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Introduction 

Welcome to East Riding College’s fifth edition of the Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 
(RSA). This journal, published every year, showcases examples of research and scholarly activity 
which staff and students have participated in, particularly on Higher Education programmes at East 
Riding College. 

Staff are supported to complete RSA projects as part of the curriculum and Staff Development 
projects fund. There are some excellent examples of RSA projects within the College and a variety 
of papers from staff. 

Any staff and students who would like to submit a paper for this journal in the future can do so 
through the editors, Paul Smith and John Uzzell. All submissions are carefully considered although 
it may be necessary to edit papers to a maximum 3000 words. The complete papers are available 
from the College Quality and Teaching Standards Unit (QTSU). The journal is also available on the 
College’s website and shared with partner universities and colleges. 

Please take the opportunity to read the following papers in this edition which are both informative 
and thought provoking. 

Congratulations to all the staff and students who have contributed to this fifth edition of the Journal. 

Paul Smith and John Uzzell (Editors) 
February 2017  
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How is society impacted by the use of female representation within 

fashion and beauty in magazines? 
Alice Hughes 

BA Contemporary Media Design and Production student at East Riding College 

 

In the age of new media, advertisements are formed in many ways across all media platforms. 

Specifically looking at women, they are often exposed to print advertisements predominantly from 

the fashion and cosmetics industry. Through these, women have constant reminders of what is 

considered to be beautiful and to be a desired woman, There are thousands of advertisements 

promoting this ‘beautiful’ image often by using photos of photoshopped hand-picked models 

building up the standard to near enough impossible. A large sector of the magazine industry is 

designed with females in mind whether it be gossip mags, garden and home mags or fashion 

magazines for example. With the direction being towards females, this makes the ideologies 

slightly more personal and direct with the prospective audience which is more likely to make an 

impact. Front covers are obviously the first thing that the audience sees, which when done 

correctly draws in and entices people to buy it, therefore it is imperative that the codes and 

conventions are used create the ideology that the magazine wishes to present, more often than not 

with a figure of female representation to link to the remit of the publishers and 

editors. Representation is described as the description or 

portrayal of someone or something in a particular way. 

(Oxford Dictionaries, 2014) For example looking at 

cosmopolitan magazines front covers female portrayal in 

the front cover is that of the stereotypical model or 

celebrity looking very glamorous with lots of 

make up on, wearing fashionable clothes 

and often sexualised being a token for 

desirability, in comparison with Country Living Magazine females are of a slightly older age and are 

not conformed to your stereotypical model dress in casual clothes often showing flowers or garden 

Fig1. Miley Cyrus 
http://www.eveningnews24.co.uk/news/healthnaked_photosho
ot_of_norfolk_anorexia_recoveree_to_appear_in_cosmopolita
n_magazine_1_2961068 

Fig1. Model  
http://www.hearstmagazines.co.uk/cl/
10999?utm_source=title-
sites&utm_medium=subs-
box&utm_term=dd-trial-and-cwo-
annual&utm_content=title-
site&utm_campaign=title-site-cl-
website-subs-box- 

http://www.eveningnews24.co.uk/news/healthnaked_photoshoot_of_norfolk_anorexia_recoveree_to_appear_in_cosmopolitan_magazine_1_2961068
http://www.eveningnews24.co.uk/news/healthnaked_photoshoot_of_norfolk_anorexia_recoveree_to_appear_in_cosmopolitan_magazine_1_2961068
http://www.eveningnews24.co.uk/news/healthnaked_photoshoot_of_norfolk_anorexia_recoveree_to_appear_in_cosmopolitan_magazine_1_2961068
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pieces that are a share of the focal point with the model in a non-sexual manner. Stereotypes are 

an over simplification of a widely held fixed image or idea of a particular thing or person.(Oxford 

Dictionaries, 2014) Therefore the stereotype of a model would be that of a very slim frame, tall, 

considered attractive and may have some desirable attributes of the ideal body type; big eyes, high 

cheek bones, defined jawline, toned body or perk bottom for example. These elements associate 

with the ideal body type have been built up on years of modelling trends within the fashion and 

beauty print and advertising campaigns and what is desirable as a reaction from society. 

Magazines prove to set trends in society, one example of this is after 

magazines created a stir about reality-star Kylie Jenner’s bigger lips 

that she persistently said she did not have surgery. (Keegan, 2015) 

So much exposure to this and with Kylie being a key figure in the 

fashion and cosmetic industry there is a high level of desirability 

which led to a craze of fans creating the ‘Kylie Lip Challenge’ to 

try and re-create that look which had serious health implications. 

This suggests that the audience reached by magazines, 

specifically teen intended items are affected by the articles and issues presented, and highly 

influence by celebrity posed role models. This notion links to the the suggestions made by Katz 

and Lazarsfeld about mass media in the two step flow theory. The theory illustrates that the public 

form opinions upon the information given by opinion leaders such as the mass media, the direct 

audience from the opinion leaders then become leaders but including their own opinions which 

then can influence secondary audiences suggesting how media influences can build up through 

audiences through this process. This proposes how the Kylie Lip Challenge became such a ‘trend’ 

through teen audiences, this wasn't a direct impression from the opinion leader (teen magazines) 

more a combination of opinions and ideals taken from the said magazines and passed on through 

the audience.(Hodkinson, 2011) 

 

The female representation in the print media has always prominent in the fashion and advertising 

campaigns, comparing to now this is still similar, only the representation that drastically has 

Fig3. Kylie Jenner http://www.mirror.co.uk/3am/celebrity-
news/kylie-jenner-turns-18-look-6222898. Last accessed 24th 
April 2016. 
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changed. Looking back to the print industry before design was made on 

computers where the females were hand-drawn, the 1920’s ladies were 

portrayed as social among other females all in very similar styles of clothing, the 

long skirts and tops that came high up the chest, small heels and in natural 

poses not very suggestive of a sexual desire of that of lust or submissive to a 

male and mostly of caucasian ethnicity. Looking towards the 60/70’s is when the 

adverts started to become more artistic and sexualised, but representing a 

strong independent woman while still holding a little naivety and self preservation. Also Donyale 

Luna became the first African-American woman to be on the cover of Vogue in 1966 which was a 

huge step for the industry and for the audiences. Media following the developments within society 

and presenting this in a positive manner. There was a need for looking good 

as much as there is in today’s fashion advertisements. The female 

representation for the fashion and cosmetic industry can be seen as very 

sexualised and objectifies women, with very little clothes on purposefully 

posing in a sexual manner to attract eyes of the audience (example figure 

5). The presence of sexually autonomous single women shouldn't be 

underestimated. It both contributes and illustrates the changing social attitudes 

about what it is to be female and what role women should play in society. Although she may be 

more professionally minded than domestic and sexually assertive than romantically deferential but 

there is still a need for her to look good and for her to get male attention. (Hodkinson, 2011) 

 

 

Also from the developments of female representation through fashion magazines, along with the 

change of the representation there is a noticeable difference with the models ages that are 

predominantly involved. The models are noticeably lower in age in fashion magazines this on its 

own may not be hugely significant other than using models relatable to the target audience. 

Although it can still be said that older models are used for magazines still for relatable target 

audiences, but looking at the developments of large magazine brands such as glamour and vogue 

the models are more often of a younger generation to attract a younger audience. The audience 

Fig4 
http://100megspo
p3. 
com/adira/1920s.h
tml 

Fig5 
http://www.julemag.c
om/kendall-jenner-
calvin-klein-
underwear-ads/ 
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may have different reasons for engaging with magazines. Uses and gratification theory coined by 

Blumler & Katz that as an audience the media will be chosen on different levels of fulfilment for the 

user for example being able to identify and recognise people, role models that reflect similar values 

or aspiration to be someone else, education, entertainment as a form of escapism and social 

interaction with content that can produce social stimulation for conversation(Blumler J. & E. Katz, 

1974). Fashion magazines can be used for all of these but the most concerning use linking to 

female representation would be being able to identify with those personnel presented. This is the 

main reason why a similar female portrayal is important for the branding. With young models being 

role models, younger members of society who can identify with them are susceptible to being more 

impressionable. Brand advertisements can use this to their advantage, Elle Magazine can present 

a model on the front cover sexualised, wearing lots of make up and of a ‘desired’ body image. 

Then advertisements inside would include ‘get the look’ trying the brands cosmetics products and 

suggests that through learning how to gaze intently, erotically, and by undertaking self-

transformation through the right products one can have the desired celebrity look.(Redmond, 2014) 

This can be achieved through trends in fashion up to extreme cases of surgery to look like 

celebrities. Some super-fans take the extreme desire to be (like) the celebrity by committing to 

permanent surgery.(Huffington Post, 2013) 

Models and celebrities are being placed in advertisements ultimately for the gaze from females in a 

role model gaze or the male gaze. The male gaze suggested by Laura Mulvey that the females 

were placed for the benefit of men, being sexual in little clothing of submissive nature for the 

gratification of the male audience reducing females to being a sexual object.(Mulvey, 1989) This 

could possibly lead to males seeking this in society, Behavioural Media dependency suggests how 

the audience may struggle to identify the difference between in the media and reality. How the 

more an audience are exposed to and the higher the level on engagement the more their personal 

beliefs may start to form in a similar way to those expressed within the media immersed in. 

With most fashion and cosmetics magazines having very similar ideas of ideal female 

representation on the covers of their magazines presenting a single female, independent, sexual 

clothing, of an ideal body image and looking straight down the camera lens which when printed is 

almost like the model is looking at the user where the audience may feel a slight connection when 
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engaging with the magazine. Because this has become a ‘norm’ in the media industry this 

illustrates that society may have become desensitised to this representation of females and have a 

certain standard that is expected from the audience. 

 

Within magazines considered to be aimed at women they include many advertisements for brands, 

products, services that rely heavily upon the female representation. These advertisements affect 

the audience differently even though they are presented with the same stimuli. The audience can 

take different readings from the advertisements. A dominant reading refers to the audience 

interpretations are inline with what the meaning encoded within the advert, or the audience can 

take a negotiated position where they can accept the overall view encoded but may disagree with 

some aspects. Audience can also reject the idea of the preferred meaning identified in the advert. 

(Hodkinson, 2011) Sometimes the audience struggle to distinguish between what is real and what 

is fabricated for the print, digital editing does not provide confidence in the accuracy of 

representations reflecting women in society. Digitally enhanced images otherwise simply known as 

photoshopped images are constantly under scrutiny and an ongoing debate of whether these 

images should be allowed to be enhanced for publications or whether they present un-realistic and 

un-human ideals that society are exposed to over and over. While a majority of images women are 

being altered, so are our perceptions of normal, healthy, beautiful and attainable.( BR Admin, 

2014)  There has been links between the unobtainable representation of females in the media and 

the illness of eating disorders. Studies of females had a significantly stronger negative view about 

their body image after being exposed to images of thinner bodies than those of average and plus 

size models, and this was also found to be stronger in females younger than the age of 19. 

(Groesz, 2002) These are the concerns that are leading younger audience to be susceptible to 

eating disorder behaviour. Out of a survey of 548 girls aged 11-18 upon a self report of 

engagement with fashion magazines after controls such as race, status and school level were 

considered, those who frequently read fashion magazines were twice as likely to have dieted and 

three times as more likely to have initiated an exercise program to lose weight as opposed to 

infrequent readers. (Field et al, 2005) This illustrates that the exposure to unhealthy and unrealistic 

body images can influence young peoples perceptions about their own size and shape and their 
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own sense of body satisfaction. (Morris, 2003) Banduras theory suggest that not only do children 

exhibit clear social learning but find imitating behaviour of role models acceptable. (Hodkinson, 

2011) Therefore the link between desire for the roles models and self control merge into one 

another, the audiences find it hard to distinguish between what is considered acceptable in society 

rather than the media.  

 

While media may make contribution to the developments of body dissatisfaction and weight 

concerns in adolescents, it can not be disregarded in the fact that the media can also be used as 

an important tool to help promote healthy and well being campaigns and prevention strategies. 

Also to overall educate society that what they may see in the media may not be a realistic 

representation for females, and that in society there is no specific judgement of the ideal body type 

and naturally it changes from person to person so for the media to be held accountable for creating 

the ideal body image that may have been digitally enhanced it makes no logical sense to be a 

desiree of something that is unrealistic. One solution that may help the industry would be that of 

tighter censorship and regulation through the advertisement industry. For example digitally 

enhancing someones body shape could be restricted, other enhancements such as hairs out of 

place or other minor adjustments (such as; moles, birthmarks etc) at model discretion could be 

legitimate reasons to digitally amend an image. On the contrary this would mean the print industry 

especially advertisements losing their creative freedom. Another consideration would be for the 

use of an average sized model and of age ranges also so that it can be seen to be a real 

representation of an average female in society that would be more identifiable to the public. Also 

rather than employing models because of how they look, engage women that is a benefactor or a 

contributist in the society that can help a brand by the links they have, media being onside with 

society rather than against it. There are a lot of considerations on what the future could hold for 

fashion and beauty advertisements and magazines and the role of female representations should 

there be a specific effort to make changes. 
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Research Project - An investigation into early years practitioners’ 
attitudes towards children’s outdoor risk-taking play in an early years 

setting 
Nicola Reynolds 

BA Early Childhood Policy and Practice student at East Riding College 
 

Introduction 

The outdoor environment is currently of great interest in the United Kingdom (UK) in relation to its 

benefits for young children’s holistic learning and development and is emphasised as an essential 

area of provision in early years settings (EYSs) (White, 2011).  However, there is concern from some 

early years providers regarding the safety of provision of outdoor risk-taking play for young children 

(Waller, 2009).  Risk-taking play is an innate desire for children to undertake during maturation, as it 

enables children to engage in appropriate challenges in order to push the boundaries of personal 

physical abilities and develop new skills, understandings and solve problems, during playful activities 

(Stephenson, 2003).  As a result of succeeding in the accomplishment of new skills and abilities 

involved in risk-taking play, children develop self-esteem, confidence, autonomy, independence and 

resilience.   Children develop problem solving skills and a positive disposition towards risk and 

challenge which will continue to aid in future life experiences (Tovey, 2010), as children transition 

through school life and into adulthood, when individuals will be expected to take an increasing 

responsibility for personal safety (Jones, 2000). However, some EYSs in the UK refrain from 

providing children with outdoor risk-taking experiences, due to a fear of litigation from parents if any 

injuries occur whilst undertaking risk-taking play (Ball et al., 2013).  A further barrier to children’s 

risk-taking play in EYS is the attitudes early years practitioners (EYPs) possess regarding the 

benefits and dangers involved in risk-taking, which will influence whether EYPs encourage risk-

taking play or constrain it (Sandsetter, 2009b).  EYPs’ attitudes are based upon personal beliefs, 

views and opinions concerning appropriate risks for children in the outdoor environment (Waite et 

al., 2008).  Some EYPs develop feelings of anxiety and fear when supervising children’s risk-taking 

play which can cause EYPs to interfere negatively or terminate risk-taking play completely, 

subsequently causing children to miss out on positive experiences for learning and development 

(Huggins and Wickett, 2011).  Within the EYS focused upon for the purpose of this research project, 

there appears to be a variety of attitudes regarding children’s outdoor risk-taking play, with some 
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EYPs restricting risk-taking play and others providing support and encouragement, resulting in mixed 

messages and confusion for children and the possible restriction of children’s risk-taking play 

experiences.  The children attending the focus EYS are 2 years of age with differing physical abilities 

and skills, requiring consistent boundaries and the provision of a safe, secure and supportive 

environment for all learning and developmental opportunities, including experiences of outdoor risk-

taking play (Tovey, 2007).  As a result of this, the purpose of this research project is to investigate 

EYPs' attitudes towards children’s outdoor risk-taking play within the focused EYS.  Investigation will 

be undertaken through relevant observations of outdoor risk-taking events in the EYS and a 

specifically designed questionnaire examining what EYPs believe are the dangers, value and 

barriers of children’s outdoor risk-taking play, which activities EYPs feel are of most concern for 

children’s safety and EYPs' personal feelings towards risk-taking play and confidence in its provision 

in the outdoor environment.  The information received from EYPs through the responses given in 

the questionnaire and evidence supplied from observations undertaken in the EYS, will be analysed 

utilising contemporary and established theory and research, journal articles, current literature, and 

guidance for the provision of children’s outdoor risk-taking play, in order to develop an understanding 

of the attitudes EYPs possess and how it influences the provision of risk-taking play in the EYS.  

Following analysis and discussion regarding the findings of the research undertaken, 

recommendations will be suggested for future implementation in the focus EYS for the promotion of 

children’s outdoor risk-taking provision. 

Review of literature 

The purpose of this review of literature is to analyse established and contemporary theory by 

accredited researchers, scholars and authors regarding children’s physical risk-taking in the outdoor 

environment within an EYS, utilising current journals, books, relevant research and government 

guidance.  The rationale for the focus of this review of literature is to critically analyse literature 

regarding the impact of risk-taking on children’s learning and development, and the external features 

that are believed to influence, either negatively or positively, upon children’s participation in outdoor 

physical risk-taking play.  This review of literature will focus on 4 linked points for consideration, 

which are, learning in the outdoor environment, the benefits of risk-taking for children’s learning and 
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development, the influence of EYPs' attitudes towards children’s risk-taking, and international 

perspectives on children’s opportunities for risk-taking in the outdoor environment. 

It is proposed by Knight (2011) that the opportunities for children’s risk-taking has fundamental 

cognitive benefits and provides opportunities for the development of teamwork skills, perseverance, 

concentration and motivation to succeed.  However, Knight continues, it is the knowledge and 

understanding that EYPs possess that enables the confident provision of suitable resources and 

activities, which will foster children’s successful development through risk-taking opportunities. 

Arguably, children’s risk-taking play can, in extreme cases, cause temporary or permanent injuries 

and sometimes death, as emphasised by Caesar (2001).  Thus, initiating an area for debate over 

the potential benefits of children’s development and learning and the possible injuries which may 

occur during physical outdoor risk-taking play.  

