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Abstract 

Childrenôs playful experiences are considered a fundamental right and are 

justifiably receiving attention in global policy and practice. Although pedagogy in 

the outdoors in ECEC remains on the periphery of Irish policy, there is a growing 

recognition of childrenôs agentic affordances in the outdoors. In terms of quality 

provision, government focus on regulation, inspections and investment coincides 

with the attention paid to educator professional qualifications as a conduit to 

enhance relationships and well-being, and afford childrenôs learning and 

development.  

There is a dearth of research on outdoor pedagogy in ECEC in Ireland that brings 

together the perspectives and experiences of educators, children and parents.1 

This study addresses this gap by exploring their perspectives and experiences of 

where, why, how and with what they engage while in an ECEC outdoor 

environment. The following three questions aim to address this gap: 

1. To what extent does the outdoor environment(s) inform and shape 

educatorsô pedagogical approaches in preschool? 

2. How does the outdoor environment(s) shape childrenôs experiences and 

pedagogical encounters in preschool? 

3. What is the parentsô view of outdoor environments in preschool as an 

educational space? 

Shaped by relational and affordance theories, a case study ethnographic 

approach was used to gather data from educators, children and parents over a 

nine-month period in a rural preschool. Data were gathered, drawing on the 

Mosaic approach, through art, child conferencing, conversations, walking tours, 

photography, photo elicitation, interview and focus groups, along with researcher 

photographs, observations, reflective diary and field notes.  

Underpinned by a reflexive thematic analysis (RTA), I developed a framework of 

relational affordance pedagogy in the outdoors (RAPO) to guide the analysis. A 

space was created within which the interplay of educatorsô, childrenôs and 

                                                             
1 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǎǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊǎΦ 
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parentsô definitions, narratives, beliefs, experiences, constraints and tensions of 

the outdoors was explored.  

Findings indicate that relationships hold a central place in the pedagogical 

approach. For educators, affording possibilities in the outdoors emanates from 

relationship-based pedagogy, whereby childrenôs interests inform their 

engagement in outdoor environments. For children, their agentic possibilities are 

shaped by their opportunities to explore and co-construct their experiences with 

educators. Parents value their childrenôs independence, freedom and choice 

afforded by the outdoors, shaped by their relationships with educators and their 

trust in educatorsô knowledge.     

Childrenôs holistic learning and development in outdoor environments are 

influenced by dynamic and complex encounters at macro- (regulatory and policy) 

meso- and micro- (ECEC practice, outdoor environments, educators and parents) 

levels. Despite a consensus as to the value and importance of outdoor 

environments, this study identifies continuing tensions between policy and 

practice contexts.  

This study argues that affordances in the outdoors positively impact on childrenôs 

agency and relational encounters. Once the pedagogical value of the outdoors is 

established, the affordances of the environment foster a reciprocity of well-being 

that extends to child-child, child-educator, child-parent and educator-parent 

relationships. The RAPO framework offers a new lens to discuss outdoor 

environments in ECEC as affording agentic relational pedagogical spaces. By 

placing the perspectives and experiences of educators, children and parents on 

relational outdoor pedagogy in ECEC in the public domain, my study makes an 

important contribution to empirical practice, knowledge, policy and regulatory 

development. 
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ hƴŜΥ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

мΦм LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

The landscape of early childhood education and care (ECEC) provision in Ireland 

continues to evolve, highlighting its political, economic and social dimensions. 

Amidst a growing focus on quality ECEC, year-on-year figures indicate increasing 

numbers of children attending out-of-home ECEC (Frontier Economics, 2020). 

National and international research (Government of Ireland [GoI], 2018; 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2021, 2019) 

emphasises the importance of quality experiences to childrenôs present and 

future lives. The value of childrenôs engagement with outdoor environments is 

also widely acknowledged (NorĦdahl and J·hannesson, 2016; McClintic and 

Petty, 2015). However, research also highlights childrenôs diminishing 

opportunities to access outdoor environments (Kalpolianni, 2019; Bento and 

Dias, 2017). 

In Ireland, research by Kernan (2006) focused on the position of play outdoors in 

the construction of a ógoodô childhood. Defining the concept of a ógoodô childhood, 

Kernan (2006) suggests a focus on children being active, playful and eager to 

connect with their surrounding environment. Despite a shared understanding of 

the holistic value of outdoor experiences for children and educators, Kernan 

(2006) concluded that outdoor play was frequently marginalised and 

problematised. Almost two decades later, there remains a dearth of research on 

outdoor play in Ireland.  

While the landscape for the provision of ECEC in Ireland continues to change, 

the synthesis of policy and practice discourse remains challenging. Evident in the 

policy documents discussed in Chapter 2, the multiplicity of governance 

structures of ECEC poses both opportunities and barriers. In its Review on Sector 

Quality, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

(2021: 38) reports that stakeholders describe the ECEC as having being 

developed in ópiecemeal fashionô and being ófragmentedô. It further reports that 

óthere appears to be a sense among stakeholders and practitioners in the system 

that while external reviews have an important role to play in ensuring consistent 

quality, there is a risk that their current nature and organisation, involving multiple 
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organisations and frameworks, is taking too much time away from staff focusing 

on childrenôs experiences in servicesô (OECD, 2021: 87).   

Perhaps, this prevailing theme throughout policy and practice in current discourse 

(Moloney and French 2022) undermines a concerted focus on outdoor play and 

the value of the outdoors as a pedagogical space. Therefore, notwithstanding 

agreement in the wider literature reviewed on the need for children to spend time 

outdoors, Whiteôs (2011: 2) contention that a óclear framework of belief and 

valuesô is necessary in order to fully appreciate the value of outdoors as óboth 

medium and mechanism for effective learningô is aspirational rather than the 

reality.   

From a personal perspective, my interest in this topic has developed over a 

number of years and changes in career. For over 20 years, from 1995 to 2016, I 

owned and operated a private preschool in a rural community. Although I had a 

large garden adjoining my preschool, which contains an orchard, grassy area and 

concreted area, we nevertheless restricted engagement with the outdoors to fine 

weather, framed within a discourse of safe practice (effectively eliminating risk on 

many levels). For example, the children were not allowed to climb the trees or 

walk up the slide. My three-hourly preschool sessions generally followed a routine 

of indoor free play, with outdoor play happening towards the end of the session, 

for approximately 30 minutes. Opportunities for outdoor pedagogy were afforded 

at various times, with seasonal events such as the lambing season, spring work 

on the farm (ploughing and sowing corn), autumn field trips to pick conkers or 

observe harvesting crops and observing changes in the garden/ orchard attached 

to the preschool ï deciduous trees, fruit trees, changing colours, buds and flowers 

growing and dying off. These were planned with staff, and parents were informed 

and requested to bring appropriate clothing/ creams.   

Study visits to Norway and Italy in 2012 and 2014 captured my interest in outdoor 

practices in ECEC. In Norway, I observed outdoor pedagogical practices in an 

ECEC setting. In Italy, I observed practice that comprised an indoor-outdoor 

continuum in Reggio Emilia centres, which demonstrated how pedagogical 

documentation2 supported an enquiry and emergent curriculum. In particular, I 

                                                             
2 tŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ Ψƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ όƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪύ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΣ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ όŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴύ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΩ όwƛƴŀƭŘƛΣ нллсΥ мсύΦ 
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was interested in how the possibilities for spontaneous activities initiated either 

by adults or children were primarily child-led. Returning to my own practice, I 

endeavoured to evolve my pedagogical approach from primarily indoor sessions, 

with important, but not foundational, outdoor elements, to outdoor-centric 

sessions with a greater focus on emergent learning. 

Reflecting on my experience with the aim of the children spending longer periods 

of time outdoors, irrespective of weather conditions, the dearth of sustained focus 

on the outdoors in ECEC in policy and practice may have contributed to the lack 

of universal approval in my preschool, from staff or parents. My experience 

highlighted the importance of being able to articulate the value of the outdoors for 

childrenôs holistic learning and development to parents and staff. Despite these 

challenges, we observed the children learning new skills, in their transition to 

going outdoors, such as putting on coats and boots, and being creative, 

adventurous and imaginative outdoors. We observed how the children behaved 

differently, for example, from being quiet indoors, to being loud and energetic 

when outdoors. The children took their time learning new skills, such as climbing 

and coming down the slide. Thus, while there were initial concerns from staff and 

parents, our lessons learned at that initial stage meant that we became better 

prepared to explain our pedagogic approach. 

мΦн wŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ 

The rationale for this study comes from a gap in our knowledge regarding 

pedagogy in outdoor environments in preschool settings, bringing together the 

perspectives and experiences of children, parents and educators. In undertaking 

this research, I argue that in order to fully understand early childhood pedagogy 

in out-of-home settings, we must include outdoor environments as a pedagogical 

space. The voices of the children are critical to the study, emphasising a childôs-

right approach, with opportunities for space, voice, and audience to influence the 

affordances of the environment. 

Locating the research in a rural ECEC setting, the interconnection between the 

childrenôs home and preschool community is central. This interconnectivity 

emphasises the affordances of their physical and relational environments.   

The purpose of this study is to explore pedagogy in outdoor environments in 

ECEC settings, focusing on outdoor environments in a rural preschool setting, 
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Avalon.3 In specific terms, the study concentrates on two outdoor environments 

situated on the preschool premises, which I describe as óthe backyardô and the 

ólarge gardenô, alongside the óphysicalô and óstoriedô outdoor communities beyond 

the preschool, as told and experienced by children, educators and parents. 

Foregrounding the research from an ecological perspective emphasises the 

interconnections and relationships between humans and their environments, and 

their implicit and explicit impact on how outdoor pedagogy is specified, enacted 

and experienced. This perspectives also acknowledges that childrenôs lives are 

played out in multiple environments, indoors and outdoors, including their home 

environments, early childhood settings and the wider communities in which they 

grow and develop (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  The indoor environments in the 

preschool form an integral part of the physical environment, and are therefore 

included, as appropriate.   

The study is underpinned by the narratives and experiences of the preschool 

children, aged from two-and-a-half years to school-going age, their parents, 

primarily mothers, preschool educators and my participation, as a participant 

observer. This approach reflects Oancea and Pringôs (2008: 28) suggestion that 

ódifferences in conceiving a situation arise from the different values that people 

hold and that permeate the judgements they makeô. A particular strength of this 

research is therefore underpinned by an ecological approach that moves beyond 

a simple consensus of views; instead, it highlights the importance of democracy 

and relationships, where practice emerges from a collaborative process.   

мΦо LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻǇƛŎ  

This study explores pedagogy in outdoor environments in ECEC, and brings 

together the voices of educators, children and parents to inform our 

understanding of pedagogy in outdoor environments. Building on the lacuna 

highlighted by Kernan (2006) nearly two decades ago, this study aims to address 

the continued dearth of attention to childrenôs outdoor experiences in ECEC, 

while also exploring a collaborative relational approach to how childrenôs learning 

and development can be afforded in outdoor environments in ECEC.   

My chosen research design is ethnographic, based on a single case study, with 

research instruments drawn from the Mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 2011). 

                                                             
3 Avalon is a pseudonym used for the preschool setting. 
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Crucially, the research seeks to understand and document practice rather than 

judge it. Thus, choosing a single case-study design enables me to study in depth 

the lived experiences and perspectives of the participants in a particular ECEC 

setting, i.e. the preschool. As such, findings are not expected to be generalisable, 

but instead aim to identify common and diverging experiences and perspectives 

with potential for new understandings, paradigms and processes for pedagogy in 

the outdoors in ECEC. Nevertheless, the thick descriptions developed from the 

data potentially allow for transferability to other ECEC settings and may be helpful 

in illuminating aspects of their work. 

мΦп wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ 

ECEC educators work in an ecosystem in relation to regulatory requirements, 

partnerships with parents and relationships and interactions with children. Skehill 

(2022: 6) suggests that the inclusion of practitioner voice in research óto bridge 

that gap between policy and practice by creating a shared horizon and an 

understanding of different perspectivesô is central. She further argues that the 

ócontextual backdropô in which ECEC is navigated has a direct impact on the role 

of the educator in practice (p.4). Their participation in my research provides 

insights into the challenges and opportunities that shape pedagogy in outdoor 

environments. 

