My study set out to explore the relationship between parents, preschoolers and outdoor play spaces. I also wanted to discover exactly what parents know and understand about early years physical activity (PA). This topic is of particular importance due to the widespread studies that highlight how critical the preschool years are for physical development, PA and for acquiring fundamental motor skills (FMS). It is known that FMS can help form rapid brain growth, neuromuscular maturation and high perceived competence (Foulkes et al. 2017). Similarly, PA in the early years contributes to psychological and physical health benefits (Strong et al. 2005) and active outdoor play is key to encourage healthy growth and development (Brussoni et al. 2012). But what is not clear are the specific outdoor play activities and movement behaviours of this age group beyond the institutional regulations of nurseries (Houser et al. 2019, Luchs & Fikus, 2013). Preschool children are largely under the influence of their parents, so through role modelling and supporting, parents can positively influence where and how their children play outside, their levels of PA and their health behaviours (Riekert at al. 2013, Tucker et al. 2011). Equally parents can help children discover their own limits, capabilities and generate a fun and engaging atmosphere (Sawyers, 1994, Gustafson and Rhodes, 2006). Using qualitative methods on this unique topic, with four semi-structured interviews I was able to gather some in-depth information from parents, living in an urban area of London, about preschool outdoor PA and their decisions on play spaces. My small convenient sample and qualitative data analysis provided me with evidence as to how important outdoor PA is for physical and mental preschool health and how the choice of play spaces and their features (in particular, woodland, playgrounds and open spaces) as well as engagement from parents in these spaces can play a positive part in the quality of this PA. It was also clear the crucial role of parents in influencing the early years but how little they actually know on the topic of preschool health and PA despite feeling responsible. 

Houser et al. acknowledged that understanding parent’s knowledge of preschoolers movement behaviours is crucial to establish how best to support early years PA (2019). Equally, Grigsby-Toussaint et al.’s study on preschoolers and the importance of ‘greenness’ acknowledge that interventions for this age group must take the role of family into account and not just focus on older children and school-related interventions (2011). Through my literature review I discovered that despite physical exercise and outdoor settings being crucial for preschool health behaviours, it seems that studies around the parent/preschool dynamic outdoors are not only limited but largely unexplored, particularly in the UK. A recent study in Canada, using parent interviews in a randomised mixed-methods controlled trial, proved how loose parts and the outdoor environment are fundamental for preschoolers to encourage creativity and exploration of movement (Houser et al. 2019). Tandon et al. also in Canada noted that research has focused on barriers and facilitators to children’s PA but little is known on parental influences (2017). In Australia, a qualitative study deduced from parents where children (albeit school aged) played after school with the most popular locations being natural play spaces, playgrounds and parks (Veitch et al. 2006). Adams et al. also proved that playgrounds do support children’s daily PA levels but felt that parental feedback on how to encourage more activity in these play spaces would be beneficial (2018). Thus, I found a gap in the field for my research on where and how parents use outdoor play spaces with their preschoolers and their overall knowledge and feedback around PA and FMS in the early years – particularly in the UK. Through this research I was able to delve deeper and expose an insight into the parent’s view, understanding and knowledge around preschool PA, active play and their use of outdoor environments. 

As little is known on the topic around parents use and experiences of play spaces with preschoolers qualitative methods were used to acquire rich data and expose essential insights into a lesser explored subject matter (Ritchie, 2001). It is understood that parents play a vital role in their child’s freedom outdoors by facilitating or constraining it (Hart 1979, Moore, 1980) but by opting for a qualitative approach it allowed me to gain a valuable insight into their experiences and perceptions on the topic. Tandon et al. might have done a similar study examining parent’s attitudes about preschool PA and outdoor time but this was comparing them to childcare providers using mixed-methods (2017). Thus, my choice of qualitative research was appropriate for in-depth interviews with parents and to gain an understanding of a subject and explaining the ‘how’ and ‘why’ (Cohen, 2017). My 20-minute semi-structured interview questions to 4 mothers of preschool children related to where, how and why they played with their children in outdoor play spaces and their knowledge on early years PA and FMS. I chose a small sample size due to limitations in terms of time, more typical in qualitative style research (Cohen, 2011). The interviews were done on Zoom online calls and with the participants permission digitally recorded – this was certainly efficient in terms of time and convenience than face-to-face interviews. Interviewees were chosen using convenient sampling from the S or SW region of London and from similar socio-economic backgrounds. Ethics approval was granted from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David and informed consent was given from all participating parents. 

The questions focused on which outdoor play spaces and how the parents interacted with their preschool child in these settings, what features (loose parts, equipment, natural resources etc) they were drawn to, as well as their overall understanding and awareness on the importance of preschool PA. Using open-ended questions meant I was able to gather from a parent’s perspective their involvement and attitudes towards getting active with their child outdoors, how they played with their preschoolers, where they took them, what loose parts they brought with them as well as a range of issues on preschool PA. I used prompts where necessary to gain a more detailed response. Gaining an ‘understanding’ in qualitative data is relevant because as Cohen et al. acknowledged, we, as researchers, are ingrained in the world we are researching so can’t be entirely objective (20111). Similarly, other people’s perspectives are as valid as our own so the task of the researcher is to uncover these (Cohen et al. 2011).