The outdoor environment, according to White (2008), provides children with space and freedom for 

movement and adventure away from the constraints of the indoor environment.  It allows children to 

make choices and take control in personal play activities, enabling children to decide the pace, place, 

structure and duration of the chosen play, including the level of challenge and risk involved.  Tovey 

(2007) believes the outdoors supplies a variety of opportunities for excitement, surprise, wonder and 

curiosity which can be facilitated in children’s exploratory and imaginative play ideas, enabling 

children to interact with others, play and behave in a manner which is suitable for the individual child.  

Therefore, as White (2011) points out, the outdoors has an essential role in many aspects of 

children’s development, including personal, social, physical and cognitive skills, promoting the 

development of self-esteem, confidence, resilience and well-being.  Rickinson et al. (2004) argue 

that the outdoors provides an environment abundant with opportunities for children to express 

personal perceptions, values and creative self-expression through play.  However, Ouvry (2003) 

contends that many potential barriers for children’s risk-taking play in outdoor environments prevent 

adults from facilitating effective play experiences. Children’s opportunities for outdoor play are under 

greater restrictions than previous generations, due to an increase in traffic and parents’ concerns for 

safety caused by the media’s portrayal of events of abduction, as further suggested by Valentine 

and McKendrick (1997).  According to Howard and McInnes (2013), this has consequently impacted 

upon children’s opportunities to engage in free play out of the sight of adults. This is also concurred 
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by Play England (2010), who state that research evidences that one in three children is unable to 

play without adult supervision.  Palmer (2006) believes this restriction of children’s freedom and 

space to play impacts negatively upon emotional, social and physical development.  Alternatively, 

Tovey (2010) argues that risk-taking should be considered as a specific characteristic of children’s 

play, as children’s experiences of physical outdoor play enables the simultaneous feelings of fear 

and joy, mastery, risk and the feeling of becoming in and out of control of personal boundaries and 

abilities.  According to Dweck (2000), this evidences children’s self-efficacy and effective learning 

through the mastery of personal skills and abilities.  

Sandseter (2007) describes children’s risk-taking play as exciting and thrilling, however, it may also 

be regarded as having both positive and negative aspects towards children’s play experiences, as 

the physical risks children engage in during outdoor play have the potential to cause injury.  

Sandseter (2009b) believes this has consequently caused on-going debate between the balance of 

the benefits of risk-taking for children’s development, and the safety of children in outdoor play 

environments, further raising awareness and concern of the current limitation of children’s 

opportunities to become engaged in challenging and risky outdoor play experiences.  According to 

Little (2006), this may consequently impact negatively upon children’s physical, cognitive and 

emotional development, as opportunities for challenge and risk are avoided in outdoor play provision.  

This is maintained by Waters and Maynard (2010), who advise that the outdoor environment 

provides essential opportunities for children’s play behaviour to incorporate risk-taking and 

challenge, which is believed to be a necessary and positive aspect in children’s holistic development. 

Nevertheless, Ball (2002) suggests that the benefits of children’s risk-taking play behaviour, which 

impact positively upon child development, have greater difficulty being measured than the negative 

outcomes of children’s risk-taking, such as accidents and litigation which can be measured through 

qualitative tools and are based on real life events. Due to this view, Ball indicates that the benefits 

of risk-taking in play may be undervalued causing a lack of provision in children’s outdoor play. Gill 

(2007) advises that if denied opportunities for risk-taking in play, children may seek situations with 

increased risks which may cause children harm, therefore facilitating children’s risk-taking play will 

satisfy children’s natural desire for risks and enable children to begin to understand and manage 

risks which may be encountered throughout life.  According to Tishman et al (1993), children’s risk-
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taking play is recognised as an essential characteristic of effective thinking as children learn by trial 

and error, investigate new ideas and problem solve to provide solutions to overcome risky play 

situations which may cause harm.  The Development Matters guidance for the Early Years 

Foundation Stage (EYFS) concurs with this argument, stating that children’s disposition to seek 

challenges, take risks and engage in new experiences affords children with a ‘can do attitude’ (Early 

Education, 2012: 6), which will ensure children’s development into effective learners and thinkers.  It 

is further suggested by Greenland (2009), that children’s risk-taking play involving speed, heights, 

balance and swinging provides children with whole-body experiences which will aid in the 

development of proprioceptive and vestibular senses, and also neurological development 

fundamental for children’s future learning and development.  As Tovey (2007) states, risk-taking 

extends children’s individual limits and boundaries, enhances opportunities for play and enables 

learning at the edge of children’s capabilities.   It is believed that risk-taking play impacts upon 

children’s self-esteem, self-confidence and emotional well-being, as asserted by Stephenson (2003), 

who emphasises that children’s persistence in overcoming physical challenges and risks will develop 

self-esteem and self-confidence in personal abilities, as children are able to succeed and master 

new skills to overcome difficulties. Children’s risk-taking is associated with children’s development 

of emotional well-being and resilience, as Caillois (2001) points out, when children engage in such 

exhilarating play and overcome challenges it enables children to develop autonomy and a sense of 

power and competence, also aiding in the development of friendships as children communicate and 

work in partnerships without adult intervention. Risk-taking play has the potential to reduce children’s 

anxiety in unexpected situations, enabling children to succeed both physically and emotionally.  

Laevers (1994) believes the emotions of self-esteem, confidence and exuberance are significant 

indicators of children’s overall well-being.  It is further suggested by Stephenson (2003), that this 

development of self-confidence and self-esteem in risk-taking abilities, may be a skill transferable to 

other areas of learning and development when challenges arise, ensuring children acquire a positive 

disposition towards new challenges and learning.  This assertion is also concurred by Smith (1998), 

who states that young children’s physical risk-taking is the catalyst for taking social, intellectual and 

emotional risks in the future, for this reason, it is essential that EYPs provide opportunities for children 

to undertake risk-taking play in the EYS. 
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It is argued by Stephenson (2003), that EYPs' attitudes towards children’s risk-taking in outdoor play 

have greater influence over children’s experiences than the environment and resources provided.  

EYPs who regard risk-taking play as being beneficial to children’s learning and development, and 

who enjoy being outdoors and are interested in children’s physical play, will support and encourage 

children to find and overcome challenges and risk, however, will not place children in a position 

which may cause harm.  This, Stephenson continues, requires EYPs who are sensitive to children’s 

needs and interests, are confident in personal practice, and have a good knowledge of play and of 

individual children’s abilities in order to ensure children’s engagement in positive risk-taking 

opportunities.  Owens (2004) concurs with this, advising that it is not sufficient to simply provide a 

stimulating environment it is the responsibility of EYPs to ensure children are supported during the 

investigation and participation of risk-taking outdoor experiences, in order for children to receive the 

greatest benefits for learning and development.  Huggins and Wickett (2011) suggest that without 

this positive and committed attitude and necessary skills, EYPs may provide limited experiences for 

children’s risk-taking or may restrict access to risks completely, instilling a negative disposition in 

children towards risk-taking situations.  Tovey (2007) believes EYPs' influences over children’s risk-

taking play can cause EYPs to remain in control of children’s play and as Bilton (2010) suggests, 

this may cause children to become averse to taking risks and further contributing to a risk-averse 

society. Consequently, Tovey (2007) continues to suggest that EYPs who display anxiety and fear 

towards children’s risk-taking may be due to a fear of litigation, subsequently causing EYSs to 

prevent children from undertaking any risk-taking behaviour. As a result of this, EYPs become 

anxious for children’s safety, developing a tendency to protect children from all aspects of risk and 

harm, as suggested by Furedi (2002).  This is also asserted by Waite et al. (2006), who point out 

that it is the attitudes of EYPs which have the highest influence in determining children’s access to 

risk-taking play in the outdoor environment, and Waller (2011) who believes the positive behaviour, 

attitudes and roles of EYPs is essential for children’s engagement in outdoor experiences.  Further 

stating that children require EYPs who value the outdoor environment, have a positive and 

committed attitude and have the suitable skills necessary for utilising the outdoors potential for 

learning, as well as being able to support child-led learning.   
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Tovey (2015) suggests there is beginning to be a change in philosophy regarding children’s risk-

taking in outdoor play, as the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) (2012) recognises that children 

need to undertake acceptable risks in play, recommending play environments provide children with 

opportunities for risk and challenge in order to expand children’s learning and abilities.  The HSE 

further maintains that children will not ‘learn about risk if [children] are wrapped in cotton wool’ (HSE, 

2012: 1), therefore HSE guidance promotes an adventurous environment where risk and challenge 

can be undertaken, however is considered adequately safe in order to avoid unnecessary harm.  It 

is believed that many EYPs regard risk as an undesired activity which is to be controlled, assessed 

and eliminated from everyday practice, as identified by Tovey (2010), who further suggests that 

EYPs provide an environment which is safe for children to undertake new experiences, take risks, 

explore and experiment with independence and autonomy.  Tovey’s perspective on a safe 

environment ensures EYPs do not develop a low expectation of children’s abilities and enables 

children to develop confidence and competence, yet continues to ensure children are not placed in 

unnecessary danger. 

It is established by Welz (2010) that EYPs in Sweden view children as being capable and competent 

learners who learn most effectively through self-expression and exploration in partnership with peers, 

educators and parents.  An important feature of early years practice in Sweden involves connecting 

children with nature, ensuring children have the opportunity to play outdoors and become engaged 

in risk-taking activities, such as climbing trees and rocks.  This practice is also evidenced in Forest 

Schools which can be found throughout Scandinavia, where Knight (2013) defines the characteristics 

of pedagogical practices as being based on the cultural belief that the outdoors is an essential feature 

in children’s holistic learning and development.  Passy and Waite (2011) further point out that Forest 

Schools are facilitated by trained practitioners who possess the expertise to enable children to 

undertake risks, such as using tools to whittle sticks, be involved in play with fire and play beside 

bodies of water, which may, as suggested by Passy and Waite, cause great concern for children’s 

safety by EYPs in the United Kingdom.  Little et al. (2012) suggest this freedom for children’s risk-

taking may be due to the litigation of blame being an uncommon issue in Scandinavian countries, 

thus allowing EYPs to offer greater opportunities for children’s risk-taking without concerns of being 

held responsible if any accidents involving children occur.  In contrast, in America, where a culture 
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of litigation is common in regards to affording blame where injuries occur, Frost (2006) states that 

EYPs and EYSs are increasingly removing risk-taking opportunities from children’s outdoor play 

areas.  This anxiety towards children’s risk-taking may, as Cameron et al. (2013) suggest has 

occurred in China due to the one child policy, develop a generation of adults who are risk-averse, 

pessimistic and less competitive than past generations, evidencing a negative impact upon children’s 

self-confidence, self-esteem, resilience and future economic and emotional well-being.  This is 

further emphasised by Bundy et al. (2009) when suggesting that the highest risk children encounter, 

is exposure to no risks at all.  

To conclude, the literature analysed for the purpose of this review of literature evidences a range of 

theories and research regarding children’s risk-taking in outdoor environments, with the majority of 

theory being in favour of the benefits received from risk-taking rather than upon the possibility of 

injuries which may be caused.  It is suggested that the outdoor environment provides children with 

the opportunities required to undertake physical risk-taking play, due to providing children with the 

freedom of space, movement and autonomy in play choices and the challenge and risk involved in 

some outdoor play experiences.  However, it is also emphasised that there continue to be barriers 

to children’s risk-taking due to EYPs concerns for safety, consequently causing restrictions to 

children’s experiences of risk-taking in EYSs.  The attitudes of EYPs towards risk-taking, which may 

be based on a fear of litigation from parents and personal perceptions of risks, may impact negatively 

upon children’s social, emotional, physical and cognitive development, and may also contribute to 

children transitioning into risk-averse adults.  In contrast, the benefits of risk-taking ensure children 

are developing resilience, self-esteem, self-confidence, autonomy and self-efficacy, all of which 

contribute to children’s emotional well-being.  Children are also believed to develop effective thinking 

and learning skills transferable to other areas of learning and development, including skills which will 

ensure positive approaches towards future risks and challenges.  These benefits are reflected in the 

recent recommendations by the HSE (2012) and the EYFS (Early Education, 2012), which state that 

EYSs should provide daily opportunities for risk-taking play in outdoor environments which provide 

suitable safety for children, yet do not hinder risk-taking play.  However, it can be argued that these 

recommendations are not currently utilised in some EYSs, as the review of literature suggests, when 

EYPs continue to control and restrict children’s outdoor risk-taking opportunities due to personal 
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attitudes towards risks.  This, therefore, is an area for research into possible reasons for EYPs' 

attitudes and perceptions of children’s risk-taking play.  As it is stated within the review of literature 

by Bundy et al. (2009), that denying children the opportunities to engage in risk-taking play may 

cause more harm than the risks children are undertaking. 

Methods and methodology  

Paradigm and methodology 

Research for this report was conducted according to an interpretivist paradigm, in which the methods 

approached by the researcher were undertaken in order to develop an understanding of EYPs' 

attitudes towards children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment.  An interpretivist paradigm 

suggests that all human behaviour is meaningful and, therefore, endeavours to interpret and analyse 

the behaviours and beliefs of individuals (Usher, 1996).  In order to achieve this interpretation an 

interactionist theoretical approach was undertaken within this paradigm based upon established and 

contemporary theory, to develop an understanding of individual EYP’s attitudes and practices in the 

workplace in relation to children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment (Woods, 1992).  Blackledge 

and Hunt (1985) point out, that if researchers require an understanding of the reasons for individual 

EYP’s attitudes towards a specific practice, in this case children’s risk-taking in the outdoor 

environment, then the researcher must assess the everyday activity of individuals within an EYS.  

However, it is essential that the researcher does not allow what is currently known about the 

individuals involved in the research project, such as race, age, gender and cultural background, to 

influence the interpretation of individual EYP’s attitudes and behaviours towards the research topic 

(O’Donoghue, 2007).  Research methods were, therefore, undertaken in an objective manner and 

focused upon the actions individuals made in accordance to personal attitudes towards children’s 

risk-taking in the outdoor environment (Woods, 1992). 

The methodology applied to the research for this project was primarily undertaken within a qualitative 

approach, due to its ability to be utilised for research investigating individuals experiences, behaviour 

and language using descriptive methods in order to closely analyse the attitudes of EYPs towards 

children’s risk-taking in an EYS (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994).  The aim of qualitative research is 

to develop contextual findings through focused documentation and vigilant observation (Patton, 

1991).  Therefore, to enable investigation into EYPs' attitudes towards children’s risk-taking in the 
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outdoor environment, the research methods used for the purpose of this report, were, a 

questionnaire to enable EYPs to express personal views and opinions on children’s risk-taking in the 

outdoor environment, and observations of EYPs in the outdoor environment in order to analyse 

behaviour and attitudes towards children’s risk-taking in EYPs everyday practice in the EYS.  The 

use of two methods of research was chosen to identify and contrast any differences in how EYPs 

responded to the questions within the questionnaire and the actual practices in the EYS towards 

children’s risk-taking, in order to develop a greater understanding of EYPs' attitudes.  This 

triangulation of data collection was applied to aid in the accuracy of the research undertaken and the 

understanding developed through the analysis of the data (The Open University, 2001).  To offer 

further support of the analysis, quantitative research was structured into the questionnaire to provide 

descriptive statistical evidence within the research project to present data relating to individuals 

feelings regarding personal practice.  This quantitative research provided a scientific perspective 

upon the evidence collected for analysis (Punch, 2009), enabling the production of percentages to 

display a comparison between EYPs' feelings towards children’s risk-taking and EYPs' perceived 

confidence in personal abilities to provide risk-taking opportunities.  Quantitative research however, 

could be used to manipulate numerical data in order to influence or bias a research report depending 

upon the researcher’s agenda (The Open University, 2001).  Therefore, it is essential care is taken 

to ensure validity of the research methods and analysis undertaken (Graziano and Raulin, 2014). 

Research methods 

Questionnaire  

Questionnaires were forwarded to all EYPs within the focus EYS accompanied with a cover letter, 

see appendix 1, in order to ensure respondents were informed of the reason for, and the aim of, the 

research taking place.  The cover letter further informed respondents of confidentiality, anonymity 

and made certain that respondents were aware withdrawal from the research project was available 

at any time, in order to ensure respondents trusted the integrity of the of the questionnaire (Stringer, 

2014).  

Prior to the questionnaires being designed and distributed to respondents any ethical considerations 

had to be taken into account, as questionnaires can be regarded as being intrusive by respondents, 

acquiring personal thoughts, opinions and beliefs which respondents may feel strongly about 
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(Gorard, 2001). Thus, consideration was undertaken of the sensitivity of the questions and whether 

the questions could be regarded as an invasion of privacy for the respondents.  Furthermore, the 

time taken to complete questionnaires can be regarded as an intrusion of the respondents’ personal 

time.  Therefore, the decision to become involved in the research project and undertake the 

completion of the questionnaire had to be based upon an informed decision by the respondent 

(Cohen et al., 2011).  As a consequence of this, the questionnaires, along with envelopes for 

completed questionnaires, were distributed in a social area of the EYS frequented by EYPs, allowing 

EYPs to choose whether to complete a questionnaire or decline involvement in the research project.  

This method of distribution further ensured the anonymity of respondents (Doyle, 2007). 

The use of questionnaires can be beneficial for determining the attitudes of individuals in order to 

compile evidence for research (Elliott, 1991).  Questionnaires can be circulated quickly to receive 

answers to research questions which can be easily analysed, compared and contrasted (Gillham, 

2007).  However, it is essential the researcher produces a variety of questions which not only provide 

quality data for analysis, but has designed a questionnaire which respondents will be interested in 

completing, allowing respondents to answer open questions with personal thoughts and opinions 

and avoiding the use of closed questions which predominantly require the ticking of boxes (Roberts-

Holmes, 2011).  In contrast to this, although the use of questionnaires can facilitate quality data for 

analysis, the limitation of respondents completing questionnaires away from the presence of the 

researcher prevents an understanding of the reasons behind the responses to the questions asked, 

preventing a deeper insight into the attitudes of the respondents towards children’s risk-taking in the 

outdoor environment (Bell, 1999).  For the purpose of this research project, a questionnaire was 

chosen due to the speed and ease in which it could be utilised and distributed throughout an EYS, 

as time constraints surrounding everyday practice hindered the use of interviews and discussions.  