While childrenôs voices are not completely absent in research (Harcourt and 

Hªgglund, 2013; Ridgers, Knowles and Sayers, 2012; Arthur and Sawyer, 2009), 

the lack of focus on their lived experiences has highlighted that there appears to 

be a greater emphasis on understanding what adults think or possibly believe 

they know about childrenôs interests, rather than childrenôs own perspectives.   

Reflecting Blanchet-Cohen and Elliotôs (2011) research methodology, which 

enabled the creation of partnerships to promote and advocate on childrenôs 

behalf, my study also used the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2001) to capture the 

voices of children, parents and educators in order to gain insights into their 

experiences and understanding of pedagogy in outdoor environments.  Including 

the voices of children is a central part of this research study.  The data collection 

methods were pivotal in achieving this intention. Drawing on the Mosaic approach 

supported childrenôs verbal and non-verbal participation, enabling their voices 

through their drawings, photographs and play.  This range of methods was also 
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supported through my role as a participant observer whereby I was immersed in 

their routines and thus enabled to identify what is important and meaningful for 

them. 

Partnerships with parents and families are acknowledged as being a cornerstone 

of quality ECEC, while at the same time being characterised as complex and 

challenging. ECEC educators are thus tasked with implementing a proactive 

partnership approach that values parents as the primary caregivers and 

educators of their children (Centre for Early Childhood Development and 

Education, [CECDE], 2007). Nevertheless, in relation to childrenôs engagement 

with the outdoors in ECEC settings, these partnerships are frequently 

characterised as complex and challenging (McClintic and Petty, 2015; Bundy et 

al., 2009; Little, 2006).  

When exploring beliefs, practices and barriers regarding the use of natural 

outdoor settings as learning environments, Ernst (2014) describes óperceived 

barriersô as a further indication of a lack of understanding and communication 

between educators and parents, consequently resulting in a lack of engagement 

with the outdoors in ECEC settings. She argues that removing barriers to 

minimise the lack of access to and the use of natural outdoor environment is 

essential. In other words, Ernst (2014) suggests that educators already value the 

outdoors for childrenôs holistic development. Therefore, she argues that what is 

required is paying attention to reducing barriers such as access, time, weather 

and safety. Furthermore, professional staff development should also be a focus 

of attention. She further argues that óadvocacy efforts toward philosophy and 

policy reframing to reverse the trend toward risk aversion and safety concerns 

regarding outdoor and nature playô are required (Enrst, 2014: 746). 

мΦр 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ  

As this research journey progressed, I reflected on the original aims, objectives 

and research questions, which evolved through three iterations. 

1.5.1 Initial broad research questions and objectives 

As outlined in section 1.2, above, the rationale for this study arose from a gap in 

our knowledge regarding pedagogy in outdoor environments in preschool 

settings, bringing together the perspectives of children, parents and educators. 

In order to capture these perspectives, the aims of the research are threefold. 
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First, it concerns eliciting the views of ECEC educators regarding the outdoors in 

ECEC settings, and how these views impact on and shape pedagogical 

interactions and relationships with the children attending. Secondly, it seeks to 

explore how children view, understand and experience pedagogical interactions 

in outdoor environments. Finally, it seeks to investigate how parents/ primary 

caregivers view and understand the outdoors as a learning space in the ECEC 

setting. Figure 1.1 provides an outline of the original research questions. 

 

Figure 1.1: Original research questions  

 

1.5.2 Expanding the scope of the research 

During the data collection stage and preliminary analysis and coding, I realised 

that while the wealth of data accumulated spoke to the original research 

questions, it became evident that a focus on pedagogical interactions and 

relationships in the outdoors would only tell part of the story. During my days in 

the setting, the importance of affordances in the outdoor environment emerged 

as a pivotal part of the everyday experiences of the children, educators and 

parents, and thus became an integral part of data collection. Thus, the following 

 

 

How the outdoors 
shapes 

pedagogical 
interactions and 
relationships in 
ECEC settings in 
rural Ireland? 

  

 

Educators: Which 
factors contribute 

to educators' 
approach to 
pedagogical 

interactions in the 
outdoors in ECEC? 

  

 

Parents: How do 
parents view the 

outdoors as a 
learning space in 

ECEC? 

  

 

Children: How do 
children 

understand and 
experience the 

outdoors in ECEC? 
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revised research questions, aims and objectives emerged, which served to 

provide a complementary focus, along with relationships and interactions, in my 

research study. Figure 1.2, below, illustrates the research questions that 

emerged, while emerging aims and objectives are listed below that.  

 

Figure 1.2: Revised research questions 

 

Aims 

1) To identify childrenôs understanding and experiences in the different areas/ 

zones (Zamani 2016) available in the early years setting: 

a) Manufactured zone (concreted area); 

b) Mixed zone (natural and manufactured) in the outdoors. 

2) To explore how outdoor pedagogies, unfold in a matrix of affordances and 

relationships, and 

(a) Invite childrenôs behaviour ï the relationship between affordances and 

agency (Withagen et al., 2012); 

(b) Are dependent on the exercise of an ability in a specific context, 

embedded in sociocultural practices (Rietveld and Kiverstein, 2014);  

(c) Occur in the relationship between the affordances offered by the 

material aspects of the environment and other people (van Dijk and 

Rietveld, 2017). 
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3) Examine how the voices of children, parents and educators can contribute to 

our knowledge and understanding of the educational value of the outdoors in 

ECEC. 

Objectives: 

1) To make recommendations concerning the potential of the outdoors for 

childrenôs experiences in early years care and education. 

 

2) To contribute to the development of practice in ECEC by adding to our 

knowledge and understanding of the benefits of outdoor pedagogy (provision) 

in early years settings. 

1.5.3 Refining the research questions 

While the final iteration of questions does not deviate substantially from the 

overarching aim and objectives, they were refined as I continued to review wider 

literature and develop a framework for the research. Table 1.1 provides an 

illustration of the final research questions, aims and objectives. 

Table 1.1: Final research questions, aims and objectives  

Research Questions Aims  Objectives 

1. To what extent does 

the outdoor 

environment inform 

and shape educatorsô 

pedagogical 

approaches in 

preschool? 

 

To explore educatorsô 

perspectives of the 

educational value of the 

outdoor environment in 

preschool 

 

To provide insights 

into the extent to 

which educators 

consider the 

affordances of the 

environment, 

potentially contribute 

to its use as a 

pedagogical space 

and furthermore 

shape pedagogical 

interactions and 

relationships 

 
 

2. How does the outdoor 

environment shape 

the childrenôs 

To examine and understand 

childrenôs experiences in the 

To explore how 

children view, 

understand and 
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experiences and 

pedagogical 

encounters in 

preschool? 

outdoor environment in 

preschool. 

 

experience the 

outdoors in ECEC 

3. What is the parentsô 

view of the outdoor 

environment in 

preschool as an 

educational space? 

To explore parentsô views of 

the value of the outdoor 

environment to childrenôs 

learning and development in 

preschool 

To investigate how 

parents view the 

outdoors as a 

pedagogical space in 

ECEC preschool 

мΦс bƻƳŜƴŎƭŀǘǳǊŜΥ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ 9/9/ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ     

This section discusses changes to the name of the sector and ECEC 

professionals. 

1.6.1 The sector 

ECEC regulation and policies that shape practice in Ireland are discussed in 

Chapter 2, but it is worthwhile here briefly exploring some of the changes that 

have occurred in the terms used to describe the sector and the roles of those 

working in it.   

The early childhood sector in Ireland has undergone a number of name changes. 

Referring to out-of-home care for children who are not yet attending primary 

school, terms such as óchildcareô, óearly childhood care and educationô and óearly 

childhood education and careô are used. However, Hayes and Bradley (2009: 2) 

charted mounting pressure to acknowledge childrenôs individual rights in the Irish 

Constitution following criticism by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 

2006 Report. Further highlighting the complex constitutional situation in Ireland, 

Hayes and Bradley (2009: 4) describe óchildcareô as an óemptyô concept, focusing 

primarily on óspacesô for children while parents work. They argue that the concept 

of childcare ófails to encapsulate the potential of resource-rich early childhood 

settings in supporting the learning and development of children in their early 

yearsô (ibid.). 

In the Oireachtas Library and Research óSpotlightô publication (Oireachtas, 2012: 

3), the report poses the question: óEarly childhood education or childcare?ô The 

term ECEC was adopted in the Oireachtas report, acknowledging the integrated 

nature of care and education being essential to quality provision (Oireachtas, 
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2012). However, despite this agreement, a new title, Early Learning and Care 

(ELC) was introduced in First 5, A Whole-of-Government Strategy for Babies, 

Young Children and their Families (GoI, 2018). This term is used in national policy 

documents pertaining to ECEC. Nevertheless, it is a contested title (Houses of 

the Oireachtas, 2024; GoI, 2023; Quinn, 2019). In an online poll conducted by 

the Association of Childcare Professionals (ACP) in 2022, in response to a 

preference for ECEC or ELC, 92% of 3,507 votes favoured ECEC. Urban, 

Robson, and Scacchi (2017) argue that in order to emphasise an integrated 

system of education and care for all children from birth, the term ECEC 

represents that vision.   

This term ECEC was developed in 2001 when, as part of the Starting Strong 

OECD project John Bennett and his colleagues encouraged: 

ñ é National Coordinators to adopt a more inclusive scope and approach 
than many previous cross-national studies. Participating countries agreed 
to use the term early childhood education and care (ECEC) to include all 
arrangements for children from birth to compulsory school age regardless 
of setting, formality, funding, opening hours, or program content. In many 
countries, ñearly careò and ñearly educationò were (and still are) divided 
into two different systems each with its own governance, staffing, funding, 
and curricula. Initially, some officials, for example, were reluctant to include 
infants and toddlers within the scope of the study, since they were not part 
of the education sphere in their countries. The use of common terminology 
not only facilitated communication among country representatives, but 
also helped to emphasize that ñcareò and ñeducationò are inseparable 
concepts: quality services for young children provide a range of functions 
including, care, learning, and social supportò (Neuman, 2018). 

I use the term ECEC throughout this thesis, unless referring to direct quotes 

where alternative terminology is used.  

1.6.2 The ECEC professional 

Also relevant to this study is the ongoing debate concerning the term óchildcareô 

and the discourse concerning professional identity, and the related concepts of 

knowledge and autonomy. Arguably, there are no straightforward answers. 

Urban, Robson and Scacchi (2017) explore professional identities in ECEC. The 

complexity of the provision of ECEC in Ireland and its continued evolution draws 

attention to systemic, societal and professional discourse. The interactions 

between these discourses in ECEC are seen as being maintained in areas such 

as governance, resourcing, fragmentation and marketisation of services (Urban, 

Robson and Scacchi, 2017). Relevant in this section is how educators are 
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positioned and position themselves in the provision of ECEC. Mooney Simmie 

and Murphy (2021: 5) draw attention to a range of literature and research with 

calls óto reclaim the sector in new ways that call up alternative frameworks of 

ECEC practice and worker subjectivitiesô.   

The term óchildcareô persists in public discourse (Wolfe, OôDonoghue-Hynes and 

Hayes, 2013) as a divide between care and education. Nevertheless, research 

with practitioners and parents found that parents view ECEC as incorporating an 

amalgamation of a vocation and a profession. Furthermore, parents believe that 

professional training and qualification are incorporated, while also requiring that 

practitioners have to love what they do and demonstrate patience and love for 

children, concluding that óa professional practitioner has a ñprofessional purposeòô 

(Oke, Butler and OôNeill, 2019: 3054). 

Acknowledging the diverse professional roles, responsibilities and titles in ECEC 

(Oke, Butler and OôNeill, 2019; Urban, Robson and Scacchi, 2011), this study 

uses the title óeducatorô throughout, unless differentiating the participants in this 

research (e.g. owner, manager) or quoting from reviewed literature. 

мΦт hǳǘƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ 

The thesis is presented across ten chapters, subdivided to ensure clarity for the 

reader. Chapter One, the Introduction, introduces the context for the study, the 

rationale for focusing on outdoor pedagogy and the research topic. An overview 

of the research participants is outlined, and the development of the research 

questions, aims and objectives is discussed. The name and identity of the sector 

and profession are discussed, concluding with a summary of the chapter 

Chapter Two introduces the policy and regulatory context for ECEC in Ireland, 

providing the background to the development of ECEC legislation and policy, 

explaining their relevance to this study. ECEC Regulations from 1996ï2016 are 

discussed, exploring the position of the outdoors in regulation, policy and 

inspection. The chapter also introduces the quality and curriculum frameworks 

for ECEC in Ireland and provides a profile of the ECEC profession. 

