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Are children losing the ability for imaginative play?

In a world where everything is becoming “smart”, and where comparisons are made daily about what phone we carry, what blogs we read, what is happening on social media sites and what games we play, are we reducing our ability to think for ourselves without using an app., asking “Google” or seeing what Wikipedia has to say about something?  If, for the majority of people, the relationship with the outside world is through a screen, how will this reflect on children and their development of imagination, social interaction and a sense of self?  If the role models of today are demonstrating a life of sedentary practices, how will children develop the ability to interact socially with others, to imagine themselves in a game, and not as an emoji or avatar?
The intent of this research project is to establish to what extent this living of life through a screen is having an impact on the fundamental imaginative, communicative and social development of the children of today.
Educationalists Lev Vygotsky and Froebel had theories that the development of language and social skills are learned through interaction with peers and the use of outdoor experiences, expanding their ability for problem solving and developing an understanding of the world (Pound, 2007)?  It would seem that every step we take in education, social and community development we are moving further away from the established foundations and theories of beneficial childhood development.
There are many standpoints this research could take from political, scientific, economic, anthropological and observational. In many instances, researchers, in order to gain a spectral view will often concentrate on the extremes, e.g. advantage/disadvantage, abled/disabled. This, along with the chosen limitations of the research will rarely gain the whole picture, leaving gaps in the data collected and dissemination.  With due consideration of all available techniques and paradigms the intended methodology will be based around constructivism, incorporating the use of interpretivism and multi-site case studies as the epistemological basis for this research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  The notes will later be collated and interpreted to establish motivating influences and use of language and interactive behaviours.
The question itself is not one that can be posed directly to children, but will need to be an interpretation of field notes based on unstructured observations of children at play.  During the observations a naturalistic approach will need to be adopted to separate the existing realities of the individuals to be able to make informed decisions about the structure of the play and the guiding influences.  These unstructured observations will take the form of attending a selection of schools and institutions and mingling with the children during their play/break times and making field notes of behaviours, forms of play and language.  An outline questionnaire has been developed and will be referred to during informal conversations with the children to gain an insight into their own personal access to technology and the influence it has on their daily lives.
At the end of the study these field notes will be assessed and correlated through inductive reasoning to gain an understanding of the impact technology has on the developing imagination, and whether it has a positive or negative effect on fundamental social development.  In order to establish the trustworthiness of the outcomes/conclusions a regard must be paid to the reflexivity of the data analysis, as with young children the presence of an approved stranger in their everyday routine can prove exciting and may lead to a certain degree of reality reconstruction, proof perhaps of an active imagination.
Direct observation and contact with young children, as is intended in this study, carries its own ethical and moral implications.  The majority of ethical codes all agree that the researcher has “a duty to safeguard the proper interests of those involved in or affected by their work and report findings accurately and truthfully” (BSA, 2002).  When the research involves children or other vulnerable individuals then the codes of ethics become more stringent and answerable to.  According to ERIC (Ethical Research Involving Children) respecting the rights of the child is core to any research and should always be conducted with respect for the child and their culture (Graham, et al., 2013).  The ERIC charter encourages the use of reflexivity and for the researcher to ask themselves if they are ready to conduct the study by questioning their own assumptions about children and childhood and the impact the research will have on not only the child, but on their own experiences (Graham, et al., 2013). 
The main question posed before any research involving children can be carried out is if the research is necessary, and will it benefit the children now or in the future.  If the answer is a no to these questions then the recommendation is that the study be abandoned (Graham, et al., 2013).  As with all research proceedings, a full risk assessment will be expounded, to safeguard both the children and the researcher (BSA, 2002).
[bookmark: _GoBack]As suggested in all ethical guidelines, ongoing informed consent will be gained from all stakeholders, i.e. parents, gatekeepers (school authorities, club/community leaders) and the children themselves.   All children who have consent will be included in these observations and discussions.  However, due to the informal structure of the conversations, no child will be made to feel pressurised in to having any form of involvement, and if at any point, the children demonstrate any sign of distress or discomfort, the conversation will be abandoned (BSA, 2002) (Graham, et al., 2013).
In line with GDPR regulations, and the universities own guidelines, the data will be completely anonymous.  No names, personal details or any identifying information will be taken from the children during discussions or noted in the field notes during observations.  These notes will be securely stored during the process of content analysis accessible only to the researchers.  Once a conclusion has been reached and a written report produced the original field notes will be destroyed as a safeguarding measure.
Any report or published paper resulting from the research will be made available to the participating institutions and will have free access for the parents of the children involved and other interested parties.
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