As a result of this, respondents were able to respond to the questionnaires at a suitable time within 

the schedule of the EYS, providing personal thoughts and opinions regarding children’s risk-taking 

in the outdoor environment (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).   

The questionnaire, seen in appendix 2, was designed with a variety of question styles utilising both 

open and closed questions in order to gain a wider collection of data and ensure respondents’ 

interest during completion.  The closed style of questions 1, 4 and 6 were designed to enable an 
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understanding of the respondents’ feelings in regards to children’s risk-taking in the outdoor 

environment.  However, providing a limited number of answers in order to enable clarity of meaning 

and ease of analysis, as an open question allowing respondents to share personal thoughts and 

feelings may have been confusing for the researcher to understand and analyse the respondents’ 

intended meaning (Gillham, 2007).  Whereas, the predetermined answers of the closed questions 

were clear and understandable for the researcher to analyse, however this may have resulted in a 

limited representation of all respondents’ opinions (Gillham, 2000).  Therefore, in order to enable 

respondents with the opportunity to respond with an alternative response to those provided, the 

option of ‘other’ was included within the multiple choice responses, with a request to state the 

alternative response.  Therefore, all possible responses could be provided by respondents, enabling 

respondents to feel a sense of autonomy and value in personal opinion by the researcher (Gorard, 

2001).   

Questions 1 and 6 were designed to further enable the researcher to compare how respondents feel 

personally towards children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment, to the respondents’ personal 

confidence in providing children’s outdoor risk-taking opportunities, revealing any conflicting or 

concurring responses.   The findings of these questions would provide quantitative statistical 

evidence for comparison in the analysis of respondents’ attitudes (Connolly, 2007).   

Responses to open questions can often be unpredictable and provide unexpected genuine discovery 

of the individual’s opinions, attitudes and beliefs, as respondents have greater motivation and 

interest in responding to open questions because respondents are given the opportunity to write 

freely about personal thoughts, beliefs and opinions.  As a consequence of this for the researcher, 

the analysis of open questions can be problematic and time consuming due to the unpredictability of 

responses and the unknown clarity of the respondent’s meanings (Opie, 2004).  The design of 

questions 2, 3 and 5 as open questions, were to establish an understanding of respondents attitudes 

towards the dangers, value and barriers to children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment in the 

EYS, and enable further insight into the chosen responses of questions 1 and 6 regarding 

respondents’ feelings towards children’s outdoor risk-taking and confidence in the provision of risk-

taking opportunities.  The structure of questions 2, 3 and 5, however, were leading the respondent 

to believe there are dangers, value and barriers to children’s risk-taking play and is assuming that 
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the respondent regards outdoor risk-taking play as dangerous and valuable for children, therefore 

encouraging the respondent to provide a response which may not have ordinarily been made 

(Gillham, 2007). Stringer (2014) argues that respondents should be able to respond to questions in 

the individual’s personal terms, in order to express truthful opinions and provide genuine examples 

of data.  Thus, according to Stringer, it is essential that researchers avoid the use of leading 

questions based upon the researcher’s personal agenda to acquire a particular response for 

analysis.  In contrast to this, leading questions can be useful in provoking a response from a specific 

area of inquiry to enable a desired outcome.  However, this indicates bias from the researcher and 

a predetermined agenda for the research method undertaken (Gorard, 2001).  

Observations 

The acquirement of consent from respondents and participants is fundamentally important before 

any research method is undertaken, to ensure the research project upholds ethical considerations 

and respect for all participants and respondents involved (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). Consent for 

observation was sought from all EYPs in the focused EYS who were willing to take part in the 

research project.  The consent form, see appendix 3, provided an explanation and aim for the 

observations undertaken along with informing participants of confidentiality and that withdrawal from 

the research project was available at any time, in order to ensure participants were fully informed of 

the participant role in the research project (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).  Informed consent could not be 

acquired from the children attending the EYS, due to the young age of the children and the inability 

to ensure children understood the principles of observation and the purpose of the research being 

undertaken (Tisdall et al., 2009).  In view of that, in order to include observations of children within 

the research project, consent was sought from parents, see appendix 4, of all children attending the 

EYS in order to ensure all occurring events could be recorded for analysis.  Furthermore, due to the 

focus of the research topic being on children’s risk-taking, parents were handed the consent forms 

from the researcher in person, in order to provide verbal explanation of the research and provide 

opportunities for any questions asked by parents to be answered to ensure clarity of the aims of the 

research and the safety of children involved (Greig et al., 2013).   Parents were given the opportunity 

to reply to the consent letter after time had been taken to consider whether the participation of their 

child was appropriate.  This time for consideration was offered in order to avoid parents being 
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coerced into agreeing consent due to being familiar with the researcher (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Therefore, any children of parents unwilling to consent for a child to be involved in the research 

project were not included in any observation.   

Observations are an essential tool in the production of first-hand evidence for early childhood 

research, providing qualitative information which will aid in the development of understandings 

regarding respondents’ behaviour and attitudes towards a particular area of research (Roberts-

Holmes, 2011).  The use of observations as a means of listening, watching and directly recording 

events within an EYS, reduces problems which may arise involving expression and interpretation 

when respondents are requested to share personal thoughts, feelings and opinions in questionnaires 

(Greig et al., 2013).  For the purpose of this research project, narrative observations were undertaken 

in a naturalistic environment over a period of two months, in order to record events involving 

respondents’ reactions towards children’s risk-taking experiences in the outdoor environment as they 

occurred.  This method of observation was undertaken to produce evidence of respondents’ 

instinctive behaviour and attitudes towards children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment, which 

could be used in triangulation with the questionnaires to offer comparison of data.  However, 

regardless of this method of observation being beneficial for the recording of behaviour as it occurs, 

disadvantages arise when multiple events are occurring at corresponding times, forcing the 

researcher to decide what evidence to record at that time and possibly resulting in missed 

opportunities for evidence (Mukherji and Albon, 2010).  Further problems may have occurred if 

respondents were aware of being observed, as behaviours may have been adapted in response to 

the perceived needs of the researcher.  Respondents may also have become self-conscious of 

personal practice with children in the outdoor environment, causing respondents to behave in an 

unnatural way resulting in unreliable data for evidence (Atkins and Wallace, 2012).  Thus, all 

observations undertaken were in an unobtrusive manner in order to avoid influence over the 

participants’ behaviour.  This was accomplished due to the focused setting being the researcher’s 

place of work where all participants were accustomed to the presence of the researcher at all times 

(Graziano and Raulin, 2014).  As a limitation of this unobtrusive method of observation, the 

researcher is unable to ask participants any questions in order to understand the participants’ 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2016-2017  27 

 

perspective on the event which occurred for observation, causing possible misinterpretation of the 

event (Opie, 2004). 

Participants 

In consideration of the focus of the research project having being upon EYPs' attitudes towards 

children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment, the participants involved in the research were 

predominantly adults.  The decision not to involve children was taken to ensure focus remained on 

the analysis of EYPs' thoughts and opinions within the questionnaire, and observed behaviour and 

responses to children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment.  Although children are not directly 

involved in the research methods, children were observed during the observation of EYPs' 

responses to children’s risk-taking, in order to provide examples of children’s risk-taking play and 

the benefits or limitations encountered due to the attitudes of EYPs.  Furthermore, the safety of 

children in the care of the EYS was of upmost importance, therefore children were not encouraged 

to undertake any unnecessary risks which may have caused harm. 

 

Results 

Questionnaires  

For the purpose of this research project, 30 questionnaires were distributed within an EYS, 15 of 

these questionnaires were returned completed.  The returned questionnaires provided insight into 

the attitudes of EYPs within the EYS and evidenced clear awareness of the dangers, value and 

barriers of outdoor risk-taking play for children.  Respondents were requested to answer an open 

question regarding personal thoughts on the dangers of children’s risk-taking play.  Many 

respondents stated that inconsistency between EYPs regarding the boundaries placed upon 

children’s risk-taking play was a danger to children’s safety.  Respondents identified that poor 

supervision from EYPs caused by ‘not enough staff in the outdoor play area when the majority of 

children are outside’, and children being of mixed ages within the outdoor environment, were further 

concerns for children’s safety and a possible danger of outdoor risk-taking play activities.  Question 

3 requested respondents to share personal beliefs of the value of outdoor risk-taking play for 

children.  Responses indicated an awareness of the benefits to children’s development and learning, 

with specific reference to children’s development of understanding regarding personal skills and 
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abilities.  Respondents identified that children are able to recognise which risk-taking experiences 

are physically appropriate and could be attempted safely, within the child’s individual physical limits.  

Respondents further specified that outdoor risk-taking play promoted the development of children’s 

self-esteem, resilience, self-confidence and independence, and provided life-long skills for future 

risk-taking experiences.  The barriers respondents indicated as being of greatest concern for the 

provision of children’s outdoor risk-taking play were primarily the fear of blame and litigation from 

parents, if serious accidents occurred within the EYS. A statement by a respondent quoted from a 

questionnaire, stated that ‘risk opportunities are diminished and we are restricting more and more’, 

evidences how restrictions are becoming a barrier to children’s risk-taking play in the EYS.  Further 

barriers to children’s risk-taking play, were defined as inconsistent and mixed messages from EYPs 

regarding the risk-taking activities children are, and are not permitted to undertake in the EYS.  

Respondents also acknowledged that individual EYPs' personal fears, tolerance and opinions 

regarding risks, were considered as barriers to the risk-taking opportunities available for children 

within the EYS. 

 

In response to question 1, how do you feel you are in regards to children’s outdoor risk-taking play?  

An equal percentage of 40% of respondents recorded feelings of being relaxed, and being cautious, 

towards children’s risk-taking play.  13% of respondents stated feelings of being protective and 7% 

feeling very protective.  Evidencing differing feelings towards children’s risk-taking play in the EYS.   
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The closed style of question 4, requested respondents to choose which activities were regarded as 

dangerous for children from a specific list of risk-taking experiences.  Respondents evidenced 

greatest concern for children’s safety in activities involving play with sticks, followed closely by 

unsupervised play on purpose built climbing resources and play on bikes at high speed. 
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Question 6 enquired, as an individual do you feel confident providing outdoor risk-taking 

opportunities for children in your care?  73% of respondents were recorded as being confident in the 

provision of risk-taking opportunities for children.  14% were recorded as being very confident and a 

further 13% as being neither confident nor unconfident.  However, it was stated that some 

respondents feel restricted in the risk-taking experiences that can be provided for children in the 

EYS, as it is stated by a respondent who feels confident providing risk-taking play for children  ‘I just 

feel restricted in what I am allowed to do’. 
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Observations 

Observations of EYPs responding to children’s risk-taking outdoor play evidenced both negative and 

positive experiences for children. The observation in appendix 5, describes an EYP removing sticks 

from a child due to them being 'very dangerous', as stated by the EYP.  The child involved in the 

observation is then evidenced to end attempts at risk-taking play by relocating play to another area 

of the outdoor environment.  Another child is observed jumping from a large tyre, seen in appendix 

6, the child is asked to stop this risk-taking play due to an EYP’s fear of ‘the little ones getting hurt’.  

The child being denied the risk-taking play is further evidenced leaving the area of play and returning 

to the indoor environment.  However, the observation seen in appendix 7, evidences an EYP 

supporting and encouraging a child’s risk-taking play through holding the child’s hand as the child 

displays concerns for personal safety when attempting to balance and walk along a bench.  The EYP 

used words of support, such as ‘well done…good balancing’ and sensitively encouraged the child to 

attempt the risk-taking play independently.  The child in this observation was further evidenced to 

continue the risk-taking play independently.   

Analysis and Discussion 

Analysis of the completed questionnaires evidenced an equal percentage of respondents stating 

feelings of being cautious and relaxed towards children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment.  
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Respondents also stated that inconsistency between EYPs was regarded as a danger of, and a 

barrier to, children’s risk-taking play, evidencing differing attitudes towards children’s risk-taking play 

within the EYS.  Inconsistencies between the feelings of EYPs towards children’s risk-taking occur 

due to individuals possessing differing tolerances of risks in the outdoor environment (Waters and 

Begley, 2007).  These tolerances are based upon the cultural background of individuals and personal 

exposure to risks throughout life, which form future attitudes, and the anticipated value and benefits 

that are believed to impact upon children’s development and well-being, thus influencing EYPs' 

provision of risk-taking opportunities in an EYS (Maynard and Waters, 2007).  Differing tolerances 

of risk-taking result in EYPs with a lower tolerance of risk, limiting children’s opportunities by 

removing resources and stopping children’s play which is regarded as being too risky for children, 

whereas an EYP with a higher tolerance of risk would allow children greater opportunities to 

undertake risk-taking play, utilising a variety of resources (Little, 2015).  However, these inconsistent 

approaches cause confusion for children (Lindon, 2000).  Children require appropriate boundaries 

which are consistently actioned by all EYPs in an EYS in order to ensure children feel safe, secure 

and possess an understanding of the expectations and limitations of risk-taking play in the setting.  

Inconsistencies between EYPs can also be due to individual EYPs being unaware of what activities 

and resources are regarded as too risky in the EYS, therefore resulting in EYPs becoming over 

cautious and stopping children’s risk-taking play unnecessarily, resulting in children failing to benefit 

from valuable learning opportunities (Santer and Griffiths, 2007).  The boundaries and expectations 

sanctioned by EYPs should be implemented following group discussion of appropriate and realistic 

risks for children, according to the children’s age and abilities, in order to ensure a consistent 

approach towards children’s risk-taking opportunities in an EYS (Lindon, 2000).   Furthermore, a 

limited understanding and knowledge of the benefits of risk-taking play for children’s development 

and well-being may further influence EYPs' feelings towards risks in the outdoor environment.  It is 

essential that EYPs develop an understanding of the benefits of risk-taking for children’s holistic 

development and well-being, in order to ensure EYPs feel knowledgeable and confident in the 

provision of risk-taking in the outdoor environment (Waller, 2011).  73% of respondents of the 

questionnaire stated a feeling of personal confidence in the provision of outdoor risk-taking 

opportunities for children, therefore evidencing a positive attitude towards personal abilities and 
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knowledge of children’s risk-taking play. This empowerment of knowledge and confidence will enable 

EYPs to provide a greater variety of activities and resources to promote children’s outdoor risk-taking 

experiences (Knight, 2011).  However, it was indicated in the questionnaires that respondents feel 

restricted in what risk-taking opportunities are permitted in the EYS.  The provision of children’s 

outdoor risk-taking play in an EYS is ultimately the responsibility of the manager/head of the EYS, 

as any serious accidents which occur would be answerable by the manager/head of the setting.  This 

may impact upon the provision of risk-taking and cause a risk-averse attitude within the EYS, as 

some managers/heads chose to curtail outdoor risk-taking play completely in order to avoid 

accusations of blame and litigation (Ball et al., 2013).  In addition to this, EYPs who possess a 

positive approach towards children’s risk-taking experiences and value the benefits it provides, can 

often lack the support from other EYPs to provide challenging, risk-taking opportunities for children, 

due to individual beliefs and/or the restrictions of a risk-averse philosophy within an EYS.  As a 

consequence of this, EYPs who would like to provide risk-taking opportunities for children feel 

powerless and develop a heightened sense of anxiety of being vulnerable to the potential of the 

accountability of blame, if any accident occurred whilst supervising risk-taking play (Tovey, 2010).  

This would subsequently cause tensions within an EYS, due to a contrast in individual EYPs beliefs 

of the value of risk-taking play for children’s development and the opportunities that should be 

provided in the EYS, and what EYPs are requested to provide within the EYS by the manager/head, 

which has the potential to cause conflict between EYPs.  However, in comparison to this, when EYPs 

share a positive philosophy towards children’s risk-taking play and discuss appropriate approaches 

for its provision in the EYS, EYPs feel supported and confident to provide children with risk-taking 

opportunities.  As a result of this, risk is regarded as a valuable feature of children’s learning and 

development and no longer a threat to children’s safety within the EYS (Tovey, 2010).  In order to 

develop a shared philosophy, regular training would aid in extending EYPs' knowledge and 

understanding regarding children’s outdoor risk-taking play (Knight, 2011). The undertaking of 

training was further identified by respondents as a means of developing confidence in the provision 

of outdoor risk-taking opportunities for children in the focus EYS.  Training on the provision of risk-

taking experiences would enable EYPs' to develop new understandings regarding the benefits of 

acceptable risks for children, as it is the knowledge and understanding that EYPs possess of the 
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importance of risk-taking play for children and the benefits that have impact upon learning, 

development and physical abilities that is essential for the provision of risk-taking play (Sandsetter, 

2009b).  As a consequence of further training, EYPs would be able to reflect upon personal beliefs 

and attitude towards risk-taking, in order to reduce anxieties and concern for children’s safety and 

develop greater confidence in personal practice to support children’s risk-taking play (Tovey, 2010). 

 A further barrier for the provision of risk-taking in the outdoor environment stated by respondents 

was the concern of parental complaints following accidents if they occurred in the EYS.  As a result 

of this, some EYPs do not provide risk-taking opportunities for children due to the anxiety received 

from parents regarding children’s safety, causing EYPs to feel fearful of blame and litigation if any 

accidents occur during risk-taking play in the outdoor environment (Ball et al., 2013).  Conversely, 

many parents understand that children require challenging experiences as they grow and develop 

in order to learn how to manage challenging situations in the future, solve problems and become 

confident with physical abilities and skills (Ball, 2002).  Furthermore, the Select Committee of 

Economic Affairs (2006) reported that no evidence of a blame culture or litigation towards EYSs in 

the result of accidents was developing in the United Kingdom.  Yet, many EYSs are currently 

cautious in the provision of outdoor risk-taking opportunities due to these beliefs (Little et al., 2012).  