Chapter Three conducts a review of national and international literature, where 

motives for paying attention to outdoor environments for children are examined. 

The historical influence of educational and philosophical theories is examined, 
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charting the conceptualisation of the outdoors as welfare, social and educational 

spaces and places. This is followed by a review of natural and manufactured 

outdoor spaces and their play value for children. Literature on childrenôs 

engagement with and disconnection from the outdoors is next examined. A 

particular concern is to explore the place of temporality and the changing 

discourses in relation to children and childhood, and how these shape play, 

pedagogy and learning in the outdoors. Literature pertaining to the discourse of 

risk and risky play is reviewed, followed by a review of educatorsô and parentsô 

perspectives of risk. Focusing on childrenôs engagement with the outdoors and 

with others in the outdoors concludes a review of relevant literature. The chapter 

concludes by identifying salient themes, grounded in ecological thinking, to 

develop a theoretical framework which will be applied to the analysis of data and 

underpin the discussion. 

Chapter Four presents a model of ecological thinking, introducing the key 

ecological and theoretical resources that informed the methodological choices 

and analysis. This chapter introduces the theoretical framework developed in the 

course of this study, the Relational Affordances Pedagogy in the Outdoors 

(RAPO).  The discussion takes place in Chapter Nine, using this framework.  

The methodology is presented in Chapter Five, which includes details of the 

rationale for the research, along with epistemological, ontological and axiological 

considerations. The chapter outlines an interpretivist perspective which informs 

the choice of an ethnographic approach to this case-study research, located in a 

constructionism ontology. The research instruments, drawn from the Mosaic 

approach, are outlined. Details of the participants and the ECEC setting are also 

provided. Attention is paid to ethical considerations when working with young 

children and their families, focusing on issues of consent, assent, confidentiality 

and child protection and welfare. The limitations of the research are also 

presented in this chapter. 

Chapters Six, Seven and Eight present the main findings from educators, children 

and parents, respectively, in both narrative and visual form. Findings from the 

data gathered from an educator semi-structured interview and conversations, 

childrenôs drawings and art, child-conferencing, conversations, walking tours, 

photographs and photo elicitation, parentsô focus-group discussions and 
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conversations and researcher observations, reflexive diary and field notes and 

photographs are presented. 

Chapter Nine presents a detailed discussion of the key findings. The findings from 

the data are discussed in the context of the theoretical framework, Relational 

Affordances Pedagogy in the Outdoors (RAPO).   

Chapter Ten presents the conclusion and recommendations of this study. 

мΦу /ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

This Introduction Chapter has outlined the research topic and context, the 

rationale, the development of research questions, aims and objectives and an 

overview of the research participants. It has explained the changing titles of 

ECEC professionals and the identity of the profession.   

This study aims to address identified gaps in research in relation to the outdoors 

as a pedagogical space in a rural ECEC setting. Kernanôs (2006) research in 

urban ECEC settings started a dialogue that focused on childrenôs engagement 

with the outdoors. It highlighted that the outdoors plays a crucial part in childrenôs 

holistic learning and development and their visibility in the community, which also 

supports the positive well-being of educators.  

This study has the potential to move the discussion on outdoor pedagogy to 

centre stage in policy and practice. It can promote our understanding of how the 

outdoors shapes pedagogical encounters for children and how adults (educators 

and parents) understand and promote its pedagogical value.  

The next chapter sets the scene for the provision of ECEC, located within the 

context of legislation, regulation and policy in Ireland. 
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ ¢ǿƻΥ tƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƴŘ wŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ /ƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

нΦм LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

This chapter sets the scene for the provision of ECEC located within the context 

of legislation and policy in Ireland. It will highlight how, despite the range of 

positive developments to support quality provision, tensions and gaps persist at 

the interplay of macro-governance level and micro-practice level, particularly with 

reference to pedagogy in the outdoors. Key events in the 1990s and, to date, in 

Ireland, informed and influenced by national and international research and 

developments, heralded an increasing momentum in the importance of childrenôs 

positive experiences in early childhood. The range of legislation and policy 

developed is vast.4 Therefore, this chapter reviews legislation and policy that I 

deemed to be of relevance to the research topic: relationships in ECEC and 

outdoor environments. The broader context reviewed is presented as a guide for 

the reader to navigate the journey. 

It was both exciting and challenging when deciding the layout of this chapter due 

to the sheer volume of developments. Thus, the chapter follows, where possible, 

a chronological sequence. Therefore, as a guide for the reader to navigate the 

text, where either legislation or policy is updated, the current iteration is included 

at that point in the discussion. The discussion is located in the ecologies of 

childhood: that is, it seeks to look beyond the childôs individual development and 

óto pay close attention to the individual developing in a complexity of interacting 

systemsô (Hayes, OôToole and Halpenny, 2017: 8).5   

Section 2.2 provides the background to the development of legislation and policy. 

This provides a useful lens to set the context of ECEC provision. The intent is to 

highlight the trajectory of the conceptualisations of education and care, and how 

these have shaped current policy and practice. The focus of Sections 2.3 and 2.4 

is on the Child Care Act 1991 and Regulations (1996, 2006 and 2016), 

registration and Tusla inspections and associated inspection framework, policy 

                                                             
4 For a full list of legislation and policy developments 1900ς2021 see: Hayes, N. and Walsh, T. (Eds.) 

όнлннύ Ψ9ŀǊƭȅ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ and Care in Ireland: Charting a Century of Developments (1921ς
нлнмύΩΦ  hȄŦƻǊŘΥ tŜǘŜǊ [ŀƴƎ [ǘŘΦ 
5 ¢ƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ aƻǊǊƛǎΩǎ όмффуύ ōƛƻŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ  

Nevertheless, policy development acknowledges the fundamental need for positive relationships in 
early childhood, shaped by factors such as family support, resources, parental mental health, 
relationships, education and employment (GoI, 2018).  
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pertaining to the outdoors, and challenges and concerns relevant to outdoor 

environments.  

Attention turns to Early Years Education Inspections (EYEI) in Section 2.5 and 

the related inspection framework. Advancements and omissions in a focus on 

pedagogy in the outdoors is also explored. The focus of Section 2.6 concerns 

national practice frameworks, S²olta (CECDE, 2006) and Aistear (NCCA, 2009), 

and a draft update of Aistear (NCCA, 2023). Section 2.7 introduces First 5 A 

Whole-of-Government Strategy for Babies Young Children and their Families 

2019ï2028 (GoI, 2018) and provides an overview of how and whether progress 

is evident in the area of pedagogy in the outdoors. This section explores staff 

qualifications, with a focus on developments and challenges and how or whether 

these impact on outdoor pedagogical practice. The penultimate section, Section 

2.8, briefly discusses how the global pandemic, Covid-19, impacted on use of the 

outdoors in ECEC. Section 2.9 draws the review to a close. 

нΦн .ŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9/9/ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΥ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇŀǘŎƘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎǊƻǿŘŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜ 

The complexity of provision of ECEC is, to an extent, rooted in the Irish 

Constitution, whereby the government adopted óa non-interventionist policyô 

(Horgan, 2001: 104). This approach reflected the constitutional values of the 

privacy of family life and parental responsibilities, whereby the care and 

education of children rest primarily within the family (ibid.). Walsh (2022: 13) 

describes the evolution of the ECEC sector in twentieth-century Ireland óas a 

patchwork of developmentsô and a product of óState lethargy and inactivityô.  A 

traditional patriarchal tradition of a male breadwinner and a mother in a caring 

role, large family sizes and church-state influence meant that caring for children 

outside the family home, or by relative care, was not considered a priority on the 

Government agenda (Walsh, 2022; OôConnor, 2022, 2012; Fallon, 2005).     

The development of a discourse on ECEC in Ireland emerged from societal 

changes in a number of areas. OôConnor (2012: 6) chronicles a progressive 

approach to early education in infant classes6 from 1948 to 1971, with the 

                                                             
6 In practice, the majority of children begin primary schooling at age 4 years (42%), and all 

children are in primary school by age 5. The first two years of primary school (infant classes) 
are classified as early childhood education: https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-
education-systems/ireland/primary-education [accessed April 2024]. 

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/ireland/primary-education
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/ireland/primary-education
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publication of two policy documents: the Revised Programme for Infants 

(Department of Education [DE],1948) and An Na²-Scoil: The Infant School ï 

Notes for Teachers (1951) (DE,1951). The Revised Programme (1948) focused 

on childrenôs active-based learning, integrating Irish and English language 

development. Focusing on the holistic development of children, this approach 

was supported by female inspectors who travelled the country helping in its 

implementation. This focus gained momentum in the implementation of the 

Primary School Curriculum of 1971 (DE, 1971), and later via the 1999 Primary 

School Curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1999) where, in óa socio-cultural 

environment, young children are encouraged to speak, to be active in their 

learning and to construct meaning with knowledgeable othersô (OôConnor, 2012: 

7). Nevertheless, government involvement in early childhood education primarily 

emanated from an interventionist standpoint, focusing on areas of disadvantage 

in inner-city Dublin, such as the Rutland Street Project, established in 1969, and 

funded by the DE and the Van Leer Foundation (OôConnor, 2022, 2012, 

Educational Research Centre [ERC], 1998).   

Hence, while a focus remained on children at risk during the 1980s and ô90s, with 

the Department of Health playing a pivotal role, the publication of the Child Care 

Act 1991 and the signing into legislation of the Child Care (Pre-School Services) 

Regulations7 (Department of Health and Children (DoHC), 1997, discussed in 

detail in Section 2.3), marked a new direction for early childhood as the State 

assumed wider responsibilities (Hayes, 2022). Importantly also, State focus was 

broadened to include all children up to the age of six years.   

From an economic perspective, developments such as the removal of the 

ómarriage barô in 1973 meant that women could remain in public-service 

employment. Irish society was also changing with Irelandôs entry into the 

European Economic Community and a movement towards parity in pay for 

women with the male workforce (Egan and Garrity, 2022; Fallon, 2005). In 

addition, a general reduction in family size and growing parental knowledge 

regarding childrenôs holistic development marked a significant paradigm shift 

towards ECEC. Nevertheless, the State maintained óits historic distancing from 

direct involvement in family affairsô (Hayes, 2022: 38), with Hayes (2008, as cited 

                                                             
7 Statutory Instruments No. 398/1996: secondary legislation enacted under the Child Care Act 1991. 
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in Hayes and Bradley, 2009: 32) arguing that this approach ólaid the foundation 

for a fragmented policy response to childcare and failed to recognise the wider 

issue of childcare as a resource for all children, their families and societyô.  

Despite the highlighting of this issue, a split system between education and care 

still prevails (Walsh, 2022, 2016; Moloney, 2015). Education and care, from birth 

to six years, continue to be provided through community, voluntary and private 

initiatives (Walsh, 2022, 2016; Douglas, 1984, 2018; Horgan, 2001).   

Growing economic, societal and cultural discourse highlighted a gradual but 

steady attention to policy vis-̈-vis ECEC. Efforts to address criticisms in the 

OECD Report (2004: 12) concerning disparate State involvement in early 

childhood óin terms both of policy responsibility and service deliveryô were 

progressed with the announcement of a new Office of Minister for Children in 

2005, expanded in 2008 as the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth 

Affairs (OMCYA) (Hayes, 2022; Childrenôs Rights Alliance (CRA), 2008). A report 

by the CRA (2008) further noted that children would have a stronger voice on 

issues that affect them with the Minister for Children attending all Cabinet 

meetings. Building on this political development, two further significant changes 

occurred in 2011 and 2020, with the establishment of the OMCYA as a full 

Department, namely, the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA). This 

became the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth 

(DCEDIY) in 2020.   

