Mixed method research allows for the drawbacks of each approach to be balanced, more convincing evidence and a greater confidence in conclusions whilst ensuring more detailed results that wouldn’t be obtained from one method alone, (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). 
 
Ethical considerations when conducting research including children.
Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC) (2020) explains that ethics refers to established principles of right and wrong that guide human behaviour, often relating to rights, responsibilities, societal benefits, fairness, or specific virtues. It also encompasses the ongoing exploration and formation of our ethical standards through the reflection on our moral beliefs and actions. The UKRI. Org highlights the importance of recognising any ethical implications when researching with children when they stated that to ensure the safety, well-being, and development of children involved in research, it's essential to identify and address any ethical concerns. By recognizing and addressing these issues, professionals can foster healthy growth and create safe, supportive environments that promote optimal practices and outcomes for children (UKRI.org). this highlights the importance of recognising and considering these before research Is started. 
Gaining consent
  According to ERIC (2020), a fundamental aspect of an ethical approach to research involving children's rights is securing informed consent from both children and young people, along with their parents or caregivers. This process reflects respect for children's dignity, their ability to express their views, and their right to participate in decisions that affect them.
 Modi et al., (2014) explains that before children or parents are expected to give consent that they want to participate, they should be provided in depth details about what the research entails, its intentions and what is expected of them and most importantly any risks that could occur during the research. 
An article from the NSPCC states that children when a child does not agree to take part in research, their refusal is more important than the permission given by a parent, guardian, caregiver, or another responsible adult. Children have rights, and these include the right to express themselves and have their opinions heard on issues that affect them, according to Jover and Thoilliez (2011) and this should be adhered to when conducting research involving children. 
Safeguarding
Many educational settings will ensure researcher is aware of their safeguarding policy before research is conducted. Researchers should be aware of who to contact with regards to any issues regarding safety of the participants.  However, as highlighted by the Department of Education (2023), to ensure safety of both the students and the researcher, an up-to-date enhanced DBS check must be obtained. Disclosure and Barring Service, (2019) describes that a DBS is a check that will contain any details of criminal convictions or any persons that are barred from working with children or vulnerable people. Safeguarding children also includes checking in on participants throughout the duration of research to ensure they still wish to participate. 
GDPR
To ensure that the processing of personal data is conducted in a fair and lawful manner in accordance with data protection legislation, it is essential that individuals, regardless of age, receive specific information regarding the processing activities. The details that must be communicated are outlined in the relevant data protection laws. This information encompasses the purposes for which the data will be utilized, the parties with whom it may be shared, and the duration for which it will be retained, (LEGAL SERVICES DATA PROTECTION OFFICE, 2019). 
In accordance with the data protection act (2018) I will ensure that all data is stored in locked drawers. The video evidence taken from observations will be kept on password locked device to ensure no one else has access to it. 
I will adhere to the UWTSD code of ethics to ensure safety of all personal information to protect myself, participants and the uni. All risks will be mitigated by ensure researcher adheres closely to guidelines and legislations provided by the university, GDPR guidelines and BERA guidelines for ethical education research. 
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