However, in contrast to EYPs and parental anxieties towards children’s risk-taking play, children 

regard the fear of a potentially dangerous situation as motivation for play and relish the excitement 

of mastering new challenges (Apter, 2007).  For EYPs, who are caring for other people’s children, 

this motivation children feel towards undertaking risk-taking experiences is a further cause of anxiety, 

resulting in EYPs being over protective of children in order to avoid any injuries.  EYPs are trusted 

by parents to protect children whilst in the care of the EYS therefore, EYPs have a duty of care to 

ensure children’s safety, alongside providing children with valuable opportunities for learning and 

development (Ball et al., 2013).  This balance between ensuring children’s safety, yet still enabling 

children to learn and develop new skills and understandings regarding risk-taking and challenge, can 

often be regarded as being problematic for EYPs. Therefore, it is essential that the EYS ensures the 

provision of resources and play experiences which will enable children to undertake appropriate risk-

taking opportunities, in an environment which is safe from hazards that may cause children serious 

injuries (Bilton, 2010), as the avoidance of children’s risk-taking play in the outdoor environment 
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impacts negatively upon children’s sense of autonomy, independence and holistic development and 

well-being (Hope et al., 2007).  

According to the responses to the closed question of which activities respondents feel are of most 

danger to children, respondents stated play with sticks was of most concern for children’s safety.  

This type of play can be disturbing for many EYPs, resulting in children’s risk-taking play in the 

outdoor environment being regarded as an undesirable type of play that must be regulated and 

eliminated from the EYS (Tovey, 2015).  As a result of this discouragement to undertake risks, EYPs 

are hindering children’s development of a positive disposition towards challenges and risks, which 

could be maintained throughout life (Claxton, 1998).  Young children regard the natural outdoor 

environment with curiosity and amazement, and display enjoyment in the new experiences and 

findings that the outdoors has to offer.  However, the sense of curiosity and amazement experienced 

by children can be suppressed by adults who do not share a positive attitude towards the natural 

outdoor environment (Tovey, 2015).  This is evidenced in the observation, seen in appendix 5, which 

describes an EYP ending a child’s play with sticks completely by the confiscation of the child’s 

chosen resource for play.  It is stated by Casey (2007), that play which causes EYPs to feel anxious, 

is undervalued and often denied completely.  As a consequence of this, children’s innate curiosity 

for the natural environment and sense of creativity and adventure is not supported, nor nurtured, 

causing children to fail to benefit from valuable learning experiences (Bilton, 2010).  Arguably, EYPs 

restrict play with sticks due to health and safety concerns and the belief that children’s play may 

escalate negatively resulting in a child becoming injured, with greatest concern being for the safety 

of children’s eyes (Olusoga, 2009).  Nevertheless it is argued by Davis et al. (2006), that children 

will inevitably receive a graze or small injury, however this aids in children’s learning and enables 

greater understanding of natural resources and personal abilities, in order to make better 

assessment of risk and enable self-regulation in play.  Loose parts used for outdoor play, such as 

sticks, are of great interest for children, therefore it is essential that EYPs respond with interest and 

enthusiasm to children’s experiences of risk-taking play, in order to ensure new learning and 

understanding is taking place (Waters and Maynard, 2010).   In addition to this, in order to ensure 

the safety of children, EYPs should be aware of the potential hazards involved in children’s chosen 

risk-taking play, such as that with sticks, and provide children with necessary skills and 
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understanding to ensure safe ways of accomplishing new challenges, rather than confiscating the 

resources and denying play completely (White, 2008).  Empowering children with the skills to be 

able to assess and manage risks during play, enables children to engage in satisfactory risk-taking 

experiences and aids in children’s development of resilience, autonomy, self-efficacy and self-

esteem which will transfer to all areas of learning and development throughout childhood (Jarvis, 

2009).  Furthermore, young children learn most effectively through first hand experiences achieved 

from active investigation of the surrounding environment (Doherty and Hughes, 2009).   The use of 

the stick in the child’s play enabled the child to explore the properties of the stick and the mud, the 

way it moves and how the stick can manipulate its movement (Bilton, 2010), this investigation also 

evidenced mark-making play displaying early writing skills (Athey, 2007).   However, as evidenced 

in appendix 5, due to the EYP’s concern for safety and denying the child’s play with sticks completely, 

this active investigation and learning has not been recognised by the EYP, preventing active learning 

taking place due to the fears of injury and hindering the child’s holistic learning, development and 

understanding of the natural environment (Tovey, 2015).  Following the interests of individual 

children in order to further learning and development is a requirement of the Statutory Framework 

for the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2014), therefore it is essential that EYPs observe and 

understand children’s interests in play, including risk-taking experiences.  The focus EYS has a 

strong ethos of following children’s interests in order to provide resources and activities throughout 

the setting for all children’s learning and development, a consequence of the restriction of risk-taking 

play in the outdoor environment evidences that individual EYPs do not follow this ethos.  The 

implications of this result in further inconsistent practices within the EYS and added frustrations for 

children, as not all children’s interests are being encouraged and provided for in order to promote 

further development and understanding.  Children’s play behaviours are extremely purposeful and 

reflect children’s interests and needs (Athey, 1990).  Therefore, close observation and sensitive 

adult-child interactions responding directly to children’s interests in the outdoor environment enables 

EYPs to understand children’s interests in play, enabling sustained shared thinking and scaffolding 

of children’s learning and development to take place, in order to encourage, support and further 

children’s interests and understanding of the natural world and the self-management of risks in play 

(Waters, 2014).  However, many EYPs' interpretations of children’s play behaviours significantly 
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differ to children’s perceptions of play, resulting in EYPs responding in an unsupportive manner 

towards children’s play interests, which may result in the restriction of risk-taking play and excluding 

children from beneficial play experiences (Scott, 2000).   

Respondents highlighted an area for concern in the focused EYS when stating that poor supervision 

and un-adhered to adult: child ratios in the outdoor environment were a cause of danger in children’s 

risk-taking play.  Lack of adequate supervision is indicated as being a cause of children’s injuries 

during play in the outdoor environment, therefore it is essential for the provision of risk-taking play 

(Morrongiello, 2005), as it can be difficult to provide risk-taking play for young children when adult: 

child ratios are not adequate for the supervision of children in the outdoor environment (Coleman 

and Dyment, 2013).  When the number of children in the outdoor environment exceed adult: child 

ratios, for the purpose of this research the ratio is 1: 4 as children are 2 years of age, EYPs undertake 

a monitory role in order to ensure the safety of all children in the outdoor environment, often 

restricting all children’s attempts at physical risk-taking play, in order to avoid further concerns for 

children’s safety (Cullen, 1993).  The anxiety EYPs contend with regarding the balance of the 

provision of challenging, risk-taking play for children and ensuring the safety of children, can be 

eased through adequate, more realistic adult: child ratios, ensuring appropriate supervision of 

children when undertaking risk-taking play.  The provision of adequate supervision, which is not over 

protective nor excessively interferes in children’s risk-taking play, ensures children can be informed 

of issues regarding personal safety and the safety of others, enabling children to develop the skills 

necessary to assess and manage risks in play (Waters, 2014).  

In response to question 3 within the questionnaire, respondents regard the highest value of children’s 

risk-taking in the outdoor environment as the opportunity for children to learn the limitations of 

personal physical skills and abilities.  EYPs who value risk-taking provide children with an 

environment that supports a variety of learning experiences through play.  These experiences are 

satisfying, enriching and provide valuable opportunities for risk and challenge, in an environment 

where children feel safe and confident to undertake risk-taking play and push physical skills to the 

boundaries of personal abilities (Casey, 2007).  Physical movement, challenge and risk enables 

children to develop and accomplish new skills and learn about personal abilities which will further 

aid in the development of self-confidence, self-esteem, resilience and a greater understanding of 
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personal physical limitations (Bilton, 2010).  The outdoor environment provides greater opportunities 

for children to experience height, speed and excitement (Stephenson, 2003), including activities such 

as jumping, as it is regarded by EYPs as being an acceptable activity in the outdoor environment 

rather than in the indoor environment (Huggins and Wickett, 2011).  In order for children to 

understand the limitations of personal abilities, children require time to practice and repeat 

challenges to enable the development of personal skills and learning, therefore it is essential that 

EYPs allow children adequate time and opportunities for risk-taking play that is not restricted (Cullen, 

1993).  However, when play is restricted, children do not reach the deeper levels of learning required 

to enable children to make connections for understanding and learning which is required to develop 

thoughts and ideas, and push the boundaries of personal abilities (Bruce, 1991).  The observation, 

seen in appendix 6, describes a child jumping from a large tyre in the outdoor environment, however 

the child was asked to stop the risk-taking play due to an EYP’s fear of younger children copying the 

play and becoming injured.  EYPs' reactions towards risk-taking play are influenced by the personal 

beliefs and attitudes held towards children’s risk-taking in the outdoor environment, impacting upon 

whether EYPs interfere in children’s play, restrict it or encourage it (Sandseter, 2009b).  Some EYPs 

believe it is easier to avoid children’s exposure to risks in order to minimise the difficulties it may 

cause, including injuries and close supervision of children, rather than providing children with 

stimulating and enriching experiences for development and learning (Huggins and Wickett, 2011).  

Arguably, some young children do not possess a realistic understanding of personal physical abilities 

which may place children in danger of possible serious injury (Clements, 2004).  As a consequence 

of this, such play is restricted by EYPs due to a need to protect children from possible injury (Harden, 

2000).  Conversely, this protectiveness can result in children feeling a sense of helplessness while 

attempting new challenges when EYPs continue to interfere negatively towards risk-taking play.  For 

example, when continuously requesting children to be careful and informing children that an activity 

is dangerous and that the child may fail, or ending risk-taking play completely due to personal fears 

and anxiety for safety.  Thus, resulting in unchallenging play for children and subsequently causing 

children to develop a negative disposition towards risks and avoiding further experiences of risk and 

challenge in future life (Maynard and Waters, 2007).  In contrast to this, when children are allowed 

to develop a sense of confidence and mastery in personal abilities through the provision of risk-
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taking experiences, children view challenge and risk positively rather than something to be avoided 

(Dweck, 2000).  The observation, seen in appendix 6, further evidences that younger children are 

being denied access to some risk-taking experiences within the outdoor play area, due to safety 

concerns regarding aged-mixed children.  Mixed ages of children within an EYS enables younger 

children to observe and imitate the actions of older children which would not be present in play with 

children of the same age (Gray, 2011). When young children become involved in play with older 

children, imitating play and movement, learning is taking place above the younger child’s current 

level of understanding known as the zone of proximal development, where children develop learning 

and skills in collaboration with others who have greater knowledge or skills (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Therefore, EYPs are responsible for ensuring that opportunities are available for all children to 

practice new skills alongside older children, which are safe, however, do not entirely restrict risk-

taking play (Richardson, 2013).  Furthermore, if children’s desire for risk-taking experiences is not 

satisfied, it may result in children undertaking risk-taking experiences which present far greater risks 

for children’s safety (Brown, 2009). As a consequence of this, EYPs should have a good knowledge 

of child development in order to understand children’s reasons for risk-taking experiences to ensure 

children are provided with safe ways of accomplishing these risks, rather than eliminating the 

experiences completely (White, 2008).  Moreover, it is essential that EYPs maintain an attentive and 

positive attitude towards children’s achievements in risk-taking play, as this aids in the development 

of children’s self-esteem, resilience and well-being which will continue to influence children’s 

approaches towards future risk-taking and challenging experiences in a positive manner (Clements, 

2004).    

The attitudes EYPs hold towards children’s risk-taking play influences the reaction towards children’s 

risk-taking behaviour by either encouraging or constraining children’s play (Sandsetter, 2009b).  

According to Tovey (2007), when EYSs provide environments that are free from risks, EYPs' 

expectations of children’s physical abilities remain low, as children are not allowed to demonstrate 

and develop individual competence and confidence in order to change EYPs' expectations.  

However, when EYPs possess realistic, high expectations of children’s abilities and possess a good 

understanding of individual children’s needs, interests and abilities, EYPs are able to judge when to 

be watchful, when to sensitively offer support and when to intervene in order to ensure children’s 
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safety when necessary or extend play to enhance the learning and development taking place.  This 

is evidenced in the observation, seen in appendix 7, which describes an EYP responding positively 

towards a child’s risk-taking play, offering suitable support for the child’s abilities. Children’s 

developmental range of abilities and skills vary widely and what could be regarded as a realistic 

challenge for one child may be regarded as a hazard for another child, with less established skills 

and abilities (Stephenson, 2003).  Therefore, it is essential that EYPs assess each child’s chosen 

risk-taking experiences individually according to children’s current skills and abilities, to ensure 

children are provided with the correct support and encouragement to overcome and succeed in risk-

taking play, further ensuring children are developing positive dispositions towards challenges and 

risks and extending the boundaries of personal abilities (Bilton, 2014).  It was also evidenced in the 

observation that the child was unsure of the risks involved in the play and asked for the assistance 

of an EYP.  It is crucial that EYPs are responsive to children’s concerns regarding the safety of risk-

taking experiences, and supportive of individual children’s varying choice of involvement in risk-

taking play (Waters and Maynard, 2010).  The behaviour and attitudes of EYPs has great impact 

upon children’s learning and participation in risk-taking experiences.  For that reason, it is 

fundamental that EYPs encourage children’s risk-taking experiences with suitable support and 

enthusiasm, in order for children to gain positive attitudes towards risks and achieve a belief in 

personal abilities and skills to ensure the development of self-esteem, self-confidence, self-efficacy, 

resilience, and physical strength and co-ordination (Waller, 2011; Ouvry, 2003).   

Conclusion and Recommendations 

To conclude, the qualitative and quantitative data collected during the process of this research 

project enabled triangulation of the evidence collected from questionnaires and observations, in 

order to provide in depth analysis of the attitudes of EYPs presented in the focus EYS. The evidence 

derived from questionnaires and observations displayed a variety of views, opinions and practices 

in the focus EYS regarding the dangers, value and barriers of children's outdoor risk-taking play and 

EYPs’ personal feelings towards children's risk-taking and confidence in its provision in the EYS. 

Following analysis of the responses from the questionnaires and the observed adult-child 

interactions concerning risk-taking play, it was evidenced that EYPs’ attitudes were influenced by 

personal views and opinions, concern for children's safety due to poor supervision, unmaintained 
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adult: child ratios in the outdoor environment and anxiety resulting from the possibility of blame if 

any accidents occurred during outdoor risk-taking play. The consequence of differing attitudes 

evidenced a negative impact upon children's risk-taking play, resulting in negative interference or 

restriction of risk-taking play by EYPs, ultimately causing frustration for children as children were 

unable to conduct play according to individual abilities, needs and interests.  This restriction and 

negative attitude towards outdoor risk-taking play in the EYS subsequently evidenced children 

missing out on valuable opportunities for physical and cognitive learning and development.  In 

addition to this, children further missed opportunities for the development of self-esteem, confidence, 

autonomy, self-efficacy and resilience, all of which are fundamental for successful and positive 

approaches towards risk and challenge throughout life.  In contrast to this, some EYPs evidenced a 

positive attitude towards children's outdoor risk-taking play in the EYS, providing children with 

appropriate support and encouragement when undertaking risk-taking activities, ensuring children 

are provided with opportunities to gain greater understanding of personal abilities and develop 

physical skills, self-esteem, confidence, independence and problem-solving skills. However, 

respondents further suggested that due to mixed attitudes regarding children's risk-taking play, some 

EYPs felt restricted in the activities and resources that could be provided for risk-taking experiences, 

therefore, resulting in EYPs feeling frustrated and unsupported in providing outdoor risk-taking 

opportunities for children in the EYS.   

The following recommendations for outdoor risk-taking provision in the EYS will ensure greater 

understanding, knowledge and confidence in personal skills for all EYPs, in order to enable a positive 

and shared ethos for the provision of children's outdoor risk-taking play in the EYS and relieve EYPs’ 

anxieties relating to children’s safety. 

Recommendations for future outdoor risk-taking opportunities 

Training 

Undertaking regular training is fundamental for ensuring EYPs' knowledge and skills are developed 

through personal reflection upon practice and beliefs regarding children’s learning and development.  

As a result of this, EYPs are able to implement changes to personal practice and the provision in the 

EYS, in order to offer greater opportunities for children’s risk-taking experiences (Knight, 2011).  

Training in the area of children’s outdoor risk-taking, if undertaken by all EYPs in the setting, would 
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ensure the benefits and value of children’s risk-taking play would be understood by all EYPs.  EYPs 

with a negative or anxious approach towards children’s risk-taking would be provided with a greater 

knowledge and understanding of appropriate safety for children, gaining further understanding of the 

benefits for child development.  This would result in EYPs developing greater understanding, skills 

and ultimately a supportive, positive and confident approach to children’s risk-taking in the outdoor 

environment (Little et al., 2012).  In addition to this, EYPs would develop a shared philosophy 

regarding children’s outdoor risk-taking play, ensuring consistency between all EYPs and enabling 

children to undertake risk-taking play with confidence as children will feel safe, secure and possess 

a greater understanding of the boundaries for risk-taking in the EYS (Santer and Griffiths, 2007). 

Risk-benefit assessment 

The introduction of a risk-benefit assessment for all children’s outdoor risk-taking experiences would 

further ensure fewer anxieties for EYPs, manager/head and parents as the risks of an activity can 

be considered against the benefits for children’s learning and development, in order to equally 

ensure children’s safety and valuable learning experiences.  Risk-benefit assessments should be 

completed in collaboration with all EYPs within an EYS to ensure all views and opinions are taken 

into account and can be viewed from all EYPs' perspectives.  As a result of this, EYPs gain a greater 

understanding of how risk-taking can be provided for children in the care of the EYS, yet continue to 

ensure children’s safety in an unconstricting manner (Ball et al., 2013). 