However, the broad purview of the DCEDIY may be problematic. In its public 

consultation with interested stakeholders8 to inform the development of its three-

year Statement of Strategy 2023-20259, the DCEDIY received some positive 

responses on policy developments (GoI, 2023). Policy areas relevant to this 

discussion are a focus on children, which includes childcare, childrenôs rights and 

                                                             
8 Thirty-nine survey responses were identified as charities or NGOs, advocacy groups, practitioner/ 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΣ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΣ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ 5/95L¸ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇǳōƭƛŎ-service 
organisations and other government departments. See Government of Ireland (2023) Public 
Consultation on the DCEDIY Statement of Strategy 2023ς2025,  available at:  
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/279171/c7f5f597-4cdb-4759-919a-
2cf507454093.pdf#page=null [accessed April 2024]. 
9 Lƴ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǊŜǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ нлноπнлнр ό59Σ нлноΥ оύΣ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
bƻǊƳŀ CƻƭŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлнмπнлно ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ 
ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƪŜȅ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƳŀǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΣ 
ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΣ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ŎƻƳōŀǘǘƛƴƎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦΩ 

https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/279171/c7f5f597-4cdb-4759-919a-2cf507454093.pdf#page=null
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/279171/c7f5f597-4cdb-4759-919a-2cf507454093.pdf#page=null
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family support (ibid.).  For example, with specific reference to a focus on outdoor 

provision, the DCEDIY was commended on outcomes that included enhanced 

outdoor provision during the Covid-19 pandemic and óimproved partnership links 

between service providers and policymakersô (GoI, 2023: 50). On the other hand, 

respondents called for greater transparency and dialogue between government 

and the sector in matters concerning staff retention, qualifications, pay and 

ongoing challenges such as societal recognition of the value of ECEC. 

Furthermore, respondents were also critical of the broad remit of the Department 

going beyond children and youth affairs, suggesting ósuch a wide brief is 

unsustainableô (GoI, 2023b: 25). In highlighting these benefits and challenges, 

this survey also draws attention to how co-professional consultation has the 

potential to reform and improve quality provision of ECEC (ibid.).  

Although coming from a low base, Walsh (2022) noted that the ECEC sector has 

become a crowded space of policy, practice and research in recent decades. The 

continuing growth in legislation, regulation and policy relevant to ECEC in Ireland 

reflects significant population, economic, cultural and social changes (Moloney, 

2021; Hayes, 2010; French, 2008). In addition, it represents increased 

government involvement in investment and governance in the provision of ECEC.  

However, whereas the policy platform is a busy space, reliance on government 

funding and investment, instead of being recognised as an integral part of the 

public education system, remains problematic. While a detailed focus on funding 

is beyond the scope of this discussion, the overall impact of the provision of 

quality services remains challenging.   

Government commitment to invest ú1bn in ECEC services by 2028 (DCEDIY, 

2022) (and meeting that target five years ahead of schedule) and committing total 

funding of ú1.37bn for ECEC in 2025, with ú45m. ringfenced for pay for ECEC 

and School Age Childcare (SAC) educators (DCEDIY, 2024), is surely welcome. 

However, while 84% of all children benefit from at least one of the DCEDIY funded 

programmes (Pobal, 2022), government investment in ECEC in Ireland is just 

0.3% of GDP compared to 0.8% average across Europe (OECD, 2023). The 

majority of ECEC services are operated by private, for-profit organisations (74%), 

with the remaining 26% operated in the community on a not-for-profit basis 

(Pobal, 2022). When staff turnover at 19% is considered, continuity of quality 

ECEC remains uncertain. Although ECEC professionals may move to other 
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services, 44% left the sector (Pobal, 2022).  At the professional practice level, 

Moloney (2014) found that there was a broad welcome for an emphasis on the 

health, welfare and development of children. Nevertheless, her research also 

found that compliance was frequently based on an approach of ókeep the HSE 

happyô (Moloney, 2014: 91). Arguably, the impact of a crowded policy space on 

the morale of educators suggests that there is a sense of policy fatigue and 

compliance-led practice.   

While this summary is not intended to provide an extensive overview of ECEC in 

terms of regulation and policy, it has presented a trajectory from a position of óa 

non-interventionist policyô (Horgan, 2001: 104) to a crowded space of policy, 

practice and research (Walsh, 2022). The place of the outdoors in this trajectory 

is explored in the following sections. 

нΦо /ƘƛƭŘ /ŀǊŜ !Ŏǘ мффм ς tǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ wŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ мффсΣ нллс ŀƴŘ нлмс 

The early 1990s provides an appropriate starting point to review regulatory and 

policy development as it heralded statutory recognition of ECEC services in 

Ireland (Egan and Garrity, 2022). The Child Care Act, 1991 (Government of 

Ireland, 1991) marked the first legislation since the Children Act, 1908 (Buckley, 

Skehill and OôSullivan, 1997). Irelandôs ratification of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), in 1992, marked a significant 

paradigm shift in how childrenôs childhood is constructed. The next sections 

explore the development of Regulations under the Child Care Act 1991, starting 

with the 1996 and 2006 Regulations (Section 2.3.1), and finally the 2016 

Regulations (Section 2.3.2). Of interest here is the development of attention and 

regulations to how the outdoors is conceptualised over the period of the first to 

current Regulations. In this regard also, the Quality and Regulatory Framework 

(QRF) (Tusla, 2018), as an interpretative framework for the 2016 Regulations and 

underpinning Tusla inspections, provides further insights into an outdoor 

pedagogy discourse. 

2.3.1 Child Care (Pre-school Services) Regulations 1996 and 2006 

A discourse of childrenôs rights is evident in Part VII of the Child Care Act 1991, 

with Hayes and Bradley (2006: 3) suggesting that ECEC in Ireland became a 

óserious policy issueô in 1996, following the signing of the final sections of the 

Child Care Act in December and the implementation of the Preschool Regulations 
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in January 1997. The enactment of the Child Care (Pre-School Services) 

Regulations (Department of Health and Children) [DOHC] 1996, and the Child 

Care (Pre-School Services (Amendment) 1997 under Part VII of the Child Care 

Act 1991, marked the introduction of regulation and inspection of early childhood 

provision. Health Boards were given responsibility for the inspection of all 

preschool services catering for children under six years of age. While viewed as 

a positive step by the ECEC sector towards regulation and monitoring of ECEC 

provision, challenges remained on a number of levels, particularly as inspections 

were carried out by environmental health officers and public health nurses. 

Criticisms of their approach centred on their focus on the physical environment, 

with limited reference to the quality of childrenôs experiences (Murphy, 2015).  

Reference to outdoor environments in the 1996 Regulations (DOHC, 1996) was 

limited, although the primary focus centred on adequate and suitable facilities for 

childrenôs play. Standard safety measures were required, such as safe and 

secure entry and exit areas, and identification of potential hazards, to ensure 

childrenôs safety.  

A comparison between the 1996 and 2006 Regulations shows a focus on 

childrenôs opportunities to play outdoors in both the 1996 and 2006 Regulations. 

Reference to the requirements of provision of the outdoors, under óFacilities for 

rest and playô, is replicated exactly in both, excerpt below, requiring that persons 

running a preschool should ensure that: 

(b) adequate and suitable facilities for a pre-school child to play indoors 
and outdoors during the day are provided, having regard to the number of 
preschool children attending the service, their age and the amount of time 
they spend in the premises (DOHC, 1996 [Article 28]: 40) and GoI, 2006 
[Regulation 28]: 59). 

However, the intervening years, between 1996 and 2006, marked significant 

national and international developments concerning an early childhood 

discourse, reflected in the language of the 2006 Regulations and making strong 

connections between a childrenôs rights agenda and the wider social, cultural and 

economic contexts of their lives (Duignan and McDonnell, 2022). The 2006 

Regulations also marked a greater focus on both structural and process elements 

in the provision of quality early childhood experiences. 

The introduction of the Child Care (Pre-School Services) (No 2) Regulations, 

2006 and the 2006 Child Care (Pre-School Services) (No 2) (Amendment) 
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Regulations 2006 marked the revocation of the 1996 Regulations. Drawing on 

the National Childrenôs Strategy (NCS) (GoI, 2000), the 2006 Regulations reflect 

a ówhole childô perspective, emphasising the interplay between childrenôs 

learning, development and well-being, supported by available opportunities, 

experiences, activities, interactions and materials (GoI, 2006). Characteristic of 

this perspective is the reciprocal nature of childrenôs relationships with others, 

their environment and the experiences around them (GoI, 2006). This emphasis 

on process elements as something tangible and visible is underpinned by the 

work of Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Ward (1995), and reflected a view of children 

as rightsô holders informed by the UNCRC. Moreover, the guidance on 

engagement with the outdoors in the 2006 Regulations marked a widening lens 

to acknowledge children as active participants in their own development. The 

guidance to the 2006 Regulations further identifies three interdependent 

ódomainsô that are child-centred and holistic, including recognition of childrenôs 

innate capacity, and the formal and informal supports and relationships around 

childrenôs lives (GoI, 2006).    

Referring to childrenôs physical and mental well-being, the guidance states: 

Service providers should ensure that the appropriate accommodation, 
supports and opportunities are put in place, both indoor and outdoor, to 
promote all areas of childrenôs physical and mental well-being. The 
provider should promote the health and well-being of children, ensure 
nutritious diet, prevent the spread of infection and take positive steps to 
prevent harm to them.  
                                                                                           (GoI, 2006: 68) 

Regulation 5 of the 2006 Regulations refers to the Health, Welfare and 

Development of the Child. Guidance under Regulation 5 provides greater detail 

in how to support the development of each child, drawing attention to the interplay 

between childrenôs experiences, environments and relationships, suggesting 

providers óshould recognise how children affect and, in turn, are affected by the 

relationships, environment and activities around themô (GoI, 2006: 36). 

Furthermore, the 2006 Regulations (GoI, 2006) clearly articulate a growing 

recognition of play as a medium for childrenôs learning and the importance of 

relationships around children, drawing on The Model Framework for Education, 

Training and Professional Development in the Early Childhood Care and 

Education Sector (Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform [DJELR], 

2002) and S²olta (CECDE, 2006).   
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Although the 1996 Regulations did not provide any further guidance on the 

provision of outdoor environments, the 2006 Regulations did: concerning 

weather, childrenôs physical and mental well-being and safety. Two aspects of the 

guidance concerned weather conditions: first, that children in part-time or full day 

care should have access to the outdoors on a daily basis, weather permitting; 

and secondly, the guidance provides advice regarding protection from extremes 

of weather and sun protection, including specific guidance for babies (GoI, 2006). 

The term óweather permittingô is not clearly defined. Perhaps, by including 

óweather permittingô in the guidance, by default, childrenôs choices are potentially 

limited if educators decide that weather conditions are not suitable for going 

outdoors. The ambiguity of interpreting weather conditions potentially 

undermines choice, with the question being ï who decides? Moreover, while a 

space requirement was specified for indoor environments (for example, for a 

sessional service, the floor area per child was 2m2), no such specification was 

required for outdoor available space.  

However, despite mainly positive developments, a number of factors coalesced 

to undermine these at structural and conceptual levels. In the Irish context, 

inspections under the 2006 Regulations came under the aegis of the Department 

of Health, until 2014, with the professional background of the inspectors being 

primarily public health nurses (PHNs). Corrigan (2004) noted that although only 

some of the PHNs involved in the inspectorate undertook training in the area of 

ECEC, it nonetheless suggested a small step towards recognition of broader 

societal and political changes while stressing the importance of the integration of 

education and care in national and international policy initiatives. However, 

Neylon (2014) suggested that this approach, accompanied by a lack of training 

of ECEC professionals, represented a medical model approach. Moreover, at this 

time, there was no requirement for educators to hold any qualifications (Egan and 

Garrity, 2022). Other significant factors, including the language and focus of the 

above regulations, meant that structural factors such as lighting, heating, 

ventilation and adult-child ratios largely dominated the inspection process (Egan 

and Garrity, 2022; Moloney, 2016).   

In important respects, therefore, a lack of focus on qualifications for the ECEC 

workforce, along with no requirement for the inspectorate to have ECEC 

qualifications, points to a lack of any coordinated policy focus on quality ECEC. 
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In addition, the qualifications issue was perhaps made more complex. Where a 

focus by the inspectorate centred on compliance with regulations, they were in 

effect a starting point only, focusing on minimum standards (Moloney, 2016; 

OôKane, 2005). OôKane (2005: 231) draws on data from an earlier study (Hayes, 

OôFlaherty and Kernan, 1997) to compare óboth structural and process elements 

in ECCE provision before the implementation of the Regulations, and six years 

after their implementation in 2002ô. While improvements in quality were evident 

when compared to that earlier study, findings were less clear as to whether 

improvements were directly related to the Regulations. Nevertheless, OôKane 

(2005: 248/249) was optimistic that there would be óa ñprovider focusedò 

approach to regulation [é] where well-trained staff are trusted to self-regulate in 

many waysô. Key enablers to achieve this would require appropriate pay and 

conditions being provided. The role of the inspectorate could then be considered 

in terms of óproviding technical assistance and supportô.  