During the process of researching, I discovered several strengths and weaknesses from the study. The major strength being the uniqueness of the subject matter, it being a topic that has not been widely researched and I was able to venture into new territory (Willig, 2013). Reimers et al. acknowledged that studies around PA and outdoor play in playgrounds at nurseries has been studied but not in public playgrounds – a place where parents predominantly interact and guide their children (2018). Adams et al. also pointed out that there is limited knowledge from parents on what features at playgrounds encourage children to be more active (2018). As mentioned earlier, from current research, Veitch et al. studied school-aged children in Australia (2006) and Houser et al. focused on the outdoors and loose parts of preschool children (2019) but both of these are overseas studies.  Another strength was choosing qualitative research for my study which provided a reliable methodological approach for acquiring rich data, contextual information, and a unique experience (Willig, 2013). The semi-structured, open-ended design of the interview meant that parents were able to answer the questions in greater depth and speak openly and honestly around the subject so that participant generated meaning can be heard (Willig, 2013). This intensive personal involvement and depth ensured validity and reliability to my data (Agar, 1993) and permitted flexibility to the interview discussions. This flexibility is something that a questionnaire, whilst it might be more reliable through anonymity, economical in terms of time and encourage greater honesty, wouldn’t have been able to provide (Cohen et al. 2011). Whilst keeping an objective approach as the researcher, I was able to gain a better, more trustworthy understanding around parental knowledge and approaches to preschool health and development. The benefit of data collection using my qualitative research meant that I was able to start analysing the data after the first interview without waiting for all the interviews to be complete. I was able to establish key themes around outdoor play spaces, preschool PA and parent/child dynamic around PA through open and analytic coding and categorising them using qualitative analysis. I then assembled the data in groups and put it together to form a coherent whole (Cohen et al. 2011) which enabled me to cross-reference similar information. Tandy’s study explored favourite play spaces for school children using quantitative data, but with this methodology, findings did not provide insight into contextual influences on children’s use of different play spaces (1999). 

Ensuring validity in my data was successful as the interview questions enabled my participants to challenge my research assumptions. I was able to gather data in real-life settings and I was able to ensure reflexivity by continually reviewing my role in the research (Willig, 2013). On the subject of reflexivity as a researcher, a challenge was certainly trying to detach myself from the study and to form a neutral and unbiased approach. Qualitative research is not a neutral activity (Cohen et al. 2011) for which I was acutely aware. For example, me being a white, British mother in my late 30’s and very passionate about early years physical education meant I could influence and shape the research process both personally and as a thinker. My background interest, knowledge and biography would also have an influence on the strength of my hypothesis (Cohen et al. 2011). I found myself guiding the interview questions a little and prompting my participants to expand in certain areas. Therefore, the issues of reflexivity came into play during my analysis and how I, as a researcher, was reacting to the research context and data. A way of avoiding this and improving reflexivity considerations during the analysis could be to use different fonts, colours or even using footnotes with reflexive comments throughout the report (Willig, 2008). Alternatively, I could use a separate heading during the report where I address reflexivity that is clear, honest, and informative. 

However, I was also faced with a number of limitations using a qualitative research design which included the costly time the interviews took to both administer and transcribe (Cohen et al. 2011). Even though there were only 4 interviews it took 10 hours to transcribe before the coding and categorising process, so data reduction was time consuming. Also, the fact that there is continual openness in qualitative data analysis and there is a responsibility to include everyone’s voice meant I was constantly weighing up what content to include. Being able to represent completely accurate data is also harder in this methodology as the researcher is ‘interpreting’ the results. Another limitation was choosing female interviewees, so the results reflect the view of the mothers as opposed to the fathers - a similar limitation to Veitch et al’s study (2006). Although one could argue that the mother is the primary carer (Anderson et al. 2003) and have the biggest influence on their PA and play. Equally, the mothers were from a restricted urban location (S and SW area of London) and the 4 interviewees represented similar social economic status (SES) backgrounds, therefore the findings are limited in their ability to be generalised. Cohen et al. point out that the parameters of generalising are negligible in convenient sampling and a larger sample would enable broad variation and a range of possible characteristics (2011). However, my choice of smaller, convenient sampling was largely due to the restrictions from the current Covid-19 pandemic and suitable based on available resources and what was ‘fit for purpose’ (Cohen et al. 2011). For the future, I appreciate that further research on a bigger scale and including both mothers and fathers from a range of SES backgrounds would be beneficial to provide a greater scope (generalising) for revealing key findings around the uses and experiences of play spaces and preschool PA. Alternatively, by using what Willig describes as accumulative techniques I could always check observations in multiple contexts to compare study findings against one another and draw overall conclusions (2013). Similarly, in transcribing an interview much of the non-verbal communication that is taking place is missed and the words are not as solid as they were in the social setting of the interview (Cohen et al. 2011). Perhaps combing qualitative and quantitative data (mixed-method) would strengthen my study to gather information from different sources and use a combined, more efficient design. For example Houser et al. focused on active outdoor play, using semi-structured interviews with parents, relating to a typical day for their child indoors and out. They used a mixed-method controlled study and were able to collect data over a longer period (6 months) and covering a wider region (240km of Novia Scotia). The strength of this, as Creswell points out is the breadth of the data, “we are social, behavioural, and human sciences researchers first, and divisions between quantitative and qualitative research only served to narrow the approaches and the opportunities for collaboration”. (2017, p.12). Alternatively, for future studies on the topic, by including focus groups, the views of the participants can emerge rather than the researcher’s agenda and insights (Cohen et al. 2011).  

