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Title: Should Outdoor Learning for children in Early Years have a larger part in the new curriculum

Abstract
This research project will look closely at the benefits of outdoor learning and determine whether it would be benefieical to children’s learning in Early Years if the subject had a larger part in the new curriculum. Due to the recent change in the new curriculum for Wales, the findings from this project could support the Welsh Governments decision to include outdoor learning into the new curriculum. For the research to be successful, other views and research will be examined to see what information has been sourced already to help gain a more extensive understanding of the subject. To gain a variety of feedback regarding the matter, the sample size will include three different primary schools in the Wales, including young children from the same year, the teacher and support staff to complete. Ethnographic research will be used to collect data through a qualitative questionnaire, along-side an observation with both the children and teaching staff involved in an outdoor learning lesson, to obtain a deeper reflection and perception on the subject. As the research project includes the use of multiple methods, triangulation will be employed as a strategy to ensure the information gained is valid and reliable. To conclude the research project, the findings will be critically analysed to establish if outdoor learning is a beneficial impact to children’s learning in Early Years. Ethical considerations will be installed throughout the planning in relation to working and researching with and for young children following the guidelines set by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2018) and Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC) (2020). To protect the participants confidentiality and anonymity, any data collected will be stored safely following the Data Protection Act (2018) requirements. 
Literature review
The main purpose of this study is to examine what benefits outdoor learning may have on young children’s development overall. According to The Foundation Phase Handbook (2009) outdoor learning is a vital element which can offer children experiential learning and enhances all aspects of children’s development. Allowing more opportunities to be creative, experiment different textures, to move around freely, be louder and to learn through taking risks. The Foundation Phase Handbook (2009) state the outdoors can offer real experiences that can be used in all areas of learning, for example growing plants or documenting how the leaves change in different seasons. 
According to Bilton (2010) young children need a full range of experiences to thrive, and believes both nurture and nature both contribute to children’s development. Therefore, Bilton (2010) argues denying young children access to the outdoors is depriving the children of so many benefits that can be linked to supporting the children’s holistic development. Bilton (2010) explains the outdoor environment has great health benefits too, as exposure to fresh air helps concentration skills which boosts the children’s engagement in activities. 
Similarly, Knight (2013) believes outdoor learning can have a positive impact on a child’s physical development, as it can offer exercise in a form that is inclusive for every ability. Knight (2013) found the UK has concerning levels of obesity in young children, leading to psychological consequences including low self-esteem that can have a serious effect later in life. Knight (2013) believes the answer to tackle the problem is to introduce more Forrest Schools, as outdoor learning can offer an alternative way to learning whilst benefiting from fresh air, less CO2 along with improved stamina and gross motor skills with being more active. Being outside encourages children to explore the surroundings, and with the added sensory experiences can lead to children having a greater spoken language and increased communication skills (Knight, 2013).
According to Bilton and Waters (2016) study Wales and England reformed the early years curriculum framework to improve children’s personal and social development, as countries such as Australia have found focusing on each child as a whole has improved educational outcomes. However, Bilton and Waters (2016) research project found Wales and England had differences in the framework in regards to incorporating outdoor learning. Bilton and Waters (2016) asked teachers in Wales and England to fill in an online survey to query how the schools incorporate outdoor learning, and found the most common response from teachers in England was outdoor provision was linked to physical development.  Although the main aim from the teachers in Wales were also physical development, the other common aim related to taking the children outside to complete an activity that follows the Foundation Phase curriculum. The findings from the research by Bilton and Waters (2016) highlights Wales had placed emphasis on ensuring outdoor environments are available for all children to access and should be used as a resource in all areas of learning including numeracy and language. In comparison England notably had less reference to outdoor learning in the framework, or an outdoor space children can freely use, explained Bilton and Waters (2016). 
Wainwright (2021) agrees The Foundation Phase heavily influenced outdoor learning and introduced the benefits of Forrest schools, however Wainwright (2021) insists Frobel’s theory to teach the whole child also impacted the change. 
Wainwright (2021) included the link between Howard and McInnes (2010) and Brock et al (2009) concepts of play and how children learn and interact better when learning feels more like play. 
Montessori theory states that it is necessary for children to have free access to the outdoors and believed in using the outdoor and an extended classroom, also incorporating natural resources in activities can help children understand and appreciate nature, according to Reach for Montessori (2023). 
The research carried out by Remmen and Inversen (2022) looked at outdoor learning from teachers perspective by analysing teacher’s experiences and views, most responses were positive and found relationships with students had improved. However Remmen and Inversen (2022) found not all children adapted to learning outdoors and felt children needed more time. Another common obstacle, teachers lack time for outdoor education and time spent outside can be often spent worrying about health and safety issues that may appear. Remmen and Inverson (2022) highlighted that outdoor learning has a strong theoretical perspective, it appears to decrease when children leave primary school. After interviewing four teachers more in depth on outdoor learning, Remmen and Inverson (2022) found a contrast on how the teachers involved viewed the nature of outdoor education which can show inconsistency on how teachers use the outdoors.  