Furthermore, possibilities to transform practice require motivation, confidence 

and personal and professional values (Siraj, Kingston and Neilsen-Hewett, 2019; 

Hayes, Siraj-Blatchford, Keegan and Goulding, 2013). A focus on compliance 

may therefore reduce the role of educators to that of technicians (Melia, 2020; 

Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland and Wollscheid, 2019; Langford, 2010; Urban, 2008; 

Oberheumer, 2005), whereby children are mostly engaged in adult-directed, 

group activities (Melia, 2020). However, nearly ten years later, findings from 

Moloneyôs (2014) study identify the tensions which exist for ECEC educators. 

Instead, their focus is concentrated on compliance emanating from a sense of 

fear of the statutory power of the inspectorate, as opposed to improving quality.   

The next section discusses the current regulations, the Child Care Act 1991 

(Early Years Services) Regulations 2016. The Tusla inspectorate measures 

compliance with these Regulations, underpinned by the Quality and Regulatory 

Framework (QRF), which is Tuslaôs interpretation of the Regulations (Tusla, 

2018). A focus on the outdoors is a notable inclusion in the 2016 Regulations and 

the QRF. 

нΦп /ƘƛƭŘ /ŀǊŜ !Ŏǘ мффм ό9ŀǊƭȅ ¸ŜŀǊǎ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎύ wŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ нлмс 

Regulatory change in the form of the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) 

Regulations 2016 marked a significant shift at the coalface of provision, setting 
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out new criteria to inform day-to-day ECEC provision. Relevant to this discussion 

are requirements for: 

 Registration of service (application in respect of the pre-school service to be 

made at least three months prior to proposed commencement of service); 

 Mandatory policies, procedures and statements for each setting (reviewed 

annually), which include provision of and access to, outdoor environments, 

either on or off the ECEC premises, on a daily basis. These were not 

previously required under the 1996 and 2006 Regulations; 

 Minimum qualifications for staff working directly with children, at least a major 

award in Early Childhood Care and Education at Level 5 on the National 

Qualifications Framework (NFQ) or a qualification deemed by the Minister to 

be equivalent. This came into effect on 31 December 2016.  

2.4.1 Registration  

Under the 2016 Regulations, all services are required to register with Tusla. A fit-

for-purpose (FFP) inspection is conducted by the Tusla inspectorate for new 

services or where there are proposed changes in circumstances. The outdoor 

space for this inspection is assessed according to Regulation 19: the health, 

welfare and development of the child (Tusla, 2018). All ECEC providers are 

required to renew their registration every three years. 

The 2016 Regulations require that a registered provider, registering their service 

for the first time, or moving premises on or after 30 June 2016 must: 

éensure that a suitable, safe and secure outdoor space to which the pre-
school children attending the service have access on a daily basis is 
provided on the premises. (GoI, 2016: 19) 

The Regulations also require services that were in operation prior to 2016 to have 

access to a suitable outdoor space, except that, for those services, the outdoor 

space does not have to be on-site.  

It is disappointing to note that while the Regulations require that providers submit 

a plan of and size of the outdoor area, there is no requirement regarding minimum 

size for outdoor space, as is the case with indoor environments. Moreover, 

although applications for registration of a pre-school service require ECEC 

providers to submit identified policies, a policy on outdoor play is not required in 

the submission.   
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The lack of attention to a requirement for a specified size of an outdoor area in 

the 2016 Regulations is problematic. The Regulations require that: 

éhaving regard to the number of pre-school children attending the 
service, their respective ages and the amount of time they spend on the 
premises, there are adequate and suitable facilities for each child to play 
indoors and, where required by these Regulations, outdoors, during the 
day. (GoI, 2016: 19) 

However, Tusla acknowledges there is no specified required space outdoors, only 

that it must be ófit for purposeô. In reply to a question requesting clarification 

(question no. 184) regarding outdoor space in the 2016 Regulations, Tusla 

(2018a: 51)10 requires that the:  

...outdoor play area must be adequate in size to cater for the number and 

ages of all of the children availing of the service. Where the outdoor space 
is limited in size for all the children to use at one time, it can be utilised in 
time slots.  

Thus, although there is a requirement that all children have access to the 

outdoors on a daily basis, such a requirement may be difficult to meet when 

access is limited to time slots throughout the day. Arguably, the lack of attention 

to space requirements for childrenôs play and learning in outdoor environments 

poses fundamental questions about what qualities ECEC should include and how 

these are translated into practice. Perhaps, too, this omission is indicative of a 

lack of knowledge or consideration of the value and potential of outdoor 

environments as a pedagogical space at the policy level. Nevertheless, current 

and potential ECEC providers must submit a plan, details and size of any outdoor 

area available for childrenôs use to Tusla. Considering that there is not a minimum 

size requirement for outdoor space, the purpose of submitting this information is 

unclear. However, it is also noted in a recent review of regulations (DCEDIY, 

2023: 9) that participants expressed óstrong support for the inclusion of minimum 

outdoor space requirements in the Regulationsô. 

2.4.2 Policy on Outdoor Play 

Schedule 5 of the 2016 Regulations (GoI, 2016) sets out requirements for each 

ECEC setting to develop and implement 20 policies and procedures and a 

statement of purpose and function. The statement of purpose and function refers 

                                                             
10 The Tusla Early Years Inspectorate formulated a Q&A document following briefing sessions with the 

ECEC profession.  It is updated as questions are raised.  The current version drawn upon is Version 4. 
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to the type of service provided, age group, curriculum and number of children. 

Policies and procedures refer to matters such as staff, safety procedures and 

childrenôs health, welfare and development. 

The 2016 Regulations mark the introduction of specific requirements with 

reference to outdoor environments in ECEC. Particular reference to the outdoors 

comes under Health, Welfare and Development of the Child (Tusla, 2018; GoI, 

2016). 

Each registered service provider must also have a policy on outdoor play, where 

such play is provided for children attending the service. The policy must specify 

(GoI, 2016: 46):  

(a) the manner in which and the times at which pre-school children attending 
the service have access to outdoor play, whether on the premises or in 
another location, and 
 

(b) the manner in which the health and safety of the pre-school children 
attending the service while engaged in outdoor play is to be ensured. 
 

The guidelines on the development and content of a policy on outdoor play in the 

QRF are worthy of inclusion at this juncture. First, I will briefly introduce the QRF 

(Tusla, 2018). The Tulsa Early Years Inspectorate developed a QRF relevant to 

a range of ECEC services. For the purposes of this discussion, the QRF for 

Sessional Pre-School Services is reviewed. 

2.4.3 Quality and Regulatory Framework (QRF) 

Acknowledging the need for greater clarification on compliance and assessment 

with regulatory requirements, Tusla (2018) developed the QRF in consultation 

with providers, parents, the inspectorate and the wider context of national and 

international organisations. Recommendations for the development of the QRF 

included standardised guidelines for the development of policies and statements 

and alignment with national frameworks. The QRF (Tusla, 2018) represents 

Tuslaôs interpretation of the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) 

Regulations, 2016 (GoI, 2016).   

The QRF sets out information and guidelines on how services will be inspected 

for compliance with the 2016 Regulations by Tusla. Inspections are grouped 

under four broad thematic inspections, namely:  
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1. Governance, comprising nine regulations; 

2. Health, Welfare and Development of the Child, comprising three 

regulations; 

3. Safety, comprising six regulations; 

4. Premises and facilities, comprising three regulations. (Tusla, 2018) 

 

Although I am focusing on the policy on outdoor play in this discussion, it is 

important to note that all policies required under the Regulations are 

interdependent. It is noteworthy that considerable attention is paid to the 

outdoors.  

The QRF (Tusla, 2018) sets out clear criteria for core elements to be included in 

the ECEC settingôs policy on outdoor play, as required under the 2016 

Regulations (GoI, 2016). They include communication of the policy to all 

parents/guardians. In addition, the policy should specify how children have 

access to outdoor play (on or off the premises), and the location of the outdoor 

space is off the ECEC premises. Details of the frequency of outdoor play, along 

with supervision arrangements, measures regarding safety requirements, such 

as risk management and dealing with weather conditions, must also be included. 

Information regarding play opportunities should also be highlighted, including, for 

example, risky play, challenging play, running, climbing and gardening. Tusla 

have also developed a QRF eLearning programme to support ECEC educators 

meeting the requirements of the 2016 Regulations.11 

 

Table 2.1, below, illustrates the requirements under thematic inspections, some 

of which are common to indoor and outdoor environments, while some are 

specific to outdoor environments. Structural/ environmental aspects of the 

outdoors refer to spaces, materials and access. Process aspects inspected refer 

to interactions, planning, programme of activities, safety (especially on outings 

beyond the ECEC setting), roles and responsibilities of staff and childrenôs well-

being and safety. 

                                                             
11 ¢ƘŜ Ŝ[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦǘǳǎƭŀΦƛŜκǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎκǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭπǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎκŜŀǊƭȅπ
ȅŜŀǊǎπǉǳŀƭƛǘȅπŀƴŘπǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅπŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪκǉǳŀƭƛǘȅπŀƴŘπǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅπŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪπŜƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎπǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜκ 
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Table 2.1: Inspection requirements under QRF themes  

Structural/Environmental Process 

Access (on the premises): Daily basis 

(appropriately risk assessed) / securely 

fenced / natural barriers / freedom of 

movement / provided for children who are 

not yet walking / always free of hazards 

Basic and individual care needs are 

met 

Access (off the premises. Additional to 

access on the premises): The outdoor play 

area is reached by a route that is always 

free of hazards   

The outings policy is implemented 

where required / Children are not at 

risk from members of the public, and 

are protected from unwanted 

attention while in an outdoor play 

area not located on the premises 

Children with additional needs have full 

access (making adaptations as necessary) 

to the programme in the outdoor space 

Childrenôs outings (if relevant) 

The equipment and materials in the 

outdoor play area support childrenôs play, 

movement and exploration, and provide 

opportunities exclusive to the outdoors 

Staff encourage children to interact 

and to engage with a range of 

materials, activities and equipment  

Balances the need for safety with the need 

to provide physical, challenging 

experiences / promote safe physical play 

and activity for children of different age 

groups and capabilities  

The outdoor area is an extension of 

the well-planned indoor area and is 

linked with the learning that goes on 

inside 

The equipment and materials available in 

the outdoor play area reflect the high 

quality of the service, and provide children 

with play, movement and exploration 

opportunities that are exclusive to the 

outdoors 

Activities and opportunities for: 

 fresh air 

 discovery 

 children to relax 

 release energy  

  physical exercise and play  

 exploring, engaging and 

experimenting with nature 

 learning about risk and learning 

from risk, and challenging their 

own capabilities within safe limits 

 sensorial play 
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 individual and group experiences 

The outdoor play area is adequate in size 

for the number of children using it, and it is 

suitable for their age groups. 

Programme: 

Providing a range and variety of 

child-initiated and adult-led indoor 

and outdoor activities for children to 

explore individually and as part of a 

group 

Play equipment in the outdoor area that 

requires a shock-absorbing surface is 

safety-rated and installed according to the 

manufacturerôs requirements 

Staff are aware of their roles and 

responsibilities in implementing the 

serviceôs policy on outdoor play / 

Staff supervise all children by both 

sight and sound in all areas with 

access to water 

Furniture, toys and equipment on the 

premises conform to CE/EN safety 

standards or the European Communities 

(Safety of Toys) Regulations 2011, as 

applicable 

Daily inspection of indoor and 

outdoor play equipment takes place 

in the service 

Trampolines: Trampolines, both full and 

mini-size, are prohibited from being used, 

both on-site and during outings 

 

Trampolines, if prescribed as a 

therapeutic intervention, should only 

be used for that purpose 

Source: Tusla (2018) Quality and Regulatory Framework: Sessional  
Pre-School Service 
 
There does not appear to be a specific rationale for the exclusion of trampolines.  

