1501950, ECGE7001, Wordcount: 3913, Turnitin: 2%

[bookmark: _GoBack]Do the attitudes of practitioners and parents towards the mud kitchen impact children’s use of the resource within a setting?
Whilst working within a childcare setting, I have noted the variety of attitudes displayed by practitioners towards the mud kitchen which is situated within the nursery garden. The mud kitchen is in a part of the garden freely available to children; however, I have noticed that it is rarely used during children’s free play or included during structured outdoor activities led by practitioners. Most practitioners I have witnessed discourage the use of the resource claiming children will get dirty or make a mess. Therefore, I want to investigate why practitioners have these views when existing research tells us that mud kitchen play promotes children’s development, learning and well-being (White, 2012). I have an interest in messy play, particularly mud kitchens, so I may be biased in my views or how I am viewing the situation, which is why I intend to investigate this issue. I hypothesise that adult attitudes towards the mud kitchen directly impact children’s use of the resource. I want to investigate whether positive adult child interactions lead to longer and more frequent visits to the mud kitchen area, and similarly, whether negative interactions discourage children from using the resource. Furthermore, it would be interesting to discover whether practitioners and parents place any significance on the mud kitchen as a learning tool for children.
According to Erickson and Ernst (2011), playing with a material such as mud is nature play. Wilson (2012) recommends adults encourage nature play by showing an interest and offering encouragement to children. It is well documented that providing and allowing experiences in natural outdoor environments can promote children’s wellbeing, learning and development (White, 2014; Wilson, 2012; Robertson, 2014; Erickson and Ernst, 2011; Bilton, 2010). A study by Dowdell et al. (2011) found that as well as providing natural outdoor environments, children’s learning and play was further enhanced by knowledgeable teachers who assisted children in making sense of their interactions with the environment. According to Reggio Emilia philosophy, children, parents and practitioners co-construct meanings, which is considered to be at the heart of teaching and learning (Rinaldi, 1998). Howard and McInnes (2010) also state that in settings where more adult-child interactions happened during play it resulted in a more playful attitude and approach to tasks by children, which in turn has consequences for their learning. Furthermore, Dowdell et al. (2011) found that a teachers view and attitudes towards the outdoors were proven to be a factor in the findings. This is reflected in Wilson’s claims:

Children learn more from what we do than what we say… The attitudes, dispositions, and values that children see reflected in the lives of their parents and teachers tend to be the attitudes and values they’ll carry with them throughout life.  
(Wilson, 2012: 51).