Methodological considerations
According to Walker and Solvason (no date) deciding on how the researcher will conduct the research project is an integral part. Therefore choosing appropriate methods to collect data can be critical as the findings may be weakened if the right approach or methodology has not been chosen. Denzin and Lincoln (2018) also agrees that when a researcher is planning it is important to identify its parameters and consider where to gain information and who to sample. Denzin and Lincoln (2018) states when the research also needs to factor if the information will be reliable and fit for purpose and the considerations need to be completed before the research project can take place. 
Walker and Solvason (no date) suggests the researcher will need to study and analyse different possible methods, reflect on which approach fits the style of the project and look at different sources to determine the methodology. 
For the purpose of the research project the researcher will use two different types of approaches; an observation and a qualitative questionnaire on how the teachers feel about outdoor learning including positive and negative aspects. The questionnaire will include questions to find out how often the teachers participate in an outdoor learning lesson and what areas of learning do they incorporate with outdoor learning and how the participants feel about the space available. Also to gain an understanding on how the teachers feel outdoor learning impact young children and to question if the teachers feel it benefits the children academically, and what effects it has on the children’s well-being, if any. A feedback sheet will be added to the questionnaire to allow the participants to add any additional views or comments regarding outdoor learning. 
According to Young (2015) questionnaires are among the most popular method to use when conducting a research project due to questionnaires being adaptable and simple to conduct. Young (2015) also states the data gathered can be easy to understand and quick to discard any irrelevant information. Although Young (2015) points out questionnaire-based studies have been critiqued by researchers due to the information gathered being too broad in the subject, therefore adding a separate sheet to add other feedback will ensure clear points can be made by the participant. 
According to Carter et al (2014) this is known as the triangulation method, as two methods will be used to gain a better understanding from multiple perspectives and avoids potential biases arising from opting to use a single method. Bans-Akutey (2021) states research triangulation has increased as many research chose to use this type of method when testing theories to gain findings as close as possible if the results can not be accurate. Noble and Heale (2019) refers to triangulation in research is the process researchers use in order to conclude the information found, and is not the same as mixed method research. According to Noble and Heale (2019) triangulation method differs, as it is the process after all other methods have been used. The triangulation method describes how all the information found will be critically analysed to allow the research to extract the relevant information needed in the project. 

To ensure the findings are non-biased the chosen samples will include three primary schools from three different parts of Wales randomly picked, to conduct both observations and questionnaires in regards to outdoor learning. Each school taking part will include five children aged between four and eight to include different school year groups to analyse any differences, and five members of the teaching staff matching the chosen children’s classes. For example, if a pupil aged five from a reception class has taken part in the project, then ideally the teacher or assistant from the same class will also be a participant. The chosen sample size all together will be thirty participants which is relatively small, although large enough to ensure the findings are adequate to analyse to create a conclusion to see if more outdoor learning needs to be incorporated in the new curriculum. However, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) believes if the sampling size is too small, the results from the methods used may not be sequential and not hold enough information to generalise the information and draw a conclusion. Although, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) suggests using a large sample size can collect an overwhelming amount of information that may not all be useful and difficult to determine any difference between the views of the participants.  
Bickman and Rog (2009) states researchers who rely on using a random selection of participants to conduct the study allows researchers to use knowledgeable theories and methods to analyse the findings. Bickman and Rog (2009) suggests when using a random selection to study it ensures there is no bias findings which enhances the credibility and accuracy of the information sourced, which agrees with Carter et al (2014) reasoning regarding the benefits of using the triangulation method.  
Einola and Avesson (2020) state when researchers are planning on using quantitative questionnaires, the language used should not be underestimated as it can have an impact on how the question is answered. Using languages that may have multiple meaning can often be confusing to the participants and Einola and Avesson (2020) suggest it can lead to collecting data that has no relevance to the project therefore unable to be used in the study. Einola and Avesson (2020) state questions and information used should be clear as participants may interpretate the information differently, which will also conduct a poor quality of studies. 