Involvement of older children in the research project 

For future research, the involvement of older children would be beneficial for understanding 

children’s views and opinions regarding outdoor risk-taking play.  This would enable the research to 

be extended to provide an understanding of children’s attitudes towards risk-taking, in consideration 

with the attitudes of adults, in order to examine the differences in what children and adults regard as 

being risk-taking play and how risk-taking experiences can be provided with a greater understanding 

of the children’s needs within the EYS.   
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Hayden (2010) compares teaching controversial topics to alternating between defusing and 

detonating bombs. Such is the work of the sociology teacher. Sociology’s stock-in-trade are 

uncomfortable and conflict-ridden topics. “From its birth as social philosophy, sociology has focused 

on the social condition. Virtually all societies that sociologists study and live in are heterogeneous, 

stratified and ravaged by inequality.”  (Hatterly, 2003, 413). It is therefore an unfortunate by-product 

that, as Lusk and Weinberg (1994) discuss, most classes are going to leave some students feeling 

uncomfortable. However, this topic was chosen not because sociology makes students 

uncomfortable, but because teaching sociology is such a precarious balancing act. In this paper we 

will seek to explore the reasons for this, why students challenge the knowledge presented to them 

in sociology classrooms with such resistance, even refuting the concept of knowledge itself as a 

postmodern artefact in some instances (Haddad and Lieberman, 2002).  Once we understand why 

students are so resistant to sociological knowledge we can then examine a few examples of 

measures taken to make sociology classrooms less conflict-ridden. Although perhaps somewhat 

heretical I believe there is some merit to be found by the eclectic utilisation of ideas from some of 

the recognised learning theories as there are useful tools emanating from all of them. This is 

supported by what Reece and Walker refer to as the “learning continuum” (Reece and Walker, 2004, 

p. 94). Essentially here a teacher uses the most appropriate theoretical approach as indicated by 

the students and task. Here we shall explore a mixture of theory and practice to advocate a set of 

best fit practices for dealing with the kamikaze experience that is teaching sociology.  

Reviewing numerous papers on teaching resistant students in sociology classrooms a common 

theme emerged – students would question the very essence of the knowledge i.e. that the knowledge 

itself was flawed [Burkstrand-Reid, Carbone and Hendricks (2011), Haddad and Lieberman (2002), 

Hayden (2010), Hedley and Markowitz (2001), Lusk and Weinberg (1994), Wahl, Perez, Deegan, 

Sanchez and Applegate (2002)] and then that the lecturer was not delivering facts but rather merely 

their own opinions (LeMoyne and Davis, 2011). The obvious question is why do students, who accept 

the veracity of all knowledge presented to them and qualifications of their lecturers in other subject 
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fields like science, seemingly abandon all such senses when presented with subjects like sociology? 

As Burke and Hudson-Banks state: “overcoming student resistance to sociology and to much of our 

content and perspective can present a significant challenge both in the classroom and in course 

enrolments.” (2012, 21)  

What Haddad and Lieberman (2001) uncovered was that the student resistance they faced came 

from students who believed that accepting the alternative truths offered in sociology classrooms 

challenged many other truths about norms and values that they took for granted and essentially 

formed the core of their sense of being. Challenging these “truths” effectively meant they were 

challenging these students very sense of self and identity. Thus their immediate and understandable 

reaction was resistance. In order to contextualise this Haddad and Lieberman taught a course on 

race relations to a predominantly white, middle class group of first year college students. When trying 

to explain the functions of white dominance, colour blind racism, and the fact that the majority of the 

students in the class had arrived there as a result of white privilege – it met with harsh resistance. 

Most students were honour scholarship students who believed they had achieved their position as 

the result of sheer hard work. If we then overlay the work of Hedley and Markowitz (2001) who 

presented an interesting paper on “avoiding moral dichotomies”, by this students interpreted the 

world in simple “norm” and “other” terms. They (the students) represent the “norm” and anything else 

represented the “other”. Once they begin their sociological journey, unless adequately supervised, 

students frequently draw a mistaken parallel between the right and wrong side, based on a supposed 

moral interpretation of events. If they are on the “wrong” side, i.e. in this case simply by being white, 

they are de facto perpetuators, whether willing or not, of social injustices. Thus to add to the shock 

of discovering that the world really is not how they thought it was, these students then think they are 

being blamed for many of the injustices too. Hedley and Markowitz (2001) go to great lengths to 

explain how while this thinking is completely flawed, it is very pervasive. It is not surprising then that 

walking into a sociology classroom the challenges you might encounter “may include responding to 

student resistance, apathy and rage engendered by the presentation of material that challenges 

taken-for-granted realities.”  (Haddad and Lieberman, 2002, 329)  
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Given our discussion above it is clear that a sociology teacher needs to be prepared to creatively 

address potentially resistant students in any sociological classroom, especially in the first year of a 

programme at a HE or FE institution. Effectively what each sociology teacher wants to achieve is 

what Mezirow termed “perspective transformation” in their students without actually having to inflict 

real hardship on them (Kitchenham, 2008). But how do we go about doing that?  

One consistent theme that emerged from the literature was that in order to get the students to 

understand their place in the sociology classroom, even revel in it, where finally students “are made 

to think more sociologically about norms and patterns of interactions” so “they can step back from 

the point at which disagreements are experienced only as personal attacks” (Lusk and Weinberg, 

1994, 307), there needs to be some sort of orientation. As sociologists this can only be done through 

appropriately sociological means – teaching the means of lifting the veil on hidden social truths 

means teaching students to use their sociological imagination right from the outset. Coined by 

C.Wright Mills in the 1950’s – it is considered the quintessential intellectual process required to study 

sociology (Giddens, 2006). Thus students need to be taught to use their sociological imagination.  

Almost all literature covered has stressed the importance of teaching this and utilising the tool in 

sociology classrooms. Used appropriately this is a behaviourist intervention as the student learns 

the method and then applies it to uncovering a variety of social truths for themselves, honing their 

sociological skills along the way. LeMoyne and Davis (2011) dedicated their entire first semester to 

building students abilities from first learning how to use the sociological imagination with less 

contentious issues such as divorce, then working their way up to looking at more contentious issues 

such as sexual orientation.  

Behaviourism, was one of the first learning theories to emerge and is closely linked to the work of 

psychologists Watson and Skinner. In terms of this view according to Hartley (1998) it primarily 

advocates learning by doing (Smith, 1999) “students do not learn what was in a lecture or a book 

they learn only what the lecture or book caused them to do.” (Curzon and Tummons, 2013, p.41).   

Hatterly (2003) faced a conundrum when faced with a classroom full of middle class college students 

to whom social injustice was something they read about in textbooks not something they had 

experienced in reality. In Hatterly’s case she used a most innovative approach - Hatterly found a way 
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to make the students experience the reality of social inequality. The class was divided into different 

“families”, randomly assigned to a social class for the semester and made to fight for everything 

(food, shelter, education etc.) based on these different positions.  The students even slept in their 

own outdoor shelter at one point and kept reflective journals for the whole semester, the research 

for the paper was based upon this.  In very simple pedagogical terms behaviourists have always 

advocated learning by doing. As Curzon and Tummons judiciously stated “what a person does is 

what a person will learn.”(2013, p.41).  This was replicated in several other studies [Haddad and 

Lieberman (2002, LeMoyne and Davis (2011), Lusk and Weinberg (1994) and Roberts and Smith 

(2002)]  

Brookfield states: “the importance in college of belonging to an emotionally sustaining peer learning 

community cannot be overstated both for students and teachers”. (2015, 67) After an orientation in 

the sociological imagination a lot of literature focussed, without specifying it as such, on community 

of practice. Largely attributed to the work of Lave and Wenger (Smith, 2009) communities of practice 

essentially emerged from the social learning theory paradigm. Within this one learns from observing 

others, preferably our peers. However it is more than this, “In a nutshell: Communities of practice 

are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do 

it better as they interact regularly” (Smith, 2009)  

Hedley and Markowitz (2001) instruct their classes to deconstruct a difficult moral argument at the 

beginning of the year so that they could all get to grips with what was fact and what was moral and 

why some elements were moral and why some were facts. They then discussed what elements 

belonged in a sociological argument and which did not. After that they instructed their class to try 

and monitor one another when someone proposed a moral, rather than a factual argument in class. 

They were effectively trying to use community of practice to ensure that the class members guided 

one another rather than the lecturers, after initial guidance from themselves. Roberts and Smith 

(2002) used a similar technique in their classroom.  
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Wahl et al. (2000) stressed the importance of community of practice but effectively this was focussed 

on teachers groups and the importance of sociology teachers making strong group links in order to 

survive the vicissitudes of teaching especially with the needs of teaching so many diversity 

workshops (Wahl el al. 2000). 

Burke and Hudson-Banks (2012) suggest that the way into sociology may not be through traditional 

channels. They make a strong case for offering orientation diversity workshops on campuses, based 

on a very successful project that they ran at their college. It encompassed the use of teaching the 

sociological imagination so that they could start to debunk the various power structures that 

entrenched unequal distributions of power and resources. Thus effectively “defusing” students 

before they arrive in any classes. Here we see a combination of social learning and a strong 

emphasis on using communities of practice – students learning together, from one another, 

supporting one another and building on the knowledge of one another. “New knowledge and learning 

are properly conceived as being located in communities of practice” (Smith, 2009).  

Finally, reflection does not fall into a learning theory per se, however it is highlighted in the literature 

with such frequency that it deserves a mention in this last section.  This paper came into being 

through a reflection on why teaching sociology (at a very personal level) was so very difficult and 

frequently wrought with such conflict. Thus a final footnote on the importance of reflection bears 

discussion. Schon (1983) famously wrote ‘The Reflective Practitioner’ and discussed reflection-in-

action and reflection-on-action usefully, if somewhat colloquially, to be understood as thinking on our 

feet (Smith, 2011). Given the nature of what sociology teachers do surely then reflection ought to be 

one of the central tools in our “toolkit”? Cotton sagely notes that although every wise teacher knows 

that it is nigh impossible to teach value free, “teachers” need “to be acutely aware of the beliefs and 

values that underlie their teaching”. (2006, 238).  Brookfield echoes these sentiments when he urges 

that a “critically reflective stance can re-energise our teaching”. (2015, 21).   

Even with the best plans in the world, given the volatile nature of sociology classes reflection, and 

here the ability to “think on our feet” seems to be a crucial tool. LeMoyne and Davis (2011) detail 

how sometimes you have to revise the scheme of work in order that the grand scheme of learning 

can take place. This can only happen if you are flexible and reflexive.    
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Teaching sociology, unlike other subjects, provides a problematic canvas right from the outset. What 

we seek to teach undermines the core values that most of our students use to inform not just their 

working understanding of the world but their very sense of self and identity. In this paper we have 

explored how teaching sociology requires first a sensitive and empathetic understanding of the 

traumatic nature of sociological enquiry i.e. we decimate the “taken-for-granted common sense” 

views of the world and turn them on their head. Furthermore there are no “holy cows” in sociology, 

nothing is beyond the purview of the sociological lens.  We then explored a series of examples where 

teachers had taken various measures to make their classrooms less conflictual. We discovered that 

teaching the sociological imagination – the most basic tool for any budding sociologist, was strongly 

aligned to behaviourist learning paradigm, through ‘learning by doing’. Communities of practice are 

a common and vital part of both teaching and surviving sociology with links to the social learning 

paradigm. Finally we learned that reflection was an absolutely vital component of the toolkit.  As 

Burkstrand-Reid, Carbone and Hendricks point out “teaching controversial topics requires a toolbox 

of techniques and a willingness to engage in honest self-reflection and pedagogical re-examination.” 

(2011, 679)   
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The rationale for the focus of my conference paper has arisen from my reflections on the current 

curriculum related to arts subjects, specifically BTEC qualifications in Performing Arts and A Level 

Theatre Studies.   It became apparent to me, that the practitioners and theatre companies that we 

were teaching learners about in the first term of the academic year were all male; male practitioners, 

male playwrights and only one company studied had a female Artistic Director.  What I was delivering 

as part of the A Level syllabus did not represent the demographic of the learners or the history of 

theatre, inclusive of the influence of female artists.  This is also current in terms of the lack of equality 

in British theatre (both in race and gender) coming to the forefront of recent debates.  Within the 

education system we are not only imitating the industry but contributing to a culture of male gender 

inequality in theatre through the lack of feminine representation in our studio practice.   

In thus paper I will consider how to be more gender inclusive in my own practice as a facilitator and 

the potential impact of introducing more female practitioners could have on enhancing the practical 

experience of 77% of my learners.  This is not to suggest that we overhaul the curriculum from a 

female perspective but to consider the effect that the system of gender has within the curriculum.   

For example, Role Theory provides a discourse that; 

  

Reminds us that we do not necessarily choose to be whatever we see before 

us. The road to role is paved with negation and differentiation as well as with 

mimesis. It further suggests the great range of possibilities that the world 

provides, a multi-plicity, however, that is reduced when we are limited to the 

dualism that structures the sex/gender system.  (Grumet, M, Stone, L (2000) 

Feminism and curriculum: Getting our act together, Journal of Curriculum 

Studies, 32:2, 183-197, p186) 
 
 
With 77% of my learners being female, the training methodologies and techniques that are used, fail 

to reflect the perspective of the dominant type of learner.  What would the impact of introducing the 

work of seminal practitioners such as Joan Littlewood (Theatre Workshop) and Ariane Mncouchkine 
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(Théâtre du Soleil) have on the learners?  Firstly it would extend their knowledge about a part of the 

history of theatre that is often not covered until University, despite being pivotal in the progression of 

the theatre and performance studies.  Currently, I deliver the work of practitioners such as these, as 

part of a hidden, informal curriculum; often in starter activities rather than been the main objective of 

the learning.  Being more gender inclusive in the core curriculum would have a greater impact on 

learners, emphasizing the importance through summative assessment of techniques/practices 

developed by female practitioners.   

Evelyn Johnson’s study of in-service educators’ conception of gender inclusiveness resulted in 

practitioners agreeing that the impact of a gender inclusive curriculum would be as follows:   

 
• eradicating stereotypes; 
• eliminating subject segregation; 
• raising female self-esteem in non-traditional subject areas; 
• perceiving pupil background as a source of pupil sexism; 
• utilising co-operative learning; 
• examining classroom dynamics; 
• emphasising fairness; 
• recognising women’s contribution to society. 
• providing equal opportunities  
• offering equal access (Johnson, E (2003) p33) 

 
 
Reflecting on the lack of female perspective in the theatre studies syllabus has made me consider 

how plays are experienced by learners in terms of techniques used to facilitate their understanding.  

It is easy to apply the techniques of practitioners such as Stanislavski, Brecht and Artaud; those 

widely known by many facilitators and who have being the staple of theatre studies syllabuses in the 

20th century.   To be more diverse, plays could be facilitated in early stages of exploration through 

using alternative practices beyond the core practitioners mentioned above, including female 

practitioners to explore plays written by both male and female playwrights.   

 
This could be through using Viola Spolin’s ethos of creating a joyous atmosphere in the studio to 

allow a transition from everyday life and its tensions to the rehearsal studio where they are able to 

create.   Spolin states that, “we learn through experience and experiencing….If the environment 

permits it” (1998, p3) Environment can be associated the atmosphere created which is inevitably 

linked to the style of facilitation. Improvisation games that Spolin has developed applied to the 

exploration of plays could enhance independent and creative thinking skills which would encourage 
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learners to form their own interpretations, not simply based on logic.  This contrasts the didactic, 

mimesis as imitation model approach where the drama teacher simply delivers the meaning of the 

plays through directing learners to replicate what is written. Or, using Stanislavski’s “system” (often 

using it as Stanislavski had started to warn against and thus developed the method of physical 

actions), requiring learners to emotionally connect and embody characters that at are unable to relate 

to at this early stage in their actor training.    Using Spolins techniques allows facilitators to be more 

creative and playful in their own practice whilst providing the possibility for more independent 

exploration by the learners. 

 
Whilst the female perspective may be represented more in British theatre, this isn’t necessarily 

reflected in the subject of study in the British education system.  This arguably continues to follow 

the pattern of, “the history of women’s performance…a struggle for a subject, rather than an object, 

position in representation” (Donkin, E cited in Reinelt & Roach, 1992, p276).  Just as women on 

stage were the subject of male gaze during the 1600’s, the curriculum has reflected this male gaze 

on the female director/practitioner in the study of theatre.  We look at the history of theatre from the 

male gaze, through the study of male practitioners, “she is the one looked at rather than one who 

does the looking” (Donkin, E cited in Reinelt & Roach, 1992, p277).  Negative perceptions of the 

feminist perspective (having/needing a label to describe work inclusive of the female point of view is 

a key example of this) results in the view that what I might be suggesting is subversive teaching or 

learners making subversive work.  The aim however, is for it to be part of the norm that female 

experience and the female body can be the subject of performance and actor training.   

 

Gender inequality when facilitating theatre studies can be balanced if we consider how we approach 

and understand models of mimetic practice in the learning process through the actor training and/or 

directing techniques that we apply.    

 

Mimesis can be etymologically understood as imitation or representation, implying in the learning 

process that learners simply imitate what they are taught.  This understanding of mimesis relates 

more to the traditional role of drama teacher using drama to educate.  In this paper I am referring to 
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mimesis as that which has multiply models of learning that has been identified by Bjorn Rasmussen 

in his 2008 journal article, Beyond Imitation and Representation: Extended Comprehension of 

Mimesis in Drama Education.  The model of ‘mimesis as framing’ (p313) supports the role of 

facilitator as theatre maker that uses stimuli to enhance creativity through identification and 

experience by exploration. This model supports studying plays or existing performances whilst 

encouraging learners to use their own experiences to inform their interpretations.   

 
Using the model of ‘mimesis as framing’ also shifts the power of the subject to the learners 

experience in relation to the object (the play).    Rasmussen (2008, p131) explains that ‘mimesis as 

framing’, “allows something to show itself as itself (in a different way but not less real).”  Therefore, 

we should be more experimental in the techniques that we use to explore plays written by both 

female and male playwrights, not exclusively using the male theorists that are most familiar to the 

16-18 A Level syllabus.   