Moreover, in addition to diminishing educator autonomy in evaluating and 

implementing experiences, exclusion of this equipment also limits childrenôs 

potential experiences. While it states in the QRF guidelines that a trampoline may 

be used for therapeutic intervention, it is suggested that such practice may be 

exclusionary rather than inclusive of all children. Furthermore, this approach 

further emphasises the importance of looking at the different aspects of childrenôs 

play. Additionally, it points to the importance of co-professional discussions, 

whereby there are opportunities for educators to communicate their empirical 

practice. Furthermore, adults only participated in the consultation on the 

development of the QRF. Arguably, therefore, sufficient attention was not given 

to childrenôs voices, expressed through the lens of play.   
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In recent years, capital funding has been made available to ECEC settings in 

Ireland to promote outdoor play and to comply with 2016 Regulations concerning 

the requirement for children to access outdoor environments daily (Frontier 

Economics, 2020; DCYA, 2018). Guidelines for the funding, with a minimum grant 

of ú3,000 and a maximum of ú7,000, include provision for natural shade ï trees, 

hedging, willow structures, canvas sun shelters, tents, tunnels, parachutes 

canopies, hard top, natural grass, gravel/ clay/ large rocks, mounds, sand/ bark 

chippings/ compost, bird boxes and feeders, natural planting/ growbags/ window 

boxes/ hanging baskets, trellises, flower beds/ compost, tree rope swings and 

traversing walls, ride, balance and steer wheeled toys, stilts and buggies (DCYA, 

2018: 8).  

It is laudable that there is a requirement to include curriculum planning, including 

adult-initiated and child-led experiences, in the Policy on Outdoor Play. However, 

opportunities may be limited as the QRF stipulates that ótime slots are scheduled 

if space is limitedô (Tusla, 2018: 48). Arguably, therefore, other variables, when 

taken together with potentially limited outdoor space, may further exacerbate the 

limited opportunities for children to be outdoors. This point will be explored further 

in the literature review. 

Prior to the statutory requirement for access to outdoor environments (under the 

2016 Regulations), Dr Sin®ad Hanafin (2014) undertook an analysis of preschool 

inspection reports on behalf of Tusla. In it, she outlined a range of non-compliant 

issues relating to the outdoors in ECEC settings. Concerns raised focused on 

unsupervised access to dangerous hazards, poor fencing, poor condition of toys 

and equipment and water-logged areas, which meant childrenôs access was 

restricted. A lack of focus on the potential affordances by educators was also 

highlighted, with a comment emanating from an inspection noting óthat while the 

outdoor environment was large, ñit lacked challenging, diverse and enriching 

experiences for childrenòô (Hanafin, 2014: 52). Despite the introduction of the 

2016 Regulations (GoI, 2016), the QRF (Tusla, 2018) and the EYEI (DES, 

2018),12 it is regrettable that the Report of Early Years Inspection Reports 2018ï

2019, Tusla (2021c), highlighted similar challenges with reference to the 

outdoors, with safety, opportunities for learning and play and relationships 

                                                             
12 9ŀǊƭȅ ¸ŜŀǊǎ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ LƴǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ нΦр  
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receiving negative attention. While a range of overall concerns were highlighted 

in the report, Table 2.2 refers to concerns raised regarding the outdoors only in 

ECEC settings. In a random sample of 500 non-compliant regulations from 2018ï

2019, outdoor safety comprised 21%.   

Table 2.2: Concerns raised regarding outdoor practice in the Report of Early 

Years Inspection Reports 2018ï2019 (Tusla, 2021c). 

Regulation Concern 

Regulation 23: 

Safeguarding the health, 

safety and welfare 

of the child 

Equipment unsafe; wear and tear evident on 

resources, rendering them unsafe; placement and 

wear and tear of equipment posing safety 

concerns. 

Regulation 19: Health, 

Welfare and Development 

of the Child 

Relationships around children: Areas of non-

compliance included (a) adults observed sitting 

together in the outdoor area and not adequately 

supervising or engaging with the children; (b) 

Adults observed not demonstrating positive 

language towards children and heard saying 

ñdonôt touchò, ñif you donôt stop you will go back 

insideò and ñNo, No.ò  

The physical environment offered limited learning 

and play opportunities for children. Open-ended 

natural materials were not available for the 

children, such as sand, water, grass or soil.  

Regulation 29: Premises Safety issues: outdoor area not secure/ safe for 

children playing.  

 

It is worthwhile at this point introducing two guidance documents on outdoor 

environments, published by Tusla, for ECEC services operating outdoors: 

Guidance for providers of early years services operating outdoors (Tusla, 2021) 

and When the Roof is the Sky: Guidance for the registration and inspection of 

early years services operating outdoors (Tusla, 2023). Both guidance documents 

complement the QRF (Tusla, 2018).   

Noting that there are no specific regulations for services operating outdoors, 

either a blended approach whereby ECEC services use both indoors and 
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outdoors, but with more emphasis on spending time outdoors, or fully outdoors, 

the current Child Care Regulations 2016 provide the regulatory requirements 

(Tusla, 2021b). Outdoor facilities are inspected according to the QRF thematic 

requirements outlined above. In its Guidance for providers of ECEC services 

operating outdoors, Tusla (2021b) notes that while providers have adapted their 

services in order for children to spend more time outdoors for health and safety 

reasons, this also meant extending the curriculum programme to include the 

outdoors to enhance childrenôs play and learning opportunities. Further 

information is provided, relevant to all inspections, whereby Tusla (2021d) 

outlines its Inspectorate Pedagogical Principles. These principles include a focus 

on the child as competent, unique and an active participant in his/her learning 

and development, supported by a rights-based approach. Attention is paid to 

childrenôs basic and psychological needs and play-based, inclusive learning and 

development.   

Focusing on ECEC providers that operates outdoors, the Tusla (2021b: 3) 

guidelines require ECEC settings to óprovide appropriate safe space to meet the 

needs of the number and age range of the children accessing the service and the 

play activities being provided to meet their holistic developmentô. In this regard, 

the guidance focuses on areas where children can be energetic, share with their 

peers, rest, eat, be calm and ójust beô (Tusla, 2021b: 7).  However, it is 

disappointing to note the slow pace of addressing space requirements outdoors. 

While requiring compliance with the statutory requirements under the Child Care 

Act (1991) (Early Years Services) Regulations (2016) (GoI, 2016), the guidance 

reverts to space requirements for indoor environments. In contrast, the norm for 

outdoor environments in Norway for children in the 3ï6-year-old age is 24m2 per 

child, with a staff ratio not exceeding six children per adult (Storli and Sandseter, 

2019).   

Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the approach taken to managing risks focuses 

on childrenôs abilities, while also acknowledging that injuries are primarily minor 

without the need for professional help. It is expected that educatorsô knowledge, 

skills and awareness of the diversity of accidents and incidents that may occur 

outdoors underpin their responsibility for minimising risks and ensuring risks are 

appropriate for children attending the service, based on a risk assessment (Tusla, 

2023). A proactive approach to working in partnership with parents, e.g. inviting 
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parents to spend time in the outdoor environment, sharing information and 

encouraging parents to support their childrenôs continued enjoyment of the 

outdoors at home is also recommended.  It is noteworthy that recent updates to 

the EYEI include more attention focused on the outdoor environment. This is 

explored in the next section. 

нΦр 9ŀǊƭȅ ¸ŜŀǊǎ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ LƴǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

In a climate where educators feel constrained under the óregulatory gazeô of 

inspections (Houses of Oireachtas, 2024; Jovanovic and Fane, 2016: Osgood, 

2006), a further layer in the inspection system of ECEC was introduced in 2015, 

with the implementation of Early-Years Education-focused Inspection (EYEI), 

conducted by the Department of Education and Skills. While, on the one hand, 

these inspections are broadly welcomed by ECEC providers óas positive and 

affirmingô (DES, 2018: 22), more recently, an Oireachtas Report noted the 

challenges encountered in the ECEC sector, whereby calls were made for 

óstreamlined inspection processes and a significant reduction in paperwork 

requirementsô (Houses of Oireachtas, 2024: 24).13 

The initial focus of EYEI inspections concentrated on the quality of educational 

provision in ECEC settings participating in the Free Preschool Year (FPSY), 

identifying current strengths in practice, along with facilitating co-professional 

reflection on areas for development (DES, 2018; Ring, 2015). This has recently 

been extended to include all children from birth to six years in ECEC settings 

funded by DCEDIY (DE, 2022). Reports are published online, focusing on 

strengths-based criteria, drawn from observations by the inspectorate under the 

four areas of quality outlined below. Areas for improvement are provided under 

óactions advisedô and may be further inspected under Early Years Follow Through 

Inspections. 

EYEI inspections, undertaken by DE inspectors, aim to complement Tusla 

regulatory inspections under the QRF (Tusla, 2018). Reflecting the growing 

acknowledgement of a view of children as rights-holders and active and agentic 

                                                             
13 Lƴ ǊŜǇƭȅ ǘƻ 5łƛƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ όCŜōǊǳŀǊȅΣ нлнпύΣ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ hΩDƻǊƳŀƴ ǎŀƛŘΥ Ψaȅ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ 

working closely with the two inspectorates, the Tusla Early Years Inspectorate and the Department of 
Education Inspectorate, in order to reduce the administration for providers, support the quality of 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦΩ  !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ 
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2024-02-13/550/#pq-answers-550 
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learners, the model of inspection is informed by the Irish practice frameworks 

S²olta (CECDE, 2006) and Aistear (NCCA, 2009), as well as national and 

international research (DE, 2022). In addition, DE inspectors are required to have 

achieved an honours degree in ECEC and five yearsô leadership experience in 

provision and practice. Inspectors have been recruited from óqualified and highly 

skilled practitioners in the Early Years sectorô (DES, 2016: 43), supplemented by 

primary inspectors with experience and expertise in early childhood education.   

 

The format of the inspection includes a review of learning environments, indoors 

and outdoors, on-site observations of practices, review and discussion of 

available documentation. The visits also include inspectorate interaction with 

children, and all staff (owner, management, educators working directly with the 

children, board of management), and review quality provision in four areas, 

outlined below. This is heartening on a number of levels, especially interactions 

with children, which potentially provides insights into their perspectives. In 

addition, this may minimise the impact of unfamiliar adults in the setting. 

Nevertheless, it may also intrude on childrenôs activities and their time in the 

setting (Moloney, 2015). Furthermore, while there are quotes from inspectors and 

educators (see below), the voice of the child is not evident in a review of EYEI 

inspections published online (DES, 2018). The four areas include: 

1. Quality of processes to support childrenôs learning and development; 

2. Quality of the context to support childrenôs learning and development; 

3. Quality of childrenôs learning experiences and achievements; 

4. Quality of management and leadership for learning. 

(DE, 2022) 

With reference to outdoor environments, a number of positive developments are 

evident in the current iteration of the Guidelines (DE, 2022), which differ from the 

2018 version (DES, 2018). The outdoor environment, including the natural 

environment, is referenced in areas one and three in the 2018 guidelines. The 

recent iteration devotes greater attention to the outdoor and natural 

environments, in areas one to three. For example, the outdoors is mentioned five 

times in the 2018 guidelines, whereas the 2022 guidelines contain eleven 

references to the outdoors. The signposts for practice under these areas are 

aimed at assisting óboth inspectors and practitioners to come to a common 
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understanding of how these outcomes might be identified and evaluatedô 

(Duignan and McDonnell, 2022: 218). Focusing on childrenôs sensory 

experiences, their time and space in the outdoors, and recognition of the outdoors 

as a rich context for childrenôs play óin the company of attentive and aware 

educatorsô (DE, 2022: 37) that is óvalued and promoted as offering a rich context 

for babies and young childrenôs learning experiencesô (p.40), is a welcome 

development in the new guide.      Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, 

conflating indoor and outdoor environments potentially narrows an understanding 

of the unique affordances of natural outdoor environments. For example, while 

highlighting the potential of the outdoor environment to develop childrenôs positive 

disposition towards learning, reference to the outdoor environment as 

ópurposefully structuredô (DE, 2022: 40) could be interpreted as only providing 

manufactured space and resources. 