Using an observation method to conduct the research project will enable the researcher to engage with children once assent and consent is granted, whilst observing the outdoor lesson. Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011) suggests this innovative method inviting children to talk or model experiences can promote engagement with multiple children in regards to different contexts. Therefore Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011) believe it is a child-friendly approach that enables the researcher to gather greater knowledge and a hands on experience. Although, Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011) discuss challenges that can appear with the type of rationale, children participating may decide to no longer take part in the project or have no desire to engage with the researcher. In adopting a rights-based, participatory framework, the researcher will need to respect the voice and the rights of the child (UNCRC 1989) and stop the observation and discard any data that has already been recorded if the child no longer wishes to continue. Lahman (2008) cited in Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011) states when obtaining data for a research project, it is important that the individual avoids focusing too much on the method for the method’s sake. 
To ensure the data obtained through the observation is accurate and shows a true reflection, the observation will take place over a period of four weeks and the researcher will attend each school weekly to observe one outdoor learning lesson. By visiting the school, children and teachers on more than one occasion in an environment the children are confident in being, should help the young children to feel more comfortable and natural around the researcher, gaining more accurate and reliable observation notes according to Wainwright (2021). 
Henry (20) states when evaluating children through assessment, to ensure the results are unbiased teachers should use the rating on the entire population of children, as it also shows a more accurate measurements of the skills. Therefore Henry (20) suggests when researchers use nonprobability samples there are limitations on who can participate, which can create a bias result. On the other hand Henry (20) adds nonprobability may be more purposeful and convenient in the research project. Therefore, the research project will be semi-structured to ensure regulations are being met, and the relevant data is being collected.  
However when using observation as a method to collect data the researcher must consider the Hawthorne effect as a limitations, according to Sedgwick and Greenwood (2015). Sedgwick and Greenwood (2015) explain the Hawthorne effect came from a study that showed participants behaviour changed when the individuals were aware of the observation, or aspects of the environment influenced the participants behaviour in a workplace during the 1920’s.
Therefore the researcher observing the children and teachers during outdoor learning will need to consider the Hawthorne effect implications. Sedgwick and Greenwood (2015) suggest to gain valuable information, its good practice to use more than one method to collect data. Rezk et al (2021) research project regarding healthcare professions’ hygiene routines used mixed methods such as questionnaires, one to one interviews, and smaller group interviews with staff who had mixed roles in the hospital to ensure a variety of feedback and views could be gathered to ensure reliable information. Rezk et al (2021) conclusion stated the results indicated themes had been identified such as a change in communication, members showing conscious decisions regarding rules and routines. Therefore, Rezk et al (2021) suggested in the results using all the data collected from each method of the research project changes would need to be made as some of the findings could of been mediated by the Hawthorn effect.

 
Ethical considerations
Clough and Nutbrown (2012) explain when researchers take on a research project, it is normally an area the individual is passionate about or interested in developing further research through investigation and in order for the research to be successful posed questions are used to collect data.  According to Clough and Nutbrown (2012) researchers need to carefully select what information is relevant, and also suggest 
the participants have a clear understanding of what the project is regarding, why it is taking place and what the researchers will do with the information they take from the participants. Clough and Nutbrown (2012) suggests to help maintain transparency throughout the project the researcher must consider ethics to ensure no harm is caused to anyone. 
Solvason and Walker (no date) state to ensure a study has ethical considerations underpinning it throughout, the researchers approach needs to be carefully calculated to protect everyone involved, in agreement to Clough and Nutbrown (2012) statement.
According to Solvason and Walker (2012) when children are involved in a research project, in the research plan it needs to be clear on how the children will be involved and how to gain consent from all participants taking part in the observations and discussions so the information can be used. Solvason and Walker (2012) explain babies and young children may not be able to consent in the formal way and assent may be used as a form of agreement. Although Alderson and Morrow (2011, cited in Solvason and Walker, 2012) believes if a child can consent rather than assent it is best practice for the overall research project, as a child may only partially consent or assent to take part. 
For the purpose of this project, children in the chosen classes will be asked if they would like to take part in the project and for those children who volunteer consent forms will be sent to the children’s parents. The letter will also include a full description on why the project is taking place, why the individuals participation is needed, what information will be collected and what will the researcher will be doing whilst present. A consent agreement will also be given to teachers and any other participants to ensure the researcher is following the BERA (2018) guidelines and the Data Protection Act (2018). BERA (2018) guidelines state that the same principles of consent for adults should be adhered to children of all ages and capacities, as BERA supports the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC,1989). The researcher will follow the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) by ensuring Article 3,the best interests of the child are being respected, which links back to ethical considerations to protect and cause no harm. 
UNICEF (20) states every child should be heard and Article 12 allows the child to have a say in all matters that will affect the child.  To ensure the project follows the UNCRC when conducting the research Callan and Reed (2011) states if a child later refuses to take part in the research and wishes to withdrawal previous information or data shared then the researcher will need to discard and destroy anything collected. 