For example, frame the works of Checkhov using the techniques employed by Katie Mitchell as well 

as Stanislavski, allowing the learners to see the same play differently, “but not less real” (2008, 

p131). This would provide learners with a more diverse set of tools that they can use to “frame” their 

own creativity rather than simply representing and replicating that which they have been taught.  It, 

“presents theatricality as educative and reflexive” and, “turns our attention to the process of how art 

work is constructed (2008, p314).   

 
It is therefore important that we educate learners about female role models who have been part of 

how theatre has been and continues to be constructed.  It is not enough alone to facilitate using 

techniques developed by female practitioners but we need to help contextualise learning in relation 

to the possibility of a career in the arts.  In a recent article for The Telegraph, celebrating the passing 

of the inclusion of feminism in A Level Politics syllabus, Charlotte Avery highlighted that:  

It is important [then], for our students especially, that many of these role 

models are female, as the more our young people are able to identify with a 

role model, the higher chance of them internalising that they too could be an 

engineer, an athlete, a doctor or a composer, and running with it.    (Avery, 

C. (2016). Telegraphcouk)  
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For example, my learners were aware of practitioners such as Rudolf Laban but not of Jean Newlove, 

his assistant who developed choreography in theatre with Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop.  She 

is a potential role model to inspire female learners to become choreographers, movement directors, 

and theatre facilitators however, in the syllabus the focus remains on Laban himself despite the fact 

that Newlove developed his work to be applicable to the theatre.   

 

In addition to; inspiring female learners to progress into a career as theatre makers, educating 

learners about the input of female practitioners in the history of theatre studies and allowing learners 

to interpret existing work through framing learning using a range of practitioners, we need to consider 

the impact of the lack of the female perspective on the female body in performance.  This is the 

responsibility of the facilitator when choosing plays to study practically and analytically; ensuring that 

learners get to play female roles that are not always confined to the roles created under the ideology 

and perspective of patriarchy e.g. mother, wife, maid etc.  

 
One way in which I have integrated more female perspective into the syllabus is through the current 

A Level Unit 2, Group Text assignment.  In this unit, the syllabus allows for facilitators to choose their 

dramatic text to meet the needs of the learners.   Although the syllabus does not specify that learners 

must study a style of theatre directly as part of the Group Text assignment, as I am delivering this 

with a group of 15 female learners, I am applying influences of the directing techniques of 

contemporary female directors and embedding these into rehearsals.  The play chosen (More Light 

by Bryony Lavery) explores the role of women changing as they take control of the situation that they 

are in and start to create a world of their own rather than living through the desires of an emperor.   I 

am also making learners aware of the approach being taken to direct them and providing interactive 

resources where learners can learn about female practitioners and directors, discussing and 

engaging with female perspectives on studio practice in a formative style of delivery.  Resources 

such as Padlet can be used in order to share stimuli, links, research and comment on each resource 

uploaded.    This allows the facilitator to communicate with learners outside of the studio whilst also 

enables learners to engage independently with the unit wherever they are.  We are still in the early 
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stages of the rehearsal process, however the learners have demonstrated a high level of 

engagement with the historical context of the play and are inputting more creative ideas than they 

have done previously. 

 

Since my conference proposal, the new A Level specifications for Theatre Studies has been released 

with a new format that encapsulates the opportunity to study more female practitioners and 

playwrights.   This will enable facilitators delivering the qualification the ability to deliver content 

based on the female perspective without necessarily appearing subversive.  It should also shift the 

focus from creating feminist performance work and practice as the key factor but making it the norm 

to include training that is based on influential female practitioners such as Joan Littlewood who is 

now listed next to Stanislavski, Brecht and Artaud.   

 

The Theatre Studies A Level specifications have appeared to reflect other advancements in the 

curriculum such the recent success of feminism to be included as part of the A Level Politics syllabus.    

In the new Theatre Studies syllabus, one unit now starts by focusing on the study of a dramatic text 

(female playwrights now included) which leads into a second phase where learners are expected to 

then devise a piece of theatre based on the dramatic text studied whilst also having to apply the style 

of a practitioner suggested in the specification.  This includes the opportunity to choose female 

practitioners and artistic directors.  

 

Not only does the new specification provide more female practitioners and playwrights to choose 

from but it also gives the learners more autonomy over the how they can interpret existing texts using 

influences from a wider range of practitioners.   These recent advancements in the curriculum should 

begin to inspire female learners through the study of female role models in theatre such as Katie 

Mitchell and Joan Littlewood and encourage them to make work from their own experiences and 

perspectives; whilst also allowing female facilitators to focus on training techniques of female 

practitioners as part of summative assignments rather than as formative or secondary sources.     
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Introduction.  

This research project will explore children’s social communication and whether different learning 

environments can enhance children’s development in this particular area. The project will inquire the 

language and social communication children use both indoors and outdoors through observations, 

and it is hoped that the results and data collected, along with relevant evidence will support the 

comparison of these environments. The observations will take place at the personal workplace which 

is a private day nursery setting. Three pre-school children who attend the nursery setting will take 

part in this study, and with the consent of the children, parents/carers and the setting the 

observations will be used to present the results as three individual case studies. The nursery is a 

Forest School setting and the Forest School ethos of the setting has driven the aim of the project 

and the interest in this particular subject. The children who attend the setting regularly participate in 

outings including Forest and Beach school sessions, as outdoor learning is an important aspect of 

the nursery’s ethos. The physical benefits of the significant amount of time spent outside have been 

demonstrated through children’s individual learning journeys and the outcomes the children meet 

throughout the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (2014). However, it is hoped that these case 

studies will show the direct impact the indoor environments and the outdoor Forest School 

environment have on the social communication of these three children. The research inquiry is a 

comparison of three pre-school children’s social communication indoors and outdoors during Forest 

School sessions.  

 

The observations will be recorded through video recordings, which will be transcribed in order to 

explore the children’s social communication. Forest School sessions will take place in local 

woodland, and the indoor observations will include children’s play during free play or focused 

activities. The data collected from these transcripts will then inform the results and analysis of this 

project and it is hoped the data will show comparisons between the three individual case studies. 

The research surrounding Forest School and the benefits it can have on children’s development will 

be explored including evidence from Murray and O’Brien (2005) and O’Brien (2009) and Knight 

(2011). Literature surrounding the indoor learning environment within nursery settings will also be 

explored including research from the DfE (2014), Rose (2009) and Bruce (2005).  This research will 

be used to analyse the data collected from the observations both indoors and outdoors in the woods, 

to compare the social communication children use. It is hoped that the decision to focus on children’s 

social communication will fill gaps in current research evidence on the benefits of outdoor learning, 

including Forest School and the benefits it can have on this specific area of development. Murray 
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and O’Brien (2005) state the impact Forest School and outdoor learning can have on children’s 

language development. However, this direct focus on social communication hopes to inform future 

practice for nursery settings through providing evidence on the potential benefits which different 

environments have on this specific area of development. It is also hoped that the project will enhance 

future development in nursery setting for supporting children’s social communication.   

 

Literature review. 

This literature review aims to present, analyse and compare literature on the subject of Forest School 

sessions in Early Years settings, and the impact these activities have on the social communication 

of children. Indoor provision in Early Years settings will be reviewed, and the impact indoor education 

has on a child’s social communication. This will include what resources are available for children and 

how these can enhance and support children’s social communication. It will also include how the 

indoor environment such as classrooms and play rooms in nursery settings can impact children’s 

social communication. This literature review will focus on the following linked points: the benefits of 

the forest school philosophy, including the risks of risky play; the adult role indoors and outdoors, 

and the impact this has on social communication; and the physical environment, exploring the impact 

this has on children’s holistic learning.  

 

O’Brien (2009) voices concern about the time children spend outdoors, exploring nature and the 

natural environment. Early Years Matters (2016:1) acknowledge “In the outdoors, children’s use of 

language is five times greater than indoors.” The National Literacy Trust (2005) states that 

circumstantial evidence suggests that language and communication in children has declined, with 

an increasing number of children experiencing communication and language difficulties. O’Brien and 

Weldon (2007) argue that the increasing range of indoor activities that are available to children can 

minimise the time, and opportunities which children are given to experience an outdoor environment, 

for example woodlands. A recent report conducted by Greater London Authority (2011) makes direct 

links with the benefits of hands on experiences which allow children to engage with nature, and how 

this supports children’s holistic development. London Sustainable Development Commission 

(2011:2) state “offering children engaging everyday nature experiences, that give children 

exploratory, play orientated, hands on contact with nature, not just didactic or curriculum related 

activities.” In contrast to this, Early Years Matters (2016) list the many reasons that indoor 

environments and education support children’s holistic learning and development. It points out that 

indoor environments have an immediate effect on children’s learning and development, providing 

many educational resources to support children’s development (Early Years Matters, 2016). The 

Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) suggests, in specific relation to children’s 

social communication, that practitioners should carefully plan indoor and outdoor environments in 

order to develop the child’s communication and speech through the activities and resources those 

particular environments offer. 



Journal of Research and Scholarly Activity 2016-2017  63 

 

 

Doliopoulou and Rizou (2012) suggest the opinion of the importance of outdoor provision has 

changed in many ways over time with factors such as television, PC games, parent’s fears of risks 

and modern day technology influencing this change. Doliopoulou and Rizou (2012) found in a study 

on parents’ views about changes in play, that parents and kindergarten teachers agreed that children 

do not engage with the natural environment as they used to during childhood: 

 The importance of outdoor learning has emerged with more urgency...research 
evidence demonstrates...the need to become physically and emotionally involved with 
the natural world around us. 
(Watts, 2013:1)    
 

Gill (2007) suggests that this emphasis on the importance of outdoor play has influenced some 

settings to adopt more learning outside of the classroom approaches, including the Forest School 

approach. Gill (2007) states that Forest Schools became known in the UK in the mid 1990’s, 

originating in Denmark and spreading across Scandinavian countries. The Forest School approach 

has become more recognised and valued in Britain. The House of Commons Education and Skills 

Select Committee (2005) reported that the Forest School approach adopted by some schools was 

impressive, and offered hands on learning in natural environments for children. Gill (2005:66) 

describes the ethos of Forest School as being “value of woodland settings as challenging, stimulating 

environments, and a holistic approach to learning in which children enjoy relative freedom to 

explore.” Ridgers et al., (2012) state that Forest School sessions give children opportunities to 

engage in activities such as building shelters, using camp fires, using real life tools and identifying 

different wildlife. O’Brien and Murray (2007) emphasise that these activities can then be linked back 

to curriculum objectives in education. However, Murray and O’Brien (2005) acknowledge that Forest 

Schools do have health implications in relation to physical development and these should not be 

ignored. For effective Forest School approaches to work, the support from the Local Education 

Authority is crucial. Murray and O’Brien (2005) recognise some of the limitations in relation to Forest 

School, such as the actual time it can take some children to become confident and familiar with the 

changes, as some children may have never been exposed to woodland areas. This can take weeks 

or even months and children may be uneasy experiencing that environment, the clothing involved 

and learning about the risks and how to be safe. Although it takes time for children to adjust to this 

approach, Knight (2009) highlights the benefits sessions have on children’s development including 

self-esteem, confidence and well-being.  

 

Knight (2011) acknowledges that Forest School provides many opportunities for teamwork, 

which can support children’s communication skills, particularly if the child often struggles to 

work with others. However, Maynard (2007) states that the progress children make during 

Forest School depends on the duration of the sessions, meaning that development can 

consequently be limited. A teacher interviewed in a study by O’Brien (2009) describes the 

Forest School experience as very valuable to the children who took part. After a year of 
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sessions the children are confident and independent. However O’Brien (2009) also 

acknowledges that children observed over an eight month period at different Forest Schools 

in the UK made improvements in relation to language and communication skills: 

As she increased in confidence over the weeks, and became more familiar with the 
woodland environment, she started to talk more about the things around her, and this 
contrasted with her quieter behaviour in the school classroom. 
(O’Brien, 2009:51) 
 

 There is emphasis on pro-social behaviour, which Murray and O’Brien (2005) describe as 

sharing, helping others, and comforting others, where aspects of social skills are present. More 

emphasis is given to these pro-social skills than social communication in the report Murray and 

O’Brien (2005) undertook. However, the benefits to communication and language in social 

situations are identified in research, particularly in the Murray and O’Brien report (2005).  

 

Bilton (2010) argues that children do not need to be exposed to specific dangers in order to 

learn about risks. However it is important that children experience risks, and that challenges 

help children become more aware of safety. Similarly Knight (2011:3) states “it is important 

that you help the children in your care to develop their understanding of safety.” In contrast to 

this Moser and Martinsen (2010) acknowledge that risky play for children can be limited as in 

early years settings it is the practitioner’s decision and knowledge on risky play which 

determines the opportunities which children are given. Moser and Martinsen (2010) emphasise 

that in Norwegian kindergartens the emphasis on outdoor play in natural environments such 

as climbing trees and using tools, shows practitioners positive attitudes towards risky play. In 

contrast to this Bilton (2010) recognises that childhood today is perceived as children being 

mini-adults and the need for constant protection can limit a child’s experiences. Davis and 

Eppler-Wolff (2009:6) state “without the challenge of risk, there is little growth; and without 

growth, development alters.” However it is recognised by Cole-Hamilton and Council (2002) 

that a balanced approach to managing risks is needed so that children can engage in risky 

play, but are still protected from severe harm. Murray and O’Brien (2005) recognise that forest 

school does involve risks, and without the correct training of practitioners there are potential 

health implications. In contrast Forest School Training (no date) state that Forest School is a 

way in which children learn to assess and experience risk in a natural yet safe and controlled 

environment. This differs from O’Brien (2009:46) stating “this is partly due to concerns about 

safety because of increased traffic and worries about physical abuse and assault by strangers,” 

When discussing the issue of lack of outdoor play for children. Waite (2011) emphasises that 

adults concerns about health and safety can cause them to become more controlling and over 

protective when children play outside. Passy and Waite (2011) suggest that adults should 

closely supervise children, but must balance the responsibilities of keeping children safe with 

giving children independence and freedom. Murray and O’Brien (2005) discuss how forest 

school sessions are delivered and emphasise the fact that the quality of the session depends 
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on the training of the forest school leader. Murray and O’Brien (2005) recognise that not all 

risky activities during forest school are appropriate for all children, such as open camp fires. 

Sessions are planned accordingly and all risks are assessed. Ridgers et al. (2012) 

acknowledge that it is not only parents and practitioners who have concerns about risky play, 

but children also have fears which can prevent them from wanting to engage in an activity. 

Ridgers et al. (2012) suggest that exposing children to these fears begins the process of facing 

and conquering these fears, in a safe supervised environment. However Huggins and Wickett 

(2011:169) argue that “taking account of children’s feelings is extremely important for learning.” 

The Department for Education (DfE) (2014) considers the adult role one of the most important 

aspects of children’s care and education: 

Practitioners must consider the individual needs, interests, and stage of development of 
each child in their care, and must use this information to plan a challenging and enjoyable 
experience for each child in all of the areas of learning and development.    
(DfE, 2014:8) 
 

Rose and Rodgers (2012) suggest that early years practitioners have mixed views about what 

the adult role should be. Rose and Rodgers (2012) state that many practitioners believe the 

adult role is crucial in supporting children skills and knowledge, and without adult control and 

direction, children’s learning cannot be extended. However, Dewey (1938) believed that 

practitioners should be more confident when planning for children and that too many 

practitioners believed instruction would impact the independence and freedom of children. 

Kehily (2009:5) states “it is adults who are claiming a future for children rather than children 

themselves.”  

 

Jarman (2009) suggests that children need to communicate throughout all areas of early years 

settings, therefore practitioners must create a rich learning environment to support this. 

However Bruce (2010) argues that practitioners actual involvement in supporting children’s 

language development is key. Bruce (2010:77) states “Children need adults and other children 

to respond to, and stimulate their developing communication and language skills.” Bruce 

stresses the importance of interaction with children and that it cannot be overestimated. 

Practitioners need to provide a large range of activities to support this. Huggens and Wickett 

(2011) acknowledge that practitioners with a deep knowledge of children’s care, learning and 

education will understand the importance and potential of outdoor provision. It is therefore the 

practitioners who are responsible for providing a stimulating learning environment for children. 

However Knight (2009) discusses the Reggio Emilia approach and how it is the children who 

initiate the ideas. Practitioners then take a facilitator role to support this. Bilton (2014) 

discusses the benefits of outdoor play for children, stating that independence is closely linked 

with the space outdoor provision provides. Children are less inhibited and therefore more likely 

to talk and join in with activities. Huggens and Wickett (2011:30) state “adults, tuned in to these 

children...can support, extend, console with language” in relation to being outdoors. Early 
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Years Outdoors (2009) suggests ways in which adults can support children’s social 

communication outdoors through different resources and activities, supporting the facilitator 

role.  Early Years Outdoors (2009) acknowledges that some children thrive more outside, and 

children who may not usually talk or interact with others will engage in group activities and 

communicate effectively outdoors. Early Years Outdoors (2009) suggests that this is because 

of the space and freedom outdoor provision offers children. Children do not have to abide by 

rules that may apply indoors, such as certain noise levels.  In contrast to this Bonel and Lindon 

(2002) argue that any early years setting must have a set of rules which everyone must follow. 

However it is recognised that rules are far more effective if children are involved in creating 

them. Passy and Waite (2011) discuss a case study during Forest School sessions and state 

that social communication was most supported when children chose the activities. Passy and 

Waite (2011) state there was minimal adult intervention, however when this did occur the level 

of communication from the child was reduced. Social communication was noticed particularly 

when children played together with no adult intervention.  