Another pause for reflection was including two questions in the title which meant data was voluminous and hard to manage, making coding and avoiding losing data ‘in translation’ more difficult (Willig, 2013). It was also hard to work out which of my rich data to leave out which brings me on to the issues of validity and the issues I faced with being able to fully describe, measure and explain my research questions (Willig, 2013), after all fact and interpretation are inseparable in qualitative data (Cohen at al. 2011). In hindsight, perhaps just one question would have enabled me to answer the question fully and not lose elements of data or have issues with coding. Given this was my first research design and I was inexperienced perhaps a tighter design would have been better with a more restricted, simple question (Cohen et al. 2011). 

Regarding ethics, given the participants were chosen through convenient sampling and gave their informed consent it felt appropriate to spend some extra time chatting with the individuals after the 20-minute interviews to thank them for their participation and give them reassurance to avoid the sense of detachment and indebtedness one feels as a researcher from trying to complete a task (Baumrind, 1964). Due to this, each interview took much longer than anticipated which is something to note for the future if I had many more participants to interview. It was also essential to avoid typical ethical problems that result from thoughtlessness, oversight and taking matters for granted (Cohen et al. 2011). Given the personal nature of the interviews, as a researcher I strove to follow ethical codes and to re-adjust for each of the four participants to ensure a more bespoke approach (Cohen et al. 2011). To ensure anonymity, privacy, and non-traceability I wanted to ensure interviewees were non-identifiable so avoided using personal names (Cohen et al. 2011), however I found this difficult as I would mistakenly refer to the participants children’s names when asking questions or prompting. Also, there is also the risk of identifiability when it comes to interviews and individuals losing an element of non-traceability through voice recognition. Similarly, using open-ended, exploratory questions meant that informed consent and confidentiality could have been problematic if the direction of the research had changed in any way. Equally, by using in-depth interviews I could have potentially exposed feelings and expectations on the part of the participant that I, as a researcher, might not have been able to deal with (Willig, 2013). Due to the personal relationship I have with the interviewees there also existed the potential risk for the abuse of trust and or power relations between interviewer and participants (Willig, 2013), both issues which could be avoided by not using convenient sampling for future studies.  

Consistent with previous studies my findings deduced that parents were aware of the significant influence they had on their preschoolers PA and ultimately their choice of play spaces. Play space choices were largely down to convenience, locality, facilities, social, structure, environment and variety. My findings were consistent with the literature that highlights the most popular play settings for preschool PA were playgrounds, play spaces and parks, similar to Veitch et al.’s study which was on school-aged children (2006). Playgrounds unsurprisingly provided convenience, variety and structure, woodland settings and the natural features offered challenges, diversity and affordances and open spaces enhanced by loose parts gave opportunity for creativity and exploration of movement in line with Houser et al.’s study (2019). So too did Grigsby-Toussaint et al. prove how important outdoor green spaces were for preschoolers PA (2011). My data suggests that parents do engage with their preschoolers in outdoor settings and they also value and take responsibility for the importance of outdoor active play for this age group. However, their knowledge around preschool PA is limited and they feel ill-advised. The findings are disturbing as PA and the outdoors for this age group are critical to early years mental and physical health but clearly the critical knowledge needed for primary carers, particularly parents, on preschool PA is not there. 
This has been my first experience of carrying out research and has certainly peaked my interest on the topic of parental involvement in preschool PA and play spaces, something largely unexplored in the UK. After all, the health implications of PA in the early years cannot be overlooked (Timmons et al. 2012). My findings are not unexpected and even though small scale, it highlights how influential parents are and the impact they can have to their preschoolers PA, choosing outdoor play settings and their overall physical and mental health. After all, engagement with families is a positive way to improve children’s health and learning (Henderson et al. 2002; Klein et al. 2010). However, a greater understanding from a larger sample, a wider geographic region and demographic would be necessary to enable greater generalisability as per Veitch et al.’s study (2006). For my future studies it may also be beneficial to do an observational study on how unnatural and structured (ie playgrounds) versus natural and unstructured environments (ie open spaces and woodlands) have on preschool PA levels and exactly what is the ideal play space environment and equipment for this age group. Perhaps this would require a more systematic review as per Timmons et al.  who explored the PA and healthy in the early years (2012). Of further interest too is to gain a greater and more detailed understanding from parents as to what equipment and affordances preschoolers gravitate towards to encourage PA as well as how parents could become more informed on the topic of preschool PA, to grasp exactly what effective intervention could be put into place for the future.
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