 

Moreover, it is also disappointing that a focus on the outdoors and the natural 

environment is not explicitly included in the area of management and leadership 

for learning, Area 4 (DE, 2022). While the guide is colourfully presented, depicting 

photographs of childrenôs engagement with the outdoors in various ways, it is 

suggested that reference to the outdoors as a pedagogic space in this area would 

support reflective and reflexive practice and emphasise governance 

(management and leadership) attention to support the other three areas. The 

omission of guidance under area four may thus impact on engagement with the 

outdoors. For example, as aforementioned, staff turnover may impact on the 

ongoing articulation of the ethos and practice of the setting, which includes the 

outdoors as integral to educational experiences. Duignan and McDonnell (2022: 

221) noted that staff working in ECEC settings expressed a concern that óhigh 

turnover of staff was a key factor in limiting the capacity of the sector to deliver 

high-quality educational programmes.ô Consequently, process quality is 

impacted, with potentially missed opportunities to communicate with children and 

extend their learning (Sheridan, 2009; 2007). For example, becoming familiar 

with teamwork and the routine of an ECEC setting takes time and thus may 

impact on co-professional dialogue with the inspectorate. Furthermore, 

distributed leadership enables shared pedagogical knowledge which, in turn, 

improves process quality (GoI, 2021; OECD, 2021).   
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Thus, although there is Government acknowledgement of challenges to ensuring 

pedagogical relevance, which includes guidelines around outdoor play (Frontier 

Economics, 2020), these are issues that require attention when taken into 

consideration along with areas of non-compliance referred to above. 

Consequently, there seems to be overarching challenges facing attention to 

pedagogy in the outdoors, centred upon perceptions of accountability, positioned 

in a context of diverse regulatory and policy power structures.  

It is noteworthy that in a review of EYEI inspection findings (DES, 2018), outdoor 

environments in ECEC settings were referred to in terms of both challenges and 

strengths by the inspectorate. 

 

¶ Under the quality of context (Area 2) to support childrenôs learning and 

development, the EYEI inspectorate identified challenges for practice in the 

provision of órich learning opportunities in the outdoor environmentsô (DES, 

2018:14), suggesting greater attention should be attributed to the learning 

potential provided in and by the outdoors.   

¶ In addition, the quality of processes (Area 1) to support childrenôs learning and 

development included a recommendation for improvements that included 

óimproving the indoor and outdoor environment to provide more natural, open-

ended resources and experiences for childrenô (DES, 2018: 16). 

¶ The importance of including the providerôs voice in inspection reports 

highlights the importance of listening to diverse perspectives. For example, 

an educator expressed frustration at recommendations made in inspection 

reports, particularly with reference to resourcing outdoor environments, noting 

that óactions advised must be adequately resourced in terms of increased 

capital investment to make physical improvements in settings, particularly in 

relation to outdoor environmentsô (DES, 2018: 21).   

¶ A particular strength was referred to in one setting by a DES inspector, who 

noted that children enjoyed ócomplete agency over their learning activities 

within an amazingly flexible child-centred routine and a well-resourced indoor 

and outdoor environmentô (DES, 2018: 18). Childrenôs engagement with the 

outdoors was observed, alongside the adultsô sensitive critical reflection and 

engagement with the group.   
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With the greater focus on outdoor environments in the recent iteration of the 

Guide (DE, 2022), it is hoped that further, and more frequent, reviews will show 

a commensurate increase in pedagogy in the outdoors.   

The areas of quality that shape EYEI inspections are informed by the quality and 

curriculum frameworks of S²olta (DES, 2017) and Aistear (NCCA, 2009), 

respectively, and the Aistear S²olta Practice Guide (NCCA, 2015). The discussion 

now deviates from a chronological approach and turns to explore the 

development of these frameworks. 

нΦс /ƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ 

Some background to a sustained focus on the importance of quality in the 

provision of ECEC provides insights into the ongoing development of regulation 

and policy. 

As indicated above, a paradigm shift was evident in the development of the 

regulations governing ECEC between 1996 and 2016. Consequently, attention 

became centred on quality provision. Irelandôs ratification of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989), in 1992, along with factors such as the 

adoption of a social partnership approach to economic and social policy 

development (Fallon, 2005; Hayes, 2001), aimed to progress this agenda. 

Recognition of the developmental benefits of quality education and care for all 

children also underpinned this impetus. Accessing funding was pivotal in starting 

a move towards this goal, although increasing demand for services meant that 

significant challenges remained (see Hayes, 2022) and growth occurred without 

sufficient attention to quality (Hayes, 2001).   

Fallon (2005) reviewed a long and fragmented history of provision of early 

childhood services, emanating primarily from the community and voluntary 

sector, foregrounded from a disadvantaged childhood and interventionist 

standpoint. A collaboration of voluntary organisations involved in the provision of 

ECEC services in National Voluntary Childcare Organisations (NVCO) enabled 

the development of steps being taken towards training staff in the sector, funded 

by the DJELR through the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme (EOCP) 

(Fallon, 2005).14 In its Value for Money Review of Equal Opportunities Childcare 

                                                             
14 While a focus on funding, per se, is beyond the remit of this discussion, this point marks a significant 

ǎǘŜǇ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9/9/Φ  .ȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ нллсΣ ϵрспΦтƳΦ ƛƴ 
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Programme, commissioned by the Office of the Minister for Children (OMC), 

Fitzpatrick Associates (2007: xii) suggests that the primary objective of the EOCP, 

to facilitate workforce participation of parents by óincreasing the quality and 

quantity of childcare places available in Ireland, while improving the coordination 

of childcare provision [é] was somewhat overshadowed by a more quantitative-

based approach targeting maximisation of the supply of childcare placesô. Fallon 

(2005: 303) notes that óthe fact that childrenôs interests are peripheral to the 

rationale of the programme is reflected in the fact that child outcomes do not 

feature either in the programme indicators, or in the evaluation documentô.   

Nevertheless, further evidence of a shift towards identifying quality elements in 

the provision of ECEC was the establishment, in 2002, of the CECDE, bringing 

together players in the early primary and voluntary sectors and researchers, 

resulting in the publication of S²olta, The National Quality Framework for Early 

Childhood Education (CECDE, 2006). The DES also supported the National 

Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) in the development of Aistear: 

The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009). However, both 

frameworks were developed separately, reflecting a fragmented approach 

towards the governance of ECEC. A further problem lay in the lack of training for 

providers in the implementation of Aistear (French, 2013) in practice, diluting  

partnership approach advocated under both frameworks in ECEC, indicating óa 

discourse, rather than a practiceô (van Houte, Bradt, Vandenbroeck and 

Bouverne-De Bie, 2013: 116).   

It is important to highlight that while these frameworks provide examples of 

initiatives to promote quality child-centred practice, it is equally important to 

emphasise that they do not have a statutory basis. Instead, services participating 

in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) programme15 are obliged to 

óprovide an appropriate preschool educational programme which adheres to the 

principles and standards of S²olta and Aistearô (DCEDIY, 2023: 9). Four years 

                                                             
total had been allocated for investment in the development of childcare via the EOCP (2000ς2006).  
Funding allocated was targeted at capital grants, the creation of new childcare places and support for 
full- and part-time staff. This Scheme was followed by the National Childcare Investment Programme 
(NCIP) (2006ς2011). Full report available at: 
https://assets.gov.ie/34532/bd9329546c8f49aba2ed7e810cec1c75.pdf and Fallon (2005).  
15 The Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme is a universal free programme available to 

all children within the eligible age range.  It is provided for 3 hours per day, 5 days per week over 38 
weeks per year, and the programme year runs from August to June.  Details available at: 
https://earlyyearshive.ncs.gov.ie/ECCE-Programme-Rules-2023-2024.pdf [accessed June 2024]. 

https://assets.gov.ie/34532/bd9329546c8f49aba2ed7e810cec1c75.pdf
https://earlyyearshive.ncs.gov.ie/ECCE-Programme-Rules-2023-2024.pdf
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after the introduction of Aistear (NCCA, 2009), French (2013) pointed to the 

weakness of its implementation, due in the main to a lack of statutory status and 

a lack of funding for training ECEC personnel.  Walshe (2024) describes a similar 

consequence in relation to the forthcoming roll out of the updated Aistear (GoI, 

2024). 

It seems somewhat ironic that, although ECEC has moved more centre stage, 

with the state becoming increasingly involved in monitoring and funding, the slow 

pace of transformation of the profession, and consequently practice, continues to 

be challenging.  

The discussion now returns to the development of the national quality and 

curriculum frameworks, S²olta (CECDE, 2006) and Aistear (NCCA, 2009), 

respectively. 

2.6.1 The Quality Framework, S²olta (CECDE, 2006) 

The launch of the CECDE by the Minister for Education and Science, in October 

2002, aimed to develop and coordinate ECEC in Ireland consistent with the 

objectives of the White Paper, Ready to Learn (Government of Ireland (GoI), 

1999). The three objectives in the White Paper were visionary and far-reaching: 

(i) articulating a commitment to develop a national quality framework for ECEC; 

(ii) implementing interventions for children experiencing disadvantage and who 

have special additional needs and (iii) the establishment of an Early Childhood 

Education Agency (ECEA). This vision contributed to a growing momentum for 

quality experiences for preschool children. A process of examining research, 

policy and provision in several European countries and New Zealand 

underpinned ECEC development policy in Ireland (CECDE, 2004). The ideology 

of supporting all childrenôs needs and rights was underpinned by an interplay of 

quality factors, which include statutory quality, i.e. implementing minimum 

standards, and practitioner and education and training (ibid.). The development 

of S²olta (CECDE, 2006), meaning seeds, the Irish quality framework for ECEC, 

marks a significant milestone considering its ecological approach to ECEC. S²olta 

(CECDE, 2006) is comprised of 12 Principles and 16 Standards, with 

accompanying Components of Quality, Signposts for Reflection and óThink 

Aboutsô. The 12 Principles provide a vision and context for quality practice and 

are interdependent. The Standards and associated elements can be cross-
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referenced with each other and provide a baseline for defining and developing 

quality practice, and also underpin opportunities for reflection. The Standards 

identify, inter alia, childrenôs rights, play and environments to support childrenôs 

learning and development. Partnerships with parents and families in supporting 

childrenôs positive dispositions for learning are underpinned by educatorsô 

professional practice, planning and evaluation. 

Acknowledging the interrelationship of the Standards, I will focus on references 

to childrenôs play and relationships and how outdoor environments feature in the 

conceptualisation of quality provision. Reference to environments features 

throughout the standards, components and signposts for reflection (CECDE, 

2006). However, the conflation of indoor and outdoor environments arguably 

detracts from the unique features and affordances of outdoor environments. 

Despite this, specific reference to the outdoors is evident in both the 

óEnvironmentô Principle and Standard 2, Environments of S²olta (CECDE, 2006). 

Component 2.5 and the signposts for reflection frame outdoor environments as 

ódevelopmentally appropriate, challenging, diverse, creative and enriching 

experiences for all childrenô (CECDE, 2006: 24). In addition, prompts draw 

attention to the importance of having sufficient space to support childrenôs 

curiosity and creativity. Noteworthy also is the attention paid to babies and young 

children, which include opportunities for sensory stimulation and physical 

activities. Physical, agility and manipulative experiences are encouraged, 

including ósafeô risks. Reflecting the interdependence of the Standards of quality, 

educators are also encouraged to view the affordances of outdoor environments 

as integral to play and curriculum standards of quality provision. Furthermore, the 

relational characteristic of outdoor affordances is highlighted in prompts for 

educators to focus on how the environment enables children to interact in small 

and large groups (CECDE, 2006).  

However, with the exception of the above, reference to natural outdoor 

environments is noticeable in its almost complete absence in the S²olta 

Standards (CECDE, 2006). Despite its absence in the S²olta manual (CECDE, 

2006), clear reference is made to the benefits of childrenôs engagement in the 

natural world in the S²olta Research Digests (CECDE, 2007: 17), which draw on 

research and provide guidance for implementation of the Standards. For 

example, effective learning in the natural environment is characterised as coming 
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ófrom simple, versatile and abundant materialsô, whereby children ógain significant 

play value from elements é such as slopes, trees, bushes, sand, long grass and 

waterô. In addition, the simultaneous availability of indoor and outdoor 

environments is recommended (ibid.). Notwithstanding this support for and 

endorsement of natural outdoor environments, guidance on implementing 

Standard Two, Environments, appears to be framed primarily through an indoor 

lens, with a recommendation that indoor and outdoor environments órequire 

planning at every levelô (CECDE, 2007: 18). This raises fundamental questions 

about how outdoor environments are conceptualised in policy.   

2.6.2 Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, Aistear (NCCA, 2009) 

The development of the curriculum framework, Aistear (NCCA, 2009), provides 

further indication of the Stateôs commitment to acknowledging and supporting 

childrenôs positive learning and development. In developing Aistear, the NCCAôs 

engagement with childrenôs development provided insights into childrenôs lived 

experiences. An enduring feature of Aistear lies in its conceptualisation of 

children as competent and confident learners (NCCA, 2009).   

