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[bookmark: _Int_e9krIK5M]How does outdoor play enhance children’s wellbeing and educational experiences in the early years? 

Abstract
The chosen research project involves figuring out if outdoor play enhances children’s wellbeing and educational experiences. Outdoor play contributes to a child’s wellbeing as it improves their overall health, (Watkins, 2021) described outdoor play as an essential tool to ensuring children have the opportunity to build healthy relationships, as well as their self-esteem and resilience, enhancing their educational experiences are gained through outdoor play, and it is vital for every child to be involved. 
[bookmark: _Int_yInhI2Eo]The chosen sample size will be of ten young children between the ages of 3 and 5 years old. This chosen sample size will be an appropriate number of children so the researcher will not become overwhelmed. If the sample size is too large, it would be seen as an unrealistic number of children if there is only one researcher taking part. This could cause unnecessary stress therefore, a smaller sample size is useful. It is also easier to focus on each child rather than missing something as there is only one researcher and reduces the increase of resources that would be required if using a larger sample group (Hackshaw, 2008).
There are many different methods that could be used in this research project. However, the most suitable methods are observations of the children and an interview between the researcher and the children’s practitioner. An observation gives the researcher a chance to watch each child during outdoor play and figure out if it enhances the child’s wellbeing and educational experiences. As well as that, an interview with the practitioner gives the researcher an opportunity to understand the children more. (Bruce et al., 2014) describes observation of children during spontaneous play as a way of seeing through the lens of a child and provides information of their abilities during this time. Whilst working with young children, it is important to ensure that all aspects of the child’s safety is taken into consideration. All recordings that are taken of the child during the observation must be only stored for research purposes, along with the child’s consent. 

Literature Review
Outdoor play benefits children in many ways. It enhances their learning development and their mental and physical wellbeing. Mental health among young people is rising, (McCormick, 2017) states research conducted through a systematic review showed, as children are spending more time indoors, their mental health is suffering, and behavioural problems are increasing. Results showed that children who have access to outdoor space have improved mental health, along with other benefits such as, improved behaviour, memory and competence. A study of how mothers engaged in outdoor play compared to their children, carried out in America, showed a decline in children's experiences’ today, research showed this was mainly due to the use of electronics among other factors (Clements, 2004) conveying a universal change in the limitations on children's experiences of outdoor exploration.
All aspects of play can improve a child's wellbeing and educational experiences. Article 31 (Leisure, Play and Culture) of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) state that every child should have the opportunity to engage in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities (Unicef, 2024). In Wales, Play and the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 outlines requirements to be adhered to, one of the ‘Incorporating the five ways of working’ is collaboration, supporting planning and outdoor space to meet wellbeing goals. Furthermore, meeting the goals of the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, for a healthier Wales, to enable children to play outside, engaging in physical activity (gov.wales, 2023).
In Wales, the introduction of foundation phase included the opportunity for children aged between three and seven years old to participate in outdoor learning. The guide, ‘first steps outdoors’ outline the impact outdoor play can have on children. The benefits stated in the guide include, new skills being learnt in a stimulating environment, enhancing competence and confidence. Being creative, respecting nature and decision making are also integral to a child’s wellbeing and development, along with positive risk taking (Welsh Assembly Government, n.d.).
Similarly, the curriculum for Wales highlights the significance of the role of the natural environment and its aspirations for all children in Wales. These are, for children to become ambitious, capable learners. To be enterprising, creative contributors. To be ethical informed citizens and to be healthy confident individuals. The curriculum states that outdoor learning can support social, emotional, physical and spiritual development, improving wellbeing significantly (Natural resources Wales, 2022).
Froebel’s theory was that outdoor play was a place where children could interact with nature, he said children are curious and creative and providing them with an outdoor stimulating environment, could enhance their learning and allow them to be freely creative, Froebel believed providing children with outdoor space or gardens, they could grow in harmony with nature, this would teach them to respect their environment and understand nature (Maynard and Waters, 2014).
Forest schools are becoming more common throughout early years provision, (Constable, 2014) describes the approach as a way of introducing children to new opportunities and inspiring them with nature. As forest schools become increasingly popular due to the benefits of improving and maintaining children's wellbeing and learning, the way they were interpreted has changed over the years, however, the principles remain. This is to ensure children have the freedom to explore the outdoor environment independently, building their confidence, imagination and self-esteem. A school in Wales uses the outdoor learning approach, their activities include using tool and climbing trees, focal to safe risk taking, however, they also include numeracy and literacy to meet all area of the curriculum. The school states that this way of learning has had a positive impact on the children, especially since the covid 19 pandemic, it has improved their self-awareness and are able to converse with their peers with ease and regulate their emotions (Estyn, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_9Y3hw2M0]Outdoor learning offers many positive outcomes for children, however, barriers can be common when ensuring outdoor learning is safe. (Edwards, 2023) highlights five barriers, these are, the lack of outdoor space and suitable clothing. Risk fears learning outdoors. A concern over how the curriculum will be met. Managing children's behaviour outdoors and a lack of confidence some teachers may have teaching in the outdoor environment. Each point can be resolved through consideration to the issue, risk assessment and training opportunities.