The Foundation Phase in Wales advocates that practitioners allow time for and support children in child-initiated learning outdoors (Curriculum for Wales, 2015). Ray and Jakubec (2018) conducted a literature review of 22 studies which looked at teacher engagement in the outdoors within early childhood and elementary settings. They concluded that a teachers lack of knowledge and training of the outdoors hindered their motivation to engage children in outdoor learning experiences. It would be interesting to discover whether the practitioners within my study claim the same issues. Larimore (2018) states that practitioners need to consider how their interactions with children outdoors should encourage higher levels of thinking through the asking of how and why questions. Furthermore, rather than immediately saying no to a child who may want to play in the mud kitchen, it would be beneficial to discuss the activity with the child. Wilson (2012) claims that too often adults are concerned with safety, health and issues of cleanliness around outdoor play. Tizard et al. (1977) found that when outdoors, adults are more negative, are sedentary and engage less verbally with children when compared to being indoors. This study however, does not determine whether the negative attitude and lack of engagement directly impacts a child’s activity or use of a resource.
The research proposal fits a Constructivist paradigm as the underlying meanings behind the use of the mud kitchen need to be explored and interpreted in order to gain an understanding. I recognise that my own subjectivity, experiences and background with regards to outdoor learning and messy play have shaped my interpretation of the situation. According to Creswell (2009), constructivist research should rely on the views of the participants being studied. Kumar (2014) states that it would be unethical to allow my bias to influence the responses of the participants, therefore, I must not let it show through during any interviews I conduct or with the wording of questionnaires I produce. In order to manage this risk Creswell (2009) suggests the use of general and broad open-ended questions during data collection with participants. 
This research aims to investigate the attitudes of practitioners and parents of children within a childcare setting with regards to the mud kitchen through the collection of primary data. It is a qualitative study using a mixed methods approach. Obtaining participant views would be achieved through qualitative data collection methods such as questionnaires and interviews (Bell, 2010; Braun and Clarke, 2013; Bryman, 2016; Cohen et al. 2011). As I would also like to get an accurate description of what is currently happening at the setting with regards to the mud kitchen as a resource, carrying out multiple structured observations would achieve this. According to Cohen et al. (2011) additional data is needed from other sources to inform any interpretations made from the observational data. Additionally, Kumar (2014) confirms that an advantage to having multiple data collection methods, is that it allows for the comparison and confirmation of findings, therefore, providing support or contradiction to your argument.
The sample for this study is considered as being a convenience sample (Edwards and Holland, 2013; Lewin, 2011) of the practitioners, children and parents from within the setting. Only participants who give voluntary informed consent will be included due to ethical and legal reasons (Cahana and Hurst, 2008). As well as parental consent, children will also be asked to give their assent to be observed. This is in accordance with the UNCRC Article 12, which gives children the right to have a voice in any matters that concern them (UNICEF UK, 1990). Consideration has been given as to how best to request the child’s permission to be observed based on the competence of the children (The Research Ethics Guidebook, 2019). Access to the sample would first need to be obtained from the managers of the setting, who are regarded as gatekeepers. Oppong (2013) raises the issue of gatekeeper bias, where gatekeepers may exert their power by only providing details of children who are known to engage with the mud kitchen, or practitioners who have more knowledge of outdoor learning. They may do this with the intention of trying to provide the researcher with the information they think are searching for. After gaining permission to carry out the study recruitment letters would be sent out to parents of children within the setting which would contain an information letter and consent forms regarding the research (Appendix 1). As this is a small-scale study within a setting, there are limitations with regards to the size of the sample. The number of employees within the setting is less than ten, therefore it is possible that they may not want to take part, as due to the smaller sample size practitioners may be easier to identify raising issues of anonymity. With this in mind, Kelly (2009) states that it would be unethical to promise anonymity to participants within a small-scale study such as this due to the possibility of identification from other practitioners based on what information is published in the final report.
The physical use of the mud kitchen within the setting will be evaluated using structured observations of the children and practitioners. Although the rationale of the study is aimed at the attitudes of the adults in the setting, I believe it is important to gather some quantitative data on how the mud kitchen is currently being used by children. Finding out exactly how many children visit the mud kitchen during a free play session and how long they spend there would give an accurate description of the situation compared to my personal interpretation. To prevent my bias from affecting the situation it would be most appropriate to carry out non-participant observations under natural conditions such as during a free play session. However, this could prove difficult as Costley et al. (2010) point out that as I work within the setting, the children may not differentiate between my role as a researcher and practitioner making it difficult to carry out non-participatory observations. 
According to Bell (2010), Papatheodorou et al. (2013) and Denscombe (2014), the observer should aim to be as unobtrusive as possible to retain the naturalness of the setting. Similarly, Callan and Reed (2011) state that the research should not disrupt the routines or play of the children. Kumar (2014) points out the possibility that when participants are being observed they may alter their behaviour in order to fit in with what you are there to observe, which is known as the observer effect. I feel this is an issue which may arise with regards to the practitioners in the setting. By stating the purpose of the research within the introductory letter accompanying consent forms there is the risk of the observer effect, where the practitioners may feel self-conscious or become anxious at being observed and having their behaviour scrutinised (Denscombe, 2014). These feelings could lead to them purposely altering their behaviour as a direct result of being observed. Kumar (2014) and Repp (1988) claim that when this happens the results of observations will be distorted, thus affecting the validity of the data. Denscombe (2014) suggests two solutions to the observer effect, secretly observing participants or disguising the purpose of the research. Cohen et al. (2011) argue that covert research can be justified if it overcomes the issue of the observer effect. However, in line with the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research both solutions would be unethical to use in this study and could cause harm to both the participants and myself (BERA, 2011).