In addition, the authors of the four background research papers that supported 

the development of Aistear, Hayes (2007), French (2007), Kernan (2007) and 

Dunphy (2008), draw from a range of educational philosophies to highlight, inter 

alia, how learning and teaching opportunities can be encouraged in outdoor 

environments and the key roles of adults in doing so. For example, Froebelôs 

(1782-1852) approach provided opportunities for gardening and the care of pets, 

while Steinerôs (1861ï1925) approach encouraged childrenôs imagination with 

natural materials (French, 2007). Themes common to each of the papers focus 

on a view of children as curious, confident, competent and capable, and who 

thrive in environments that are stimulating, interesting and challenging. The 

adults in these environments are respectful, reflexive and reflective, confident 

and knowledgeable about how children learn and develop (NCCA, 2009).  

The importance of relationships, integrating care and education and the social 

context in which learning and development takes place, is the focus of Hayesô 

(2007) research paper. Describing this approach as a ónurturing pedagogyô,  

Hayes (2007: 3) emphasises that childrenôs ólearning and development can take 

place in day-to-day caring routines and relationships.ô Adopting this pedagogic 
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approach, the key role of the adult is underpinned by engaging with children 

through playful interactions: communicating, observing, interpreting and co-

constructing their learning.   

French (2007) highlights how attention is paid to the environment in the 

HighScope16 pedagogical approach to include outdoor interests for children, such 

as gardening. Acknowledged benefits of childrenôs engagement with the outdoors 

in the HighScope curriculum include health benefits and a relaxing alternative to 

often crowded indoor spaces. Equally significant in the HighScope approach are 

the affordances of outdoor environments to babies and young childrenôs 

development. For example, challenges such as the uneven natural terrain found 

outdoors, as well as slopes and steps, and opportunities to crawl on, over and 

under structures are important characteristics of HighScope pedagogy (ibid.). 

However, as previously noted, if the outdoors is framed only in terms of ósufficientô 

space, or óslotsô, potential benefits may not be actualised.  

Kernan (2007) highlights Montessoriôs pedagogic approach, which is embedded 

in childrenôs sensory development and engagement with purposeful tasks that 

nurture their independence. Drawing on a wide range of research (The Childrenôs 

Society, 2007; Einarsdottir, 2005; Clark and Moss, 2001; Bondavalli, Mori and 

Vecchi, 1993; Sutton-Smith, 1997), Kernan (2007) focuses on childrenôs 

perspectives when asked about their play activities. Their priorities include 

playing with their friends, being outdoors, choosing freely and playing with open-

ended materials, while also highlighting the importance of having fun (ibid.).  

Further, drawing on her own research (Kernan, 2006), focusing on 1ï5-year-old 

childrenôs experience of play outdoors in four diverse early childhood settings in 

Dublin, a workplace cr¯che, a day nursery, a community playgroup and a junior 

infant classroom in an infant school, Kernan (2007) identified childrenôs priorities 

in their outdoor play experiences. They include movement, vertical 

expansiveness, finding and constructing small spaces, transformation, direct 

contact with animals, insects and plant life and social experiencesΦ17   

                                                             
16 9/9/ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΣ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ IƛƎƘ{ŎƻǇŜΣ {ǘŜƛƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
aƻƴǘŜǎǎƻǊƛ όaŜƭƛŀΣ нлнлύΦ 
17 Movement includes opportunities for expansive movement, speed, practising newly acquired physical 

skills, transporting self or materials, moving in and out, indoors to outdoors to indoors.  Vertical 
expansiveness includes being high up on slopes, steps, raised platforms, climbing equipment, trees and 
slides, sights and sounds overhead.  Small spaces to be with friends in small groups, to be apart from the 
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Interestingly, there is very limited reference to the outdoors in supporting 

childrenôs learning and development through formative assessment (Dunphy, 

2008). Bringing together the indoor and outdoor, the learning environment is 

described in broad terms as being ówell-planned and well-resourcedô (Dunphy, 

2008: 8). Despite acknowledging childrenôs learning being óvery susceptible to 

environmental conditionsô (Dunphy, 2008: 13), there is a notable lack of attention 

to considering the outdoor environment as a pedagogical and assessment space 

in its own right. This may be indicative of a lack of attention at that time to its 

potential in enabling childrenôs holistic learning and development.   

Similar to S²olta (CECDE, 2006), an ecological perspective permeates attention 

to supporting childrenôs learning and development in Aistear (NCCA, 2009). 

Foregrounding relationships in childrenôs lives, the 12 principles, presented in 

three groups, namely, children and their lives in early childhood, childrenôs 

connections with others and how children learn and develop (NCCA, 2009), 

emphasise children as individuals, while being connected to their families, 

educators and communities. Illustrated in Figure 2.1, childrenôs dispositions, 

attitudes and values, skills, knowledge and understanding are embedded in their 

relationships with others, underpinned by Aistearôs (NCCA, 2009) four themes. 

                                                             
crowd, to observe at a distance, to hide or be enclosed.  Transformation involves multi-sensory 
exploration of nature elements (especially water), finding loose parts, transforming the physical 
environment with loose parts and house-building. Direct contact with animals, insects and plant life 
includes having time to observe animals, insects and plant life and having support from adults to name, 
understand, touch and care for animal and plant life. Social experiences include playing with friends, 
affiliation and co-operation, as well as being with significant adults involved in playful interactions and a 
shared interest in discoveries (Kernan, 2007). 
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Figure 2.1: Childrenôs learning and development through themes (NCCA, 2009: 

13) 

Shaped by a thematic approach to childrenôs learning and development, Aistear 

(NCCA, 2009) comprises aims and learning goals under four themes, framed in 

an emergent, enquiry-based curriculum discourse, with learning and 

development occurring in partnership with adults. Following extensive research 

and collaboration, the themes of Well-being, Identity and Belonging, 

Communicating and Exploring and Thinking óconnect and overlap é (and) é will 

focus on developing childrenôs dispositions and skills, nurturing attitudes and 

values, and building knowledge and understanding of their worldô (NCCA, 2009: 

16).   

The curriculum framework focuses on adults being responsive to childrenôs 

interests; and through observations and interactions, adults and children plan and 

co-construct learning and meaning-making (NCCA, 2009). Valuing the voices of 

children is evident as the development of Aistear was informed by a portraiture 

study (NCCA, 2007). The portraiture study approach aims to give voice to 

participants through a story ówhich documents and illuminates the complexity and 
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detail of a unique experience of place, hoping that the audience will see 

themselves reflected in itô (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffmann Davis, 1997: 14, as 

cited in NCCA, 2007: 14).   

Nevertheless, despite the inclusion of childrenôs voices in the principles of 

Aistear, and attention to their views on outdoor play in background research 

papers, childrenôs voices are virtually silent regarding what resources they would 

like to have available or what they would like to do while outdoors. So, for 

example, suggested learning experiences in natural and outdoor environments 

are shaped from an adultôs standpoint in what they should promote and provide. 

I noted with interest that the majority of focus on outdoor and natural 

environments was primarily discussed under the themes of Well-Being, Identity 

and Belonging and Exploring and Thinking. They feature to a lesser extent in the 

theme of Communicating. While adultsô observations and interactions are clearly 

meant to support childrenôs engagement with the outdoors, arguably, this 

perspective also highlights the challenges to the childôs agency. Therefore, 

although they ask adults to óallow me the freedom to explore and to do things for 

myselfô (NCCA, 2009: 11), the voice of the child appears to be positioned at the 

periphery of daily practice.   

The Guidelines for Good Practice (NCCA, 2009) include exemplars of practice 

on parent partnership, play, interactions and assessment. Taking the interactions 

guidelines, they describe how adults in an ECEC setting can support childrenôs 

learning and development. A range of interaction strategies are provided, 

whereby children and adults have opportunities to lead learning. Strategies 

whereby children lead learning are identified as building relationships with others 

in a secure environment that supports confidence-building, and where they are 

encouraged to initiate, lead and share the lead in activities (NCCA, 2009). 

However, while the guidance also suggests that ówherever possible, children 

need to be involved in structuring the environmentô, adults appear to have the 

primary role, whereby óthe adult thinks about when and where to place new 

materials, and how to rotate old materials, in order to encourage new and different 

activities and interactionsô (NCCA, 2009: 42). It would perhaps be more useful to 

recognise the dynamics of interactions, to articulate the verbal and non-verbal in 

more interactive ways to ensure all voices are heard, included and acted upon. 
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The necessity for training and mentoring in the national frameworks continues to 

be acknowledged (Pobal, 2022; DCEDIY, 2021; GoI, 2018). Aistear in Action [AiA] 

(Daly et al., 2014) was implemented in seven rural preschools from 2011ï2013. 

The National S²olta Aistear Initiative (NSAI), developed through interagency 

collaboration, was established in 2016 to support the coordinated roll-out of S²olta 

and Aistear (DCEDIY, 2024). These initiatives were considered to be successful 

overall in supporting ECEC providers and identified important support resources 

and the mentoring required (Daly et al., 2014; GoI, 2018). Participants indicated 

general satisfaction with mentoring support, initiating changes in their setting in 

regard to the layout of rooms, outdoor improvements and being more reflective 

in their work (GoI, 2018).  

In the Annual Implementation Report 2021/2022 of First 5 (GoI, 2021), progress 

milestones indicate that Continued Professional Development (CPD) resources 

for the National S²olta Aistear Initiative (NSAI) are to be revised. NSAI resources 

for educator CPD are available online in the Aistear S²olta Practice Guide 

(discussed in the next section). On-site support is also available to providers, 

through Better Start,18 to provide mentoring and coaching to implement the 

national frameworks. However, while some progress has been made, with CPD 

resources being available online and all ECEC services eligible for participants 

to opt in and participate in upskilling and training, Walshe (2024: 1) suggests an 

óover-reliance on the benevolence of early childhood educators to actively seek 

out additional training and supportsô is problematic.  

In addition, ongoing consultations are taking place in the process of updating 

Aistear (NCCA, 2023a; NCCA, 2023b; French and McKenna, 2022). Phase 2 of 

updating Aistear (NCCA, 2024; 2023c) provides a significant opportunity to 

extend the focus on outdoors across the birth to school-age and beyond age 

groups (there is a focus in the draft update on alignment with the Primary School 

Curriculum (DE, 2023) (NCCA, 2023c).19 Significantly, this approach represents 

                                                             
18 Better Start National Early Years Quality Development is a national initiative established by the 

Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth and is hosted by Pobal.  Better Start 
offers three programmes: Quality Development Service, Access and Inclusion model (AIM) and Early 
Years Learning and Development Unit. 
19 Although the primary school curriculum is beyond the remit of this review, it is noteworthy that the 

ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ 
and engagement with the natural world receiving attention as part of their social and environmental 
education. 
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a paradigm shift, widening the purview of education to take account of childrenôs 

education happening in diverse environments and in diverse ways. Moreover, the 

inclusion of outdoor environments in primary school pedagogy endorses a focus 

on outdoor pedagogy in ECEC settings. 

The Draft Updated Aistear (NCCA, 2023c) considers shifts in global, national and 

local developments and how they influence and shape childrenôs childhoods, 

incorporating an evolving lexicon to describe childrenôs lives, embedded in their 

families, communities and beyond.  It is significant that childrenôs learning is 

characterised as active and agentic, ówithin a democratic settingô (French and 

McKenna, 2022: 148) supported by nurturing relationships. Phase 2 of the 

Consultation process (NCCA, 2023c) adopts an image of children as óagentic, 

competent and confident learners.ô Moreover, the voices of children appear 

influential with reference to the inclusion of the outdoors as an integral part of 

their play environment. It is heartening to note that the theme of Exploring and 

Thinking, Aim 3, and associated learning goals, stipulates that óbabies, toddlers 

and young children will have opportunities to connect with nature and spend 

meaningful time in the outdoorsô (NCCA, 2023c: 26). Additionally, incorporating 

topics such as caring for their environment and highlighting the responsibility of 

all citizens for sustainability, óunderstood through the three pillars of 

environmental, economic, and socio-cultural [é] focuses attention on the 

wonders of our world and creates a cultural gaze of respect and responsibility in 

not only coming to know about climate action and biodiversity, but also in learning 

about issues such