Methodology
The sample that has been chosen to make up this research project include ten young children between the ages of 3 and 5 years old playing outdoors in a primary school. This sample has been selected because this age bracket of children enjoys the outdoors and gain experience, as well as benefiting from outdoor play and learning about new things. This type of sampling is called a probability sample. Probability sampling is the process of selecting a sample from a population when the selection is predicated on chance or the randomization principle, as all have equal chances of being selected, this method can be used throughout various studies (Elfil and Negida, 2017).
Ten children have been selected as it is possible to gather insufficient data when sample sizes are too small. This result may indicate that relationships between variables are not statistically significant, although this is not true. In addition, you may be missing individuals who could provide a different perspective or outcome to the research project (Fowler and Lapp, 2019).
[bookmark: _Int_1dkxVmVj][bookmark: _Int_LiO52qXk]The triangulation of research refers to the process of increasing the credibility and validity of the research. In order to validate research findings, triangulation sometimes employs mixed methods (Thurmond, 2001). Nevertheless, triangulation does not equate to mixed methods. Using mixed methods, researchers can answer research questions using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. In contrast, triangulation refers to the researcher’s use of all the multiple approaches in the study to obtain the information needed. Triangulation has a number of advantages. 
The chosen methods for the research project are made up of qualitative data. A qualitative data set represents information and concepts that cannot be expressed in terms of numbers. It is often the results of interviews and focus groups, personal diaries and lab notebooks, maps, photographs, and other printed materials that they are compiled from. Compared to quantitative research, qualitative research is characterized by the emphasis on words in the collection and analysis of data. The purpose of qualitative research is to answer open questions, which may change throughout the research process. 
[bookmark: _Int_EhC8mnkF][bookmark: _Int_jspBnpkI] A mixed-method study is one that uses various techniques to solve a particular research question while obtaining rich and thorough data, rather than two independent investigations on the same topic. Additionally, a stage of a study can help with the decision-making of another ongoing stage through the use of mixed methodologies research. The primary obstacles encountered in a mixed-methods study are allocating weight to both qualitative and quantitative findings and managing time to complete the necessary research (Santos et al., 2017). 
There are many methods that could have been used to collect the data from the children however, an interview and an observation are the most useful in this project. As this research project includes young children, they may not be able to give in depth responses while being interviewed therefore the practitioners will be interviewed on behalf of the children. By interviewing the practitioners, the data being collected would be coming from a different perspective. During the interview, it is important to ask open questions. This gives the practitioner an opportunity to go into detail about what she sees when watching the children play outside, as well as what the children may tell her about their experiences, whereas close ended questions can be limiting (Reja et al., 2003). Opinions may also be shared during an interview which shows what the practitioner thinks about this research project. If the practitioner gives an impressive answer, the person interviewing may ask them to elaborate on the answer for more detail. Although going into depth is what is wanted, having the practitioner give too much information at once could become overwhelming for the person interviewing. 