The observation methods will be systematic, using quantitative data based on frequencies, amount of time and a simple scale to portray the situation happening at the mud kitchen. Cohen et al. (2011) claim that structured observations are useful in testing hypotheses. With this in mind, I feel that this method would prove most useful in discovering whether interactions with adults affect children’s use of the mud kitchen, as it would provide numerical data which can then be analysed for any patterns or trends. According to Denscombe (2014) and Repp (1988), a structured method of observation minimises the influence of the researcher’s perceptions and bias. Bryman (2016) notes that the use of a coding system for behaviours can be used to record the detailed nature of interactions between children and practitioners. However, Bryman also acknowledges that if there are large numbers of codes to remember then the system will become too complex making it undesirable due to the possibility of the observer becoming confused. Having a category for the types of behaviours seen at the mud kitchen would be beneficial, however, the variety of behaviours displayed by children and adults can be complex and varied (Berk, 2012), as well as the difficulty of defining an intention from an observation (Cohen et al., 2011), therefore I do not feel it is necessary to include this category in the observations of this study. 
The intention of the observations in this study is to produce a description of how often the mud kitchen is used and to identify any relationship between adult interactions and length of stay of the child. The use of narrative observations could produce a more detailed analysis of interactions happening at the mud kitchen, however, I feel that my unintentional bias and subjectivity may affect my interpretation of any interactions observed. Denscombe (2014) acknowledges that structured observations can provide more reliable data compared to narrative descriptions of a situation where interpretations may be biased. Similarly, Bell (2010) advises keeping the observation schedule small scale, thus ensuring I can remain focused on observing the participants at the mud kitchen and not get distracted by the recording of more detailed observations. As can be seen in Appendix 2, a system of categories for observation have been arranged into a table where data can be easily and quickly recorded. The use of a key for shorthand terms has been included as well as notes explaining the meanings behind the categories with the aim of ensuring inter-observer consistency (Bryman, 2016). Cohen et al. (2011) advise that researchers practice beforehand so they have a complete understanding of the codes and categories that need to be observed.
The use of a three-point categorical scale to determine the nature of the adult child interaction has been included so that during data analysis the length of time spent at the mud kitchen by a child can be compared to whether a positive, negative or neutral interaction occurred with an adult. According to Kumar (2014), attitude towards the issue in question can be measured using a Likert scale in a quantitative method such as the structured observation. However, it could be difficult to identify from the scale whether the adult is having a positive or negative impact on the situation, especially when we consider that adult interventions during children’s play can be both harmful and helpful to a child (Smidt, 2011). For example, observing an adult interacting with a child who is playing at the mud kitchen could be perceived during an observation as positive, however, the reality may be that the interference of the adult, although unintentional, is disrupting the learning and development happening resulting from the child’s play (Gray, 2009; Treveton, 2017). This is one of the disadvantages to structured observation, where the data does not allow me to see the meaning of the behaviours observed (Bryman, 2016). 
Cohen et al. (2011) suggests carrying out multiple observations to create a bigger picture of the situation, consequently offering more reliable data. As Baker and Edwards (2012) note, how much data needs to be collected depends on many factors, for example, the scale of the study, time and other commitments. As this is a small-scale study I have chosen to carry out eight observations over a four-week period. The observations will be thirty minutes long, twice a week and take place during the morning free play session which takes place outdoors. Having eight sessions allows for any variables which might happen such as weather, the mood of the children or other activities happening at the setting that morning. Another key point to consider in the preparation of the observations is the creation of a seating plan which identifies where the observer will sit (Bell, 2010). The diagram would mark possible positions where the observer could sit, the most suitable location would be decided upon after a pilot has been carried out (Cohen et al., 2011). In deciding where to position the observer, Papatheodorou et al. (2013) state that sitting too far away puts them at risk of missing language and conversational details happening at the mud kitchen. While sitting too close to the mud kitchen could distract children’s attention away from the resource and may increase instances of children wanting to approach me. Repp (1988) suggests that for structured observations it may be less intrusive to the children if the observer sits indoors by a window with a view of the mud kitchen as qualitative bits of information aren’t required. As mentioned before, the children may not differentiate between my role as a researcher and it is possible during the observations that the children may approach expecting me to play with them, as I would normally do in my role as an early years practitioner. Callan and Reed (2011) state that the researcher needs to be aware of the issues arising from this conflict of interest and that when young children are involved, the research should not be the main priority, the rights and needs of the child should come first which is supported by the UNCRC Article 3 (UNICEF UK, 1990).