 

The DfE (2014:9) states “There is an ongoing judgement to be made by practitioners about the 

balance between activities led by children, and activities led or guided by adults.” In contrast 

to this Veale (2013:94) argues “The role of the educator is to enable spontaneous rather than 

directed or guided learning for the child, thus offering holistic experiences.” Doherty and 

Hughes (2014) suggest that children’s social communication is most effective on a one-to-one 

basis. Children in larger groups may interrupt others, and confidence levels may have a 

negative impact. Doherty and Hughes (2014:309,310) state “context requires that conversing 

with a friend in the playground is different from talking to an adult in the classroom.” Legget 

and Ford (2013) state that issues surrounding indoor play have emerged. It is discussed how 

educators found that intentional adult led teaching takes form indoors during restricted group 

times. Moyles (2010) argues that children need freedom and choice, with more emphasis on 

child-initiated activities. Early Years Matters (2016:1) states “Indoor space needs careful 

planning as it needs to be flexible to accommodate children’s changing interests and needs. 

Resources should be of the highest quality.” Wood (2013) emphasises the need for high quality 

environments indoors, but acknowledges that practitioners can and will restrict children’s 

activities. In contrast Froebel’s philosophy (1887) looks at how the child motivates learning. 

Adults interrupt children’s play and learning by becoming too dominant.  

 

In relation to the indoor environment Bruce (2005:59) states “Frequent lack of attention to the 

external environment must come from some bizarre assumption that knowledge acquired 

indoors is superior to that gained outdoors.” Bruce (2005) argues that the indoor environment 

is maintained and planned for by adults, therefore adults must remember to consider the 

benefits to the children’s learning and development when planning. Fisher (1996) emphasises 
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that the indoor environment, in relation to social communication must provide opportunities for 

children to interact with each other and with adults. Bruce (2005) suggests that adults can 

support children’s social communication through activities within the setting such as reading 

stories to children, group time and one-to-one time. However, in contrast Bruce (2005) also 

recognises that these types of group activities can also prevent children from communicating, 

as larger groups may make it more difficult for individual children to speak up. Tassoni and 

Hucker (2000:109) state “all psychologists agree that the role of adults is crucial in the 

development...of language.” Tassoni and Hucker (2000) provide many opportunities for 

practitioners to support children’s social communication skills. These include practitioners 

engaging in children’s play in order to encourage conversation, and by providing the resources 

and learning environment for children to interact with each other. Similarly Montessori’s 

approach (1966) to child initiated practice sees adults as facilitators, providing the tools and 

environment for children to drive their own learning. In contrast to this Moyles (2010) argues 

that child-led and adult-led indoor activities support both children’s learning and development.   

Miller et al., (2005) discuss the impacts of the environment which children learn in and suggest 

that the different resources, activities and layout within that environment will impact on 

children’s holistic learning and development. Miller et al., (2005:51) state “Children...decide 

whether or not it is a friendly, familiar, overwhelming or peaceful place and will sense whether 

or not they feel safe and secure.” This suggests the focus is aimed at indoor environment; 

however O’Brien (2009) suggests that children need to be more involved with the natural world, 

as it positively supports holistic development.  Ridgers et al., (2012) stress that the small 

amounts of time children spend in the natural environment limit their opportunities to play. 

Murray and O’Brien (2005) emphasise that Forest School type sessions and outdoor learning 

involve less adult interaction and adult led activities, therefore encouraging children’s 

independence and wellbeing. However Rose (2009:53) argues that “It is practitioners who 

create the environment, both indoors and outdoors, to further children’s learning through play.”  

Murray and O’Brien (2005) emphasise the importance of being outdoors and exploring natural 

materials in relation to supporting children’s development. In contrast Bruce (2005) 

acknowledges that material provision is crucial for an effective learning environment, and that 

manufactured materials are just as important as natural materials. Bruce (2005) stresses that 

the provision settings provide for children must be consistent for a child to be able to develop 

skills in that area, such as climbing frames always being available. Murray and O’Brien (2005) 

contradict this, stating that one Forest School session per week is enough contact with the 

natural environment for children to become familiar and confident in the environment. Maxwell 

(2007) emphasises the importance of free-flow play between the indoor and outdoor 

environment, allowing children to move resources in and out and to develop children’s sense 

of control. However many theories concerning the learning environment focus on the 

importance of outdoor spaces for children to learn and grow: 
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Children want spaces at all ages....To move, to run, to find out by new movement, to feel 
one’s life in every limb,’ that is the life of early childhood....Bare sites and open spaces 
are what we need today.  
(McMillan, 1919:11) 
 

 In contrast the ethos of UK education suggests a balance of both indoors and outdoors is 

more effective in supporting children’s learning and development. The DfE (2014:6) states that 

practitioners should “Arrange flexible indoor and outdoor space and resources where children 

can explore, build, move and role play.” 

To conclude, it is clear that literature such as Murray and O’Brien (2005), Ridgers et al., (2012) 

and Knight (2009) emphasise the importance and benefits of outdoor play in a natural 

environment to children’s learning and development. The development of children’s social 

communication links closely with the independence and freedom children are given, which 

then links back to the Forest School philosophy (Murray and O’Brien, 2005). However it is also 

clear that both indoor and outdoor environments are crucial in supporting children’s learning 

and development. The DfE (2014) states that a fine balance between the two is what is needed 

to create a rich learning environment for children. It has been found that children’s social 

communication with adults and peers is more likely and effective in smaller groups, such as 

one-to-one activities (Doherty and Hughes, 2014). This then suggests that it is part of the 

adults’ role to provide a stimulating learning environment for children, which is going to 

enhance and support children’s holistic development, (Rose, 2009).  

 

Methods and Methodology Section. 

The influencing research paradigm for this project is interpretive and strongly based on the personal 

philosophy on Forest School and the benefits it has on children’s holistic development. The work 

place undertakes Forest School sessions regularly, which has driven the paradigm as personal 

interests lead the project to focus on the benefits Forest School has on particular areas of children’s 

development. The research project focuses on the impact Forest School has on children’s social 

communication. This is done through case studies on the three different children involved in the 

research. Video recordings were used to focus specifically on the communication of the children 

during Forest School and indoor activity sessions which were made into transcripts. The case studies 

and videos together provided qualitative data on children’s social communication during Forest 

School sessions. 

The project focuses on qualitative data, as the data collection methods are both observations on 

children’s social communication. The project focuses on the children’s social communication which 

makes data specific and detailed as only a certain type of data is being collected. Roberts-Holmes 

(2011:70) states qualitative researchers are interested in the complexity and diversity of human 

interactions. The two methods provided in-depth observations of the children’s social 

communication, however only specific parts of the videos were needed to observe the children. 

Roberts-Holmes (2011) suggests that qualitative researchers tend to have a smaller amount of data 
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than quantitative researchers, however the data and information that is gathered is detailed and 

specific. The case study and video recording methods were used because they are suitable for 

carrying out research with children. Grieg et al., (2013) supports this, arguing that practitioners 

working in early years environments can gather qualitative data effectively in natural environments, 

observing real life situations. Contrastingly, Frazer et al., (2014) argue that many social scientists 

value the importance of systematic, empirical and sceptical data and believe it to be the main source 

of knowledge that is reliable.  However Grieg et al., (2013) argue that as long as researchers are 

aware and recognise the limitations of qualitative research, it is a powerful approach for practitioners 

working in this field to use.  

 

Videos were used in order to accurately record children’s language in particular social 

communication, when outdoors during a Forest School session and indoors during a variety of 

activities. Videos were used on each of the three children who took part in the research. The videos 

were taken on the setting’s tablet devices which are used to take photographs and videos of the 

children to upload onto the online learning journals. The videos were then used to create transcripts 

so that the language recorded was accurate. Beaty (2006) states that the use of videos support 

practitioners in making later observations, to be able to assess the child’s development during a 

particular action. Similarly Heath et al., (2009:119) state “Video recording has offered researchers 

the opportunity to record actions visually, rather than having to rely on their field notes or audio 

recordings in isolation.” However contrastingly Hobart and Frankel (2009) highlight the limitations 

that come with video recording, including the fact that it can be difficult to gain consent from young 

children to be videoed and this research method can only be used with written consent of the 

parents/carers. However, written consent had been obtained from all three parents/carers and the 

children prior to the video recordings taking place. The consent of the children will be discussed 

further in the ethics section of the methodology.  Another limitation of using video recordings is how 

time consuming this method can be, (Punch, 2009). Even a short amount of footage can be time 

consuming for the researcher as they may be creating a transcript of the findings and watching the 

footage back to observe the children: 

Transcribing video footage does take considerable skill and time but is rewarding since 
the whole context is captured on tape and can be discussed in the transcription. 
(Roberts-Holmes, 2011:122). 
 

Rolfe and Emmett (2010) state that using videos to observe children can be highly intrusive. 

Similarly Shaffer (1993) argues that when children are aware of an observer they are less likely 

to display natural behaviour, and changes in behaviour may occur because of this. Another 

limitation of video recording is that in noisy environments it may be hard to detect what one 

child is saying and important information may be missed, (Flewitt, 2014). However 

contrastingly Hill et al., (1996) explored qualitative methods that can be used to value and 

capture the voice of the child and video recordings supported this. Rolfe and Emmet (2010) 
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recognise that one of the main advantages of video recording is that it can be replayed so that 

detailed interpretations and observations can be made. This gives qualitative data about the 

children. 

 

The impacts of using videos as a method of research in this project are that children’s language 

can be recorded in the videos and interpreted at a later time by the researcher, meaning the 

observations are more accurate and detailed (Rolfe and Emmet, 2010). However, contrastingly 

this method is extremely time consuming and video or audio data can take three times as long 

to transcribe than to watch (Flewitt, 2014). Another negative impact is background noise from 

other children interfering with the observation, (Flewitt, 2014). However video recording is still 

more affective for recording children’s language than narrative observations as the exact words 

the child says are being recorded, (Hobart and Frankel, 2009).  

 

A case study approach was chosen to use the video recordings to interpret the social 

communication the children used during the forest school and indoor sessions. This was 

chosen because it presents the data looking at each individual child, rather than generalising 

information. Yin (2014) highlights the reasons case studies can be used in research, including 

contributing to the knowledge of individuals. The aims of using the case study approach were 

to enhance the children’s development, as the video recordings present to the researcher the 

language the children use. Once the data is analysed it can highlight what individual support 

the children need to move onto the next steps in their communication and language 

development. Roberts-Holmes (2011) states that a good case study will answer the 

researcher’s questions. The case study approach was also chosen to enhance personal 

knowledge in relation to the children’s development and whether forest school sessions do 

have an impact on individual children’s social communication rather than on a class as a whole. 

The case study approach has allowed the project to focus on individual children’s progress 

rather than generalising the forest school approach and its benefits on children’s social 

communication. Roberts-Holmes (2011:82) states “It is important to note that generalisations 

concerning the research topic cannot be made from a case study.” This supports the individual 

approach taken in this project, looking at specific individual progress of children.  

 

Case studies provide information which is specifically beneficial for individuals or small groups 

of children. Case studies are a common research method in education, (Yin, 2014). Yin (2014) 

states that case studies allow researchers to look at a specific case and retain a holistic and 

real world perspective. Greig et al., (2013) similarly state that the case study approach is a 

research method used by researchers working with young children to gain specific and 

individual information. Contrastingly Naumes and Naumes (2015) recognise that the 

information gathered from case studies can be difficult to generalise and be put into a larger 
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context. This could negatively impact the way the information from the case study can be used 

(Naumes and Naumes, 2015). Case studies are effective when working with young children 

as they can be analysed and used to change practice by taking action on the findings. This 

could include putting specific strategies in place to support a child and to promote a specific 

area of development. Similarly Blaxter et al., (2010) acknowledge that as case studies are 

actual practices and focus on individuals or small groups, the results from the study can be 

used for future practice and further research work. However contrastingly Blaxter et al., 

(2010:74) state “The very complexity of a case can make analysis difficult.” Similarly this links 

back to Naumes and Naumes (2015) recognising it is hard to put case studies into a larger 

context. Fraser et al., (2004) state that although there are many advantages to case studies 

they can be time-consuming. Similarly Yin (2014) recognises that researchers can spend too 

much time on one element of a case, such as the actual recording and not leave enough time 

for other important elements, such as the analysis. This can have a negative impact on the 

effectiveness of the case study and the information gathered. However Hammersley 

(2014:113) states “the richness and reliability of information they provide about particular cases 

can be of great value.”  

 

There are many ethical considerations within this research project as young children are taking 

part in the research itself. Farrell (2005:1) states “New times in research ethics are opening up 

new possibilities for the engagement of children as competent participants in research.” A 

significant part of the methodology in this project is the use of video recordings and case 

studies to collect information about individual children. Ethical considerations in relation to 

video recordings and case studies include ensuring safe recording and data protection are 

respected and adhered to at all times. Alderson and Morrow (2011) stress the importance of 

complying with the Data Protection Act (1998) when conducting research involving children, 

including the importance of being aware of how data must be stored and used. Flewitt (2005) 

acknowledges the formal guidance of the Data Protection Act (1998) and how data on 

individuals must only be used for specified purposes. However, Flewitt (2005:8) does state 

“decisions about when to stop observing participants, or about when not to transcribe 

data...relate to a researcher’s personal understandings of privacy and respect.” The use of 

code names and the correct storage of written records such as case studies is just one way of 

respecting children’s confidentiality, (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). Heath et al., (2009) 

recognise that visual methods of researching children have a set of ethical issues. Heath et 

al., (2009) state that ethical dilemmas in relation to visual methods of observation include 

gaining the participants consent before any research, recording or observations take place. In 

this study consent was given from the setting manager to carry out the study, where the aims 

of the research were identified and the reasons behind the study were discussed. Consent 

letters were sent out to the children’s parents/carers to gain consent for the study to take place, 
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(see appendix 7). The parents/carers were made aware of their rights to decline to participate, 

which Flewitt (2005) highlights as part of negotiating initial consent. All three parents/carers 

gave their consent for this study to go ahead and the consent letters have been filed and stored 

away correctly. Children must then give assent to take part in the research, which is the child’s 

actual understanding of giving their consent to take part (Lo, 2010). Dalli and Te One (2012) 

explain that for younger children assent is essential and it shows the level of children’s comfort 

in participating in research. This assent was gained through a one to one discussion with the 

children, with an age appropriate explanation. This discussion is highlighted in more detail in 

the next section, Involving Children. By having this discussion with the children, children’s 

assent is being respected, as children are more likely to understand what they are consenting 

to as the discussion is age appropriate and with a familiar adult.   

 

Involving children in this research was necessary as the study focuses on a case study 

approach to exploring the social communication of children in different environments. Roberts-

Holmes (2011) states that ethics in relation to involving children in research involves the 

researchers attitudes. If the researcher respects children’s rights and abilities then the 

researcher is likely to use appropriate methods to listen to children’s voices. Once consent had 

been given from the children’s parents/carers a one to one discussion between the researcher 

and each child took place. The discussion involved asking the children if they would like to take 

part in a study and an appropriate explanation was given to the children about the study. The 

children were told that videos would be used to explore language and each child was asked if 

they could be videoed. Each child gave verbal consent to the researcher who made it clear to 

the children that they could withdraw their consent at any time. Even though these discussions 

were child friendly and age appropriate language was used to explain the process, the children 

understood that they may be videoed during different activities. Heath et al., (2009) state that 

children must be made aware that they have the right to withdraw their consent to a study at 

any time as informed consent is an ongoing process. Children will express their willingness to 

take part in research in many ways, this could include shying away from the camera, becoming 

frustrated or verbally withdrawing their consent, (Roberts-Holmes, 2011). Once the study had 

begun the children were invited to watch the videos with the researcher. This one to one time 

enabled the child to be involved in the research and to discuss what happened in the videos. 

All three children communicated with the researcher about what happened in the videos and 

showed signs of enjoyment through facial expressions and body language. These are some 

of the ways that young children show their informed consent to research, which is vital when 

respecting children’s rights, (Farrell, 2005).  

After researching the ethical issues surrounding carrying out research with young children it 

has become clear that some parts of the study can be seen as unethical in relation to the 

consent of the children and their privacy. Although the children gave verbal consent for the 
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study to go ahead, the aim of the video recordings was to observe children’s natural behaviour. 

It was recognised that if the children were told directly before each recording began, the 

children’s behaviour could change and natural behaviour may not be displayed. This links back 

to Shaffer (1993) stating that natural behaviour may not be displayed when using videos to 

observe children. This is not respecting the children’s rights to withdraw their consent if the 

children did not wish to be recorded at that particular time. This is supported by Roberts-

Holmes (2011) acknowledging that very young children can change their minds from day to 

day as to whether they wish to participate in research, and that initial informed consent is not 

enough to effectively respect children’s rights, privacy and confidentiality. Alderson (2014:98) 

states “Ethical standards high or low, weave themselves into all parts of the research fabric 

and shape the methods and findings.”         

 

Results and Analysis section.  

The results for this research have been gathered from the qualitative data that was undertaken on 

the three pre-school children taking part in this study in the form of video recordings. These video 

recordings were then turned into transcripts to ensure the anonymity of the three children and to 

protect their safety.  Corte et al., (2000) stress the importance of protecting data in order to ensure 

the participant’s confidentiality rights are being respected. Once the transcripts had been written the 

video recordings were then erased from the setting’s recording equipment, following the setting’s 

confidentiality and safeguarding policies. Video recordings were taken of each child once in the 

woods during a Forest School session and once indoors during free play or focused activities. The 

aim of this was to compare the child’s indoor and outdoor observations, to explore which environment 

supports children’s social communication most effectively. Two transcripts were written for each of 

the three children, one during the outdoor Forest School session and one indoors during various 

activities. The results will be presented as three separate case studies of the three children who took 

part in this study.   

 

Case study of Child M.  

Child M is a 51 month old female who attends the private day nursery setting for four full days of the 

week. M is a very confident child who takes a lead role in almost each play situation she is involved 

in. M is confident  communicating with both adults and peers during different activities, and 

expresses her needs and thoughts verbally with confidence. M is a very energetic child, which can 

sometimes impact her concentration and M tends to jump from one activity to the next and one 

conversation to the next. M is a physical child who demonstrates her physical abilities on adventures 

such as Forest School sessions as she is confident on uneven and unfamiliar surfaces.    