To solve this issue, the practitioner could be asked if they allow a recording to be taken so any information that is missed can still be noted. Throughout the interview, ethical issues should be considered. For example, prior to the interview it should be made clear that the practitioner has the right to withdrawal at any time and if they are not comfortable with the questions that may be asked, as participation is their choice (Voltelen et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_4inqvOrc]Observation is the second method that will be used to collect data for the research project. Observation is an excellent way of discovering whether outdoor play does in fact enhance children’s wellbeing and educational experiences. Adults can gather trustworthy knowledge about children, as people, by watching what kinds of activities children choose to engage in, what interests them, and who and what kinds of materials they enjoy playing with. Although there are many positives that go along with observing children, there are negatives as well. As the researcher of this project has chosen a random sample size of ten children, they will not know the children as well as the practitioner’s. This could cause issues as the researcher may have chosen a child who is not appropriate for observation. For example, the child may act up or completely different when a stranger is near them. This could cause inaccuracy within the research project. The Hawthorne Effect is when a child changes behaviour because someone is watching. The Hawthorne Effect refers to individuals' alleged potential to alter or enhance the behaviour under investigation just because it is the focus of the study, rather than as a result of modifications to the stimulus or experiment protocols. People will change their behaviour only because they are being watched, a phenomenon known as the Hawthorne Effect (Oswald et al., 2014).
[bookmark: _Int_cPPVPQRf]The Leuven scale, a five-point rating system, is used by childcare professionals, nursery nurses, and educators to gauge a child's emotional health and engagement. For example, if it's obvious that the child is struggling and doesn't feel comfortable in this environment and they are mostly nervous or tense, the practitioner would rate the child on level 1. They would have trouble interacting with their surroundings and are known to attack people. Level 1 is known as ‘extremely low’. If the practitioner rates the child level 2, they exhibit some of level one, however not as much. This is known as ‘low’. Children that are moderate are rarely vocal, either favourably negatively, and are frequently apathetic. They are infrequent and have very little interaction with other kids. There aren't many instances of true fulfilment. This is known as ‘moderate’ and is level 3 on The Leuven scale. When a child is rated level 2, they share similarities with level 1, but are not as prominent. For a practitioner to rate a child level 5 on the scale, they must laugh a lot and appear to be enjoying themselves. They take pleasure in the company of people as well as the surroundings, which frequently has a favourable impact on the dynamics of the group. They largely enjoy life to the fullest and any anger, sadness, or fear passes fast. Level 5 is known as ‘extremely high’ (Thomas and Jones, 2020).