UNICEF (20) states in Article 2 is a non-discrimination right and is a fundamental principle to the project, therefore the researcher will have an inclusive approach to ensure each child has the same opportunities and treated the same regardless of race, gender, language, religion, background for example (UNICEF, 20). While selecting the children to participate, if any children struggle due to language barriers or ability issues, the researcher will include solutions such as; including an interpreter or make the outdoor area more accessible. 
However, Groundwater-Smith, Dockett and Bottrell (2014) state there is more to just gaining consent from participants as gaining approval to participate does not guarantee the whole of the project will demonstrate ethical considerations in an ethical manner. Groundwater-Smith, Dockett and Bottrell (2014) explain the researchers need to favour a risk-averse approach as ethical dilemmas may appear at any point of the research project that will need to be addressed to ensure no harm is caused to any participants. Another point Groundwater-Smith, Dockett and Bottrell (2014) made regarding ethical research with children the research will need to constantly obtain the children’s consent and assent. Therefore the researcher conducting the observations will gain ongoing assent by communicating with all involved by seeking approval to carry on with the task in hand or using information the children may have shared. This will ensure the children are in control and are still happy to be included in the research.
In regards to any information collected from participants, the researcher will need to safely ensure the data is stored appropriately to ensure the participants information is being respected ethically and legal requirements should be followed. This will protect the participants confidentiality and anonymity, as the University of St Andrews (2023) explains it is crucial that researchers adhere to this principle, and also note the researcher needs to know how the information will be kept secure whilst the research project is ongoing. University of St Andrews (2023) also states any information shared is valuable and the participant’s information sheet, consent form should clearly state they have the right to withdraw at any time or request to have a copy of the participants data. 
The GDPR act (2018) protects individuals personal data by ensuring it is processed lawfully and ethically, which only applies if the person has given consent. The GDPR (2018) states it is illegal to use a persons personal data if no consent has been given, and if any inaccurate personal data has been stored or processed that it is a legal requirement that the holder must rectify the data. 
For the purpose of the research project the researcher will collect and use the minimum information required and store any data securely on one device that requires a secure password to access the device, and will only be shared with those who need the information to conduct the research, as advised by the UK Government (2018). The UK Government (2018) also suggests it is best practise to delete and destroy the information promptly once it is no longer needed. Another key guideline the UK Government suggest is removing any direct personal identifiers, therefore in the research project no sensitive personal information will be obtained. This will ensure confidentiality and anonymity for the participants. The three schools involved be referenced as ‘a b and c’ so no links can be made to the children, staff members or school participating, to follow the individuals privacy and comply with the law (UK Government 2018).
To reduce risk to the participants, the researcher and the university in conducting the research project the researcher will include a risk assessment that will include any ethical issues which may arise.
Risk to the participants
The participants of the research project will include young children, therefore the researcher will need to look at a number of different aspects of protecting the children. Safeguarding is an important factor that should be taken seriously, and to ensure the safety of the children the researcher will follow the guidelines set by the University of Wales and BERA (2018). The researcher will use consent forms to ensure parents or legal guardians are happy for the child to take part in the observation and any information gained from the project can be used in the research.  As the Queens University Belfast (no date) state the researcher has a duty of care to ensure the welfare of everyone participating and needs to consider mitigation of potential risks that may occur if sensitive information is shared with no consent. 
On the other hand, whistle conducting the observation and the researcher has concerns regarding safeguarding involving a child or adult should be reported straightaway to the proper authorities, states following the guidelines of BERA (2018). On the information sheet the parents and guardians receive prior to the project will include a disclosure stating the whistleblowing policy as advised by the UK Government (2018) to uphold children’s rights.
If any participants are showing signs of stress or anxiety, the researcher should try and find out why the child is feeling worried and find a solution to the problem, to respect the child’s rights and well-being the observation will be stopped.

Risk to the university and researcher
As the researcher will be representing the University of Wales Trinity Saint David the researcher will need to conduct ethical issues that may arise, to ensure the repetition of the university is not jeopardised. Therefore the researcher will follow the code of practice set by the university. As the code of practice states any research projects should be undertaken with commonly agreed standards of good practice (University of Wales 2022). The researcher conducting should be honest in all aspects of the project, in line with all guidelines from the university, DPA (2018) and BERA (2018) . For example if the researcher is clear and transparent on who they are and why they are present, it can eliminate the risk of accusations being made. If the researcher adheres to the legal requirements this will ensure no one is harmed as a result of taking part in the research. The code of practice also states the researcher should integrity and care towards all participants, including animals and the environment. If the researcher fails to follow the code of practice, the University of Wales (2022) states the individual will need to take accountability. 
Ethical considerations are also in place to protect the researcher and to ensure the safety of everyone involved it is a mandatory requirement to undergo a ethical review process to reduce risks (BERA, 2018).
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