 

Observation 1 – In the woods, 20.03.2016.  

This video recording was carried out during a Forest School session in the woods with three staff 

members from the setting including the researcher, who recorded the data. The session involved 14 
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children and the audio recorded onto the transcript (see appendix 1) was language from child M, to 

adults and peers. 

 

From the transcript it is shown that child M spends some time ‘chopping down trees.’ M invites 

another child into her play by saying “come on let’s go that way to that stool.” Child M seeks out a 

peer and invites the peer to join M in venturing to a different part of the wood, pointing to the area. 

The social communication which M uses suggests that she is confident enough outdoors to interact 

with peers in an unfamiliar environment. Bingley (2012) state that Forest School has become a 

venture that has proved it is an effective learning environment rich for promoting children’s social 

skills, communication and development. Forest School not only improves social skills but supports 

the development of language including children’s communication skills, (O’Brien, 2009). However 

contrastingly this links back to Murray and O’Brien (2005) suggesting that children display pro-social 

behaviour which may include sharing, team work and comforting others where social skills are 

present. More emphasis is placed on these pro-social behaviours than on social communication 

itself, so children may display social skills, however may not verbally interact and communicate with 

peers. In this situation child M confidently communicates with a peer and seeks out the company of 

a peer to explore the environment, using both verbal and non-verbal social communication. 

Constable (2014) acknowledges that Forest School supports confident children in social situations 

as confident children do not have to depend on specific relationships.  

    

It is shown from the transcript that child M observes a child holding a large stick and says “that stick’s 

longer than your arm.” A practitioner responds to this and says to child M “what does L (peer) need 

to do if the stick is longer than his arm?” Child M responds and says to the child “snap it.” This shows 

how child M recognises practices taught during Forest School sessions for safety reasons, such as 

not using sticks that are longer than your forearm. M sees another child doing this and communicates 

with them by telling them the stick is too long. A practitioner then intervenes and extends M’s 

knowledge by asking an open ended question for M to answer.  Waters and Maynard (2010:481) 

state in relation to natural outdoor spaces “Such spaces may stimulate children to initiate interaction 

with their teachers about aspects they find interesting, exciting and about which they may have 

questions.” Murray and O’Brien (2005:14) recognise that practices such as sticks no longer than the 

children’s forearm provides opportunities for discussion, promoting children’s language and social 

communication skills and development. The practitioner in this observation extended M’s knowledge 

with an open ended question. Huggens and Wickett (2011) state that practitioners can extend, 

support and facilitate in terms of supporting language development outdoors. However in contrast to 

this Passy and Waite (2011) acknowledge the findings of a case study during Forest School sessions 

where children showed increased social communication with minimal adult interaction. In this 

situation child M showed social communication both without adult interaction and with adult 

interaction. 
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Observation 2 – Indoors, 13.04.2016. 

This observation was carried out in the creative area of the private day nursery setting where child 

M sat with two other children and a practitioner using felt tip pens and coloured paper to draw.  

From the transcript (see appendix 2) it can be seen that child M points to a peers picture and says 

“what have you done on your picture? What’s that bit here? Whys that bit not got a body?” Child M 

jumps from one question to another without waiting for a response from the child. M is interested in 

the other child’s picture and communicates to discuss it. Tassoni and Hucker (2000) state that 

children’s social communication skills can be supported when practitioners provide stimulating 

resources indoors. The drawing activity is a point for discussion and M’s communication is a result 

of this activity. However, contrastingly Wellhousen (2002) acknowledges that when children are 

outdoors they can experiment with volume and pitch in relation to language development. In this 

observation child M shows confidence in communicating socially as a result of the activity and 

resources provided by the practitioner.  

 

Child M says to peer “This bits your forehead,” (points to forehead) “this is all your head,” (circles 

face with fingers) “because if that’s your forehead, I’ll show you what’s your skull, this is your skull.” 

(Points to top of head.) Child M uses this activity as a starting point to then introduce other areas of 

learning into the conversation and use knowledge from other areas of development. The DfE (2014) 

states that all areas of learning are inter-connected and communication and language should be 

supported so that children can communicate in various situations. In contrast Bruce (2010) states it 

is adults actual involvement which is key in supporting children’s language development. In this 

observation the practitioner did not extend this learning and adopted a facilitator role. 

 

Comparison. 

It is clear from both observations that child M is a confident communicator in both learning 

environments. Child M uses the activity indoors to socially communicate with peers about what they 

are doing and is confident in doing so. However, outdoors child M communicates with both peers 

and adults and answers open ended questions the practitioner offers. Child M uses knowledge about 

the woods to support a peer in what they are doing, which is similar to child M’s communication 

indoors using knowledge about the human body to talk about different parts of the body with peers. 

Child M asks a number of questions without waiting for a response from a peer, asking three different 

questions. However in the woods child M’s communication is more focussed and relevant, waiting 

for responses when asking different questions. Child M’s confidence supports her in communicating 

with adults and peers in any learning environment, however both environments provide different 

opportunities. 

 

Case study of Child C.  
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Child C is a 50 month old male who attends the private day nursery setting for three full days of the 

week. C is a confident, social child however only tends to play with other males. C will interact with 

all children but chooses to play with a particular group of males who share the same interests. C is 

confident communicating with all practitioners and will express feelings and thoughts verbally. C is 

a loud, dominant part of the group.  

 

Observation 1 – In the woods. 20.03.2016. 

From the transcript (see appendix 3) it shows how child C calls out for a peer shouting “Look! M 

(other child), big footprints! From a big giant tractor!” C seeks out his peer, a female who he does 

not tend to play freely with at the setting.  Constable (2014) states that confident children in natural 

outdoor environments may seek out children who are not in their usual friendship circle, 

communicating with different children. Similarly Murray and O’Brien (2005) state that Forest School 

provides many opportunities for discussion for children. Contrastingly Maynard (2007) does 

recognise that the benefits Forest School has on children’s development can take time and depend 

on the duration of the sessions.   

 

It is shown in the transcript that child C watches his peer walk into a very deep muddy patch, C says 

“you will lose your welly and you will get your sock all muddy.” Child C’s peer tells C to go into the 

muddy patch and C responds “No because I might lose my wellies and my sock.” C is very aware of 

what could happen if he goes into the muddy patch like his peer, and expresses his thoughts on this 

with confidence by disagreeing with what a peer says. Murray and O’Brien (2005) refer to a study 

on children during Forest School sessions that found children become more self-reliant and 

independent and that Forest School routines become embedded. Child C showed this by making 

the decision not to go into the muddy patch, relying on his own choice, explaining to his peer the 

reasons behind this. Contrastingly Ridgers et al., (2012) state that children learning in natural 

environments are more willing to explore natural spaces that they may not be faced with in indoor 

environments. However Knight (2009) states that Forest School supports children in becoming 

involved in decision making and the knowing the reasons behind these decisions.  

 

Observation 2 – Indoors, 04.04.2016. 

From the transcript (see appendix 4) Child C and two other peers are sitting in the reading corner all 

reading books out loud. Child C looks into the book and says “So a giraffe and another giraffe and 

the elephant, (pauses as page turns) and they went all out the shop.” Child C does not look up at 

peers after reading this and looks engrossed in what he is reading. Chandler and McNicolas (2015) 

state that young children who pretend read by making up stories when turning pages and looking at 

books show their interests in reading books. Fisher (2013) acknowledges that certain areas in indoor 

settings are more inviting for children to communicate than others, usually this is somewhere the 
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child feels relaxed. However Ridgers et al., (2012) stress that the small amounts of time children 

spend in the natural environment limits the opportunities children have.  

 

 Comparison. 

Both observations show that child C is a confident communicator and communicates verbally both 

indoors and outdoors. Indoors Child C is sitting with peers reading books, as C reads the books C 

does not seek out peers when reading. C only looks up three times throughout the observation and 

is engrossed in the book itself rather than social play. However outdoors C spends most of his time 

seeking out another peer and all social communication is with C’s peers, talking about what can be 

seen in the natural environment. This differs from the Indoor environment as C becomes more 

engrossed in the book than the social situation and does not engage in the conversations his peers 

are having. The evidence and research found suggests that the Forest School sessions support C 

in engaging in social situations with children that may not be in C’s regular friendship group, showing 

the confidence C has in the natural environment. The social communication is richer outdoors than 

it is indoors in these observations. 

 

Case study of Child L. 

Child L is a 43 month old female who attends three morning sessions a week at the private day 

nursery setting. L has grown up with no other children in the family home and a number of adults, 

meaning that she is a very adult orientated learner. L spends more time with adults than she does 

other children and sometimes needs support when interacting with other children. L is very confident 

in terms of her verbal communication, however her social skills and communication towards peers 

can be negative, for example telling other children to go away. L seeks out adults to show them her 

achievements or to express her thoughts and feelings.  

 

Observation 1 – In the woods, 20.03.2016. 

From the transcript (see appendix 5) it can be seen that in the woods child L watches a peer and 

says “wow! How did you do that?” L is interested in her peers’ play which is something L does not 

show indoors at the setting. O’Brien (2009) recognises the way Forest School sessions can support 

children who may be quieter indoors and become more confident in the woods: 

As she increased in confidence over the weeks, and became more familiar with the 
woodland environment, she started to talk more about the things around her, and this 
contrasted with her quieter behaviour in the school classroom. 
(O’Brien, 2009:51) 
 

However in contrast this links back to Maynard (2007) stating that the long term benefits Forest 

School can have on children’s development take time and Forest School sessions can be 

spread over weeks and even months. However Murray and O’Brien (2005) highlight the initial 

benefits of Forest School sessions including the increase in communication, talking about what 

is going on around the child.  
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The transcript shows how child L and a peer are in a stream, L says to her peer “come on then 

let’s splash in the water.” Child L is inviting a peer into her play which child L does not do 

indoors at the setting. Linking back to O’Brien (2005) and Knight (2009) Forest School sessions 

promote children’s confidence levels which then promotes social communication and language 

development. If L feels more confident outdoors with peers, more opportunities for social 

communication are available. However, contrastingly it is recognised that the level of adult 

interaction is lower during Forest School than it is indoors, this could be a potential reason for 

L communicating more with peers. Murray and O’Brien (2005) found that children 

communicate more with peers when adult interaction is minimal.  

 

Observation 2 – Indoors, 15.03.2016. 

It can be seen from the transcript (see appendix 6) that child L sits with a group of peers with a picnic 

set, L says to one of her peers “stop making that silly noise.” L is frowning whilst saying this. 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory suggests that different influencing factors in a 

child’s life will affect their social development. L is surrounded by adults in the family home and L 

shows how this impacts social interactions when playing with other children in the setting. 

Contrastingly Piaget and Inhelder (1969) believe that learning is constructed or it is built on children’s 

experiences, however new experiences or ideas help children to move on from this. L experiences 

the natural environment in the woods and L’s social behaviour changes. Piaget’s theories could 

explain the reason L tells other children to stop doing things, if L experiences adult interactions at 

home her behaviour could be imitations of what L has observed.  

 

The transcript shows how when other children come near L’s activity L becomes frustrated and starts 

shouting to peers “Quick pack up your picnic! Pack up your picnic, pack up the picnic he’s getting 

it!...Oh no, you’re not taking this picnic! It’s not for you!” L becomes distressed when other peers 

come into her play and responds by shouting at the other children. Deutch (2012) suggests that 

children with no siblings tend to enjoy adult company more than the company of other children and 

have difficulty sharing with other children. Lone children can also pick up the way adults speak and 

talk more maturely than children of the same age, (Deutch, 2012). However Newton and Jenvey 

(2011) state that when children interact socially, children learn to use socially competent behaviours 

which leads to positive social skills. Miller et al., (2005) suggest that effective communication 

includes being able to openly handle conflict openly.  

 

 

Comparison. 

It is clear to see from the observations that child L displays much stronger social interaction and 

communication with peers when outdoors in the woods. During the Forest School session L invited 
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peers into her play and verbally communicated with other peers. This was not expected behaviour 

from L as L tends to communicate with adults and seek attention from practitioners rather than other 

children. The behaviour L displayed during the indoor observation showed how her low amount of 

patience for other children distressed L. L did not invite any peers into her play indoors however L 

did this outdoors. From the observations it is clear that L’s social skills and communication are more 

effectively supported outdoors in the natural environment.  

 

Discussion section. 

The results and analysis of the research show that all three children display different types of social 

interaction and communication indoors and outdoors. All three children communicate socially during 

the Forest School session both verbally and non-verbally, however indoors the level of social 

communication is lower than outdoors. For example the analysis shows how child L does not want 

to interact with other children and becomes distressed when other children join in her play, however 

in the woods child L seeks out other children and invites them into her play. It shows that child C 

seeks out one of his peers who is female, spending most time in the woods socially interacting with 

this peer. However, indoors Child C does not seek out peers during play and engrosses himself in 

play independently. Child M shows confidence in socially interacting both indoors and outdoors, 

using the world around her to initiate conversations with peers. It is clear that the Forest School 

session positively impacts the level of social communication all three children use and the analysis 

shows how the confidence children gain from Forest School supports social communication and 

language skills and development, (Murray and O’Brien, 2005). Even in cases such as child M, where 

child M is confident to communicate in both play environments, the types of language M uses with 

peers is more meaningful in the woods using words and contexts that may not be used indoors. 

These case studies can be used for future research and planning in the nursery setting when 

exploring the benefits of Forest School’s for children and the direct impact on children’s language, 

social communication and development. The case studies can also be used in the nursery setting 

for the three children’s individual learning by looking at what could be enhanced indoors to provide 

more language rich environments that promote children’s social communication. Yin (2014) 

recognises that case studies can contribute to future studies and provide focused information on 

individuals.  

 

There were difficulties during the research which affected the time it took to complete and record the 

initial research results. The videos that were recorded on the nursery recording device during the 

Forest School session were erased by another practitioner who was not aware the videos needed 

to be analysed. This meant that the videos needed to be taken again so another Forest School 

session had to be planned for as soon as possible. The limitations to this were making sure that all 

three children would be present during the Forest School session, ensuring that a suitable day was 

chosen for the session to go ahead. If video recordings were to be used again in research it would 
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be considered whether a particular recording device should be used only for research to ensure that 

other practitioners cannot erase any data, which also adheres to the safe recording of children, 

(Robert-Holmes, 2011). Another limitation to the research is the time it took to create transcripts from 

the video recordings. Some of the video recordings were over ten minutes long both indoors and 

outdoors and each video is watched at least twice to ensure all the language and social 

communication is written down. Once each observation is written down it is then turned into a 

transcript which takes time as six transcripts were created in total. Punch (2009) acknowledges how 

time consuming transcribing data can be.   

 

If the research was to be carried out again the recording device used to record the videos would be 

changed so that the chances of the data being erased are lower, as this took time to carry out a 

second time. A device with a password only used for research would prevent videos being erased 

by other practitioners. The research would also be changed by writing up each transcript after each 

individual observation so that the workload and time it takes after recording all the videos is reduced. 

The research would still involve children if it was to be carried out again as the information and results 

collected would not have been possible without directly involving the children. The study focuses on 

the social communication and language of children and practitioners, parents/carers and general 

statistics would not be able to provide the accurate individual progress of children’s development in 

the same way. However, the ethical considerations of involving children have been highlighted by 

carrying out this research and in future each child will be asked directly before any video is taken. 

Even though all the children gave consent before the research begun, consent is something that is 

ongoing and consent needs to be given from children at all times, (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).  

 

Personal learning in relation to the research includes the importance of considering the ethical 

implications when directly involving children in research, ensuring that children’s rights are being 

protected at all times. The study shows the benefits of Forest School sessions outdoors on children’s 

social communication in comparison to indoor activities. Even though the children still show 

confidence during the indoor observations it is learnt that the type of communication and language 

children use in different environments shows quality of the social communication children use, 

(O’Brien and Weldon, 2007). Personal learning from the research also includes the importance of 

time management and organisation of a project and how this contributes to the overall effectiveness 

of the research undertaken, (Blaxter et al., 2015).  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

This research project has considered the overall impact indoor environments and a Forest School 

outdoor environment have on children’s social communication. It is clear from the results that all 
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three children showed confidence in socially communicating in the woods during the Forest School 

session, using language that may not be used indoors during activities. Two of the three children did 

not invite children into their play or socially communicate indoors, however outdoors all three children 

invited peers to play confidently. The literature review of this research project showed evidence from 

Murray and O’Brien, (2005), Knight (2011) and O’Brien (2009) recognised the benefits Forest School 

has on children’s confidence and how children who may not be confident communicators indoors 

can be the opposite outdoors. This is shown in the results of this project as the children’s confidence 

out in the woods drove the communication and conversations they had with their peers. The 

comparisons between the indoor and outdoor observations of each child show the level of social 

communication the children used outdoors is higher than the level of social communication used 

indoors. The comparisons answer the research question for each individual child and show clear 

analysis of how the children’s social communication is supported in the different learning 

environments. To recap on the methods used for this project the transcripts provided detailed and 

specific information on the language the children used during the observations which has formed the 

results section of this project. The video recordings were useful in ensuring that no language was 

missed. However, it has been recognised that the transcripts are a time consuming method of 

observing but the detailed information that they have provided for this project have been key in this 

research. The research could not have provided the specific results without involving the children in 

the research and the case study approach to this project has shown the individual progress and 

development of each child which has supported the comparisons made. 

 

Overall the study has shown the overall benefits of Forest School and outdoor environments and the 

indoor nursery environment. The comparisons have considered the limitations of both of these 

environments. The specific focus on social communication has provided focused data on this area 

of development and can be used to support children’s future skills and development. Personal 

learning through this project includes the importance of time management and organisation in order 

to collect the detailed results needed for a case study approach used in this project. It has also 

highlighted that social communication is closely linked with other areas of development and without 

other skills social communication is not supported. This has been shown through the results of all 

three children and the fact that it was the children’s confidence in the woods which enhanced the 

level of social communication used, (Murray and O’Brien, 2005).  
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