A sort of cognitive bias known as the "halo effect" occurs when our general perception of someone affects our feelings and thoughts about them as a person. Individuals who exhibit kindness or sociability, for instance, may also be perceived as more intellectual and likeable. Due to the halo effect, opinions about one characteristic could influence views of other attributes. The halo effect frequently involves a significant physical component. Individuals that are deemed attractive are also frequently evaluated highly on other favourable qualities (Nicolau et al., 2020).

Ethical Considerations
The involvement of children throughout the research process allows children's viewpoints to be interpreted from a child-centred perspective, rather than relying on simply adults' interpretations of their experiences. By incorporating children into the research process, it can significantly alter the orientation and outcome of the study. The research will be more sensitive to children's values, goals, and viewpoints (Montreuil et al., 2021). 
Considering ethical issues is essential to protecting and respecting the privacy of the child, decreasing harm, and encouraging morality. There is no doubt that, regarding the study involving children, the ethical procedures are more challenging and have some differences from those relating to research with adults, particularly the process of obtaining the consent of children (Abrar and Sidik, 2019).
It can be quite difficult when trying to determine whether a child is happy with you conducting this research as they will not completely understand. However, the practitioners will have good knowledge of each child and will be able to work out whether the child is happy to give consent by body language. For example, in the observation, if the children are being recorded for the purpose of the research project, some children would continue with what they are doing. On the other hand, some children may try and avoid being on camera. This may indicate they would rather not be filmed. If this is the case, the child could be removed from this research project. Throughout this entire project, the main priority is ensuring that each child’s safety and wellbeing is respected. During the research project, the practitioner’s will be interviewed therefore, consent from each practitioner is important. 
It is essential that all children involved in the research project give consent. Although it is difficult to explain to a child when they do not fully understand. Practitioner's and the researcher must aim to provide as much information as they can. This may be a shortened version or in simpler terms. If every child assents to this, the researcher will continue with their project by beginning the observation. An information sheet will be provided, outlining the observation and information regarding the contents of what will be carried out during it. As stated previously, all participants have the right to withdraw at any point of this research project. Both children and practitioners will be told this before the observation and interviews commence. 
Feedback
Confidentiality and anonymity are important for researchers. If they breach any rules there could be consequences. During this research project, there are some unnecessary things that do not need to be noted. Although the children’s age range has been stated, it is not required to note down the names of the children, as well as the gender and many other things (NSPCC, 2023). Article 16 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that children have the right to privacy and confidentiality (Unicef, 2024).
Data storage and protection – following UWTSD and GDPR
The world's strictest privacy and security legislation is the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), and breaking it carries steep fines. A wide range of legal terminology are thoroughly defined in the GDPR. Examples of these include
any information that pertains to a specific person who can be identified, either directly or indirectly, is considered personal data. Of course, email addresses and names are personal information. Personal data can also include geographic coordinates, gender, ethnicity, biometric information, political viewpoints, web cookies, and religious convictions, any action taken on data, whether automatic or manual, is referred to as data processing. The text gives several instances, such as gathering, noting, arranging, arranging, and storing, individuals whose data is handled are known as data subjects. These are your clients or visitors to your website. Furthermore, the individual who determines why and how personal data will be handled is known as the data controller. Finally, a third party that handles personal data on behalf of a data controller is known as a data processor. For these people and businesses, the GDPR contains specific regulations (GDPR, 2013).


[bookmark: _Int_jZqm4mpI][bookmark: _Int_1nBErAed]Despite the fact that the children involved in the research project may not be fully aware of what they are a part of, they always have the right to withdraw. This does not only count for the children, but also the practitioner’s that would be interviewed during this process. Before the observation takes place, the children must be reminded that they can leave at any time if they are not comfortable with being recorded or in the presence of an unfamiliar person. As the researcher may not be aware of how each child is going to react if they are uncomfortable, by speaking with their practitioner, the researcher would have more of an understanding. However, it can be quite obvious if a young child is feeling slightly uneasy, especially when the sample size is relatively small with only ten. The child may show this by wandering off to do another task that does not involve outdoor play, or some children may be able to express to the researcher or another practitioner that they would like to leave the activity. If any of the ten children seem to have any issues including an injury or clear emotional distress, they should be seen to immediately with the correct support given. 

Risk to – university – reputation/ credibility
The main priority in this research project is ensuring all children involved are kept safe and are content with the process. However, the researcher also needs to make sure they are not over worked. Choosing the correct sample size is important. If there is 1 individual taking part when collecting the research, a small sample size should be given. If they are given a whole class of children, they may become overwhelmed as they need to ensure every child is being watched during the observation. As well as this, they need to choose the correct methodology appropriate to their research project. For example, if a questionnaire was chosen for this research project, it would not guarantee detailed answers. However, with interviewing the practitioner’s and carrying out an observation on the children, enough information from a variety of people should be collected.  
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