Alshenqeeti (2014) states that when interviews are used alongside observations they can provide a deeper insight into participants values and beliefs, possibly providing confirmation to things that have been seen or said, thus helping to validate the findings of the research. The collection of data from practitioners will be achieved through semi-structured, one-to-one interviews in which practitioners’ views, past experiences and knowledge of muddy play, and in particular the mud kitchen, will be explored to find possible explanations for the attitudes I have witnessed in the setting (McIntosh and Morse, 2015). The Economic and Social Research Council (2018) and Braun and Clarke (2013) state that semi structured interviews allow the researcher to use a set of core questions they wish to ask each participant, but they can become flexible with further questioning, depending on the answers they receive from individual participants. I have chosen to use this method as I want to understand the practitioner’s perspectives and experiences in relation to the topic I have chosen. I understand that the participants are individuals and the responses with regards to experience and opinions to questions will vary with each person, therefore the need for a flexible interview schedule is required. Braun and Clarke (2013), Kumar (2014) and Bryman (2016) agree that the order of questions and the wording can be adapted to suit the flow of the interview. For this reason, the researcher needs to be flexible in how they conduct the interview in response to the participant (Bryman, 2016). Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) believe that the use of leading questions during an interview can enhance the validity of collected data. They claim that leading questions can be used to verify the interviewer’s interpretations of answers given to them and also to check the validity of the answers given by participants.
Braun and Clarke (2013) state that the location of the interview must be carefully considered. Conducting interviews within the setting could prove difficult due to distractions, noise levels affecting the quality of audio recordings, finding a suitable area, as well as the participant possibly not wanting to be interviewed in the setting for reasons such as anonymity. Bryman (2016), Creswell (2009) and Edwards and Holland (2013) suggest that the interview should be audio recorded using high quality equipment, and then transcribed so that the interview can be examined again. In this way, any researcher bias or lapses of memory can be eliminated (Bryman, 2016). Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) and Alshenqeeti (2014) acknowledge that transcribing multiple interviews can be time consuming for the researcher and can produce high volumes of transcripts which will need to be stored in line with the Data Protection Act 2018 and BERA Guidelines.
Parents views will also be sought with the use of a questionnaire to discover whether there are any links between their views, and whether children engage in muddy play at home and in the setting. Including data from parents provides an opportunity to view the problem from other perspectives. Collecting data from the parents of children within the setting would offer an opportunity to triangulate the data obtained, therefore giving more depth and insight into the problem (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Denscombe, 2014). Berk (2012) highlights the importance of parents as a child’s first educator, however, the Pen Green Centre for children and families found that some parents feel that once a child is placed within an early years setting, the role of educator is taken over by the practitioners (Whalley and the Pen Green Centre Team, 2007).
Questions will be semi-structured, consisting of closed questions which use multiple choice answers, as well as open questions where the participant can express their own views and opinions should they wish (Lewin, 2011). Getting an insight into parents’ opinions on muddy play both at home and within the setting could provide information such as whether they are happy for their children to get dirty while at the setting? Is it expected that practitioners take steps to keep children clean, for example making them wear wellies and overalls to protect clothes? Or allow children to play and make a mess, then change them afterwards? Bundy and Levin (2018) and Robertson (2014) acknowledge the variety of concerns parents may have with regards to their children playing with mud. Parents may worry about germs although Mountain (2012: 2) claims that ‘most scientists now believe that a little dirt and bacteria is actually good for us; this is known as the Hygiene Hypothesis.’ Robertson (2014) suggests that when good relationships and clear lines of communication are in place between parents and the setting any concerns can be easily resolved. In addition to this, according to Louv (2013), the views of parents may also be influenced by the early childhood play and experiences of nature that they had, which may be very different to what their children experience. The experiences of parents’ early childhood and playing outdoors in mud will be asked about within the questionnaire.
Through the triangulation of the three data methods it may be possible to establish themes or patterns of behaviour that can add validation to the study (Creswell, 2009).
The issue of ethical considerations within the study are considered in more detail in the presentation of Assignment 2 as well as completed within the Universities Application for Ethical Approval form. I will follow the BERA Ethical Guidelines, the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Code of Ethics and Yr Athrofa Ethical Guidelines throughout the research process.
According to Callan and Reed (2011), when carrying out qualitative research, it is considered good practice to keep a research diary or journal where you can reflect on your role as a researcher, the methods you have used, and the progress being made. It can provide a space where you can write your expectations and create meanings from the data.
To inform the participants of the outcome or findings of the research I intend to produce a report for the setting concluding what has been discovered and informing them of any recommendations for change. Whether any change to practice happens within the setting would be the responsibility of the managers to enforce. I would produce a newsletter for parents which would summarise the findings and inform them of the benefits of muddy play for children. If the data collected shows any truth to my hypothesis then it will provide the evidence needed which could bring about change to practice within the setting. In contrast, Costley et al. (2010) note that it would be wrong to generalise the findings to any other childcare setting as Lewin (2011) points out, data was only collected from one setting. If changes to practice were made as a result of this study then ideally, at a later stage, further observations could be carried out of the children’s use of the mud kitchen. This new data could then be compared with the original data to see whether children interact more with the mud kitchen because of the change in attitudes of practitioners and possibly parents.
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Appendix 1
Letter of information to participants
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	Participant Identification Number:
	

	PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET

	

	
Project Title: Do the attitudes of practitioners and parents towards the mud kitchen impact children’s use of the resource within a setting? 


						
Dear Participant:
My name is Anwen Phillips and I am studying in the School of Early Years.

I would like to invite you to participate in my research project. This project will investigate the attitudes of practitioners and parents of children within a childcare setting with regards to the use of the mud kitchen. The aim of this research is to evaluate whether children’s use of the mud kitchen is impacted because of the attitudes of the adults involved.
As a parent of a child within the nursery I am writing to request permission for both you and your child’s participation within my research.
Firstly, attached to this letter is a short questionnaire developed by me in which I would like to know your attitudes and views of messy play, in particular muddy play. I believe your opinions will be extremely helpful to me. Through your participation in the questionnaire, I hope to ascertain whether children’s interactions with muddy play are influenced by the adults around them.

All questionnaires will be kept strictly confidential to the researchers involved and at NO time will individual questionnaires be released to the general public. This gives you a chance to express your views on this issue in a confidential and anonymous forum and still be able to make a difference. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary so you can withdraw from the questionnaire at any stage. The questionnaire should take about 10 minutes to complete, but there is no time constraint. There are also no right or wrong answers. 

Secondly, I would like your consent for your child to be observed within the setting. Your child will be observed for 30 minutes during the free play session which takes place outdoors in the morning. I wish to record data on whether your child visits the mud kitchen situated within the nursery garden, how long they stay there and whether any adult interaction takes place with a practitioner. 

Attached to this letter along with the questionnaire is the consent form. It requests your permission to take part in the questionnaire and a separate section for you to give consent for your child to be observed. Please be aware that you do not have to consent to both. However, if you agree to your child being observed, then I will discuss the observation with your child and request their assent in the form of a smiley or sad face which they must mark with a crayon. This is in accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child which gives children the right to express their views and be listened to.

If I feel your child is showing any sign of distress during the observation I will discontinue the observation. The well-being of the children will always come before the research. 

After careful and precise analysis of the data obtained from the research, I will be happy to provide you with a copy of the findings at your request. The results of this study will hopefully enhance my understanding of how the mud kitchen is being used within the setting. All data collected will be stored in line with the Data Protection Act 2018. Data collected will be stored on my personal laptop and backed up onto a USB memory stick which will be safely stored when not in use. Paper documents will be stored in a locked filing cabinet. The results of the research will be fed back to the managers of the setting and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

I understand that your time is at a premium, but your opinions are very valuable to me. I thank you in advance for your time and participation. If any questions do arise, feel free to contact me at your convenience. 

	NAME & ADDRESS OF RESEARCHER
Anwen Phillips,
33 Beech Road,
Carmarthen,
Carmarthenshire,
SA31 3PR


	Date: 12/01/2019





Consent Letter for Parents

[image: ]
	
	Participant Identification Number:
	

	
PARTICIPATION CONSENT FORM

	Project Title: Do the attitudes of practitioners and parents towards the mud kitchen impact children’s use of the resource within a setting?

	Name of Researcher:	 Anwen Phillips


									         	
                          Please initial box 
	1
	I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated 12/01/2019 for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.
	

	2
	I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason.
	

	3
	I understand that any information given by me may be used in future reports, articles or presentations by the research team.
	

	4
	I understand that my name will not appear in any reports, articles or presentations.
	

	5
	I agree to take part in the questionnaire
	

	6
	I give permission for my child to be observed within the setting..
	

	Signature

	Signature





	You may decline to participate in this study. You may end you and your child’s participation in this study at any time. If you decide to remain anonymous, maintaining your anonymity will be a priority and every practical precaution will be taken to disguise your identity. If you prefer anonymity, there will not be any identifying information generated from this questionnaire. During the analysis of the observational data of children and practitioners involved, all names will be coded to protect their identities.






	When completed please return in the envelope provided. One copy will be given to the participant and the original to be kept on the file of the research team at:

	NAME & ADDRESS OF RESEARCHER
Anwen Phillips
33 Beech Road,
Carmarthen,
Carmarthenshire,
SA31 3PR


















Appendix 2
Observation Sheet

Key
MK: Mud Kitchen
AI: Adult Interaction
+: Positive interaction
N: Neutral interaction
- : Negative interaction

Description of categories
Child’s Name: Names will be entered here but coded during analysis to protect identity.
Uses MK: Enter a tick here if the child physically uses the mud kitchen, cross if they come over but do not interact.
Frequency: Tally how many times the child visits during the observation.
Time Arrived: Enter the time the child arrived at mud kitchen.
Time Left: Enter the time the child left the mud kitchen.
AI seen: Enter a tick if an adult interacts with the child at the mud kitchen, a cross if no interaction happens during the child’s time at the mud kitchen.
Nature of AI: Circle whether the adult’s interaction with the child was deemed as Positive (+), Neutral (N) or Negative (-).











Date:
Time:
Observation Number:

	Child’s Name
	Uses MK
	Frequency
	Time Arrived
	Time Left
	AI seen
	Nature of AI

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –

	
	
	
	
	
	
	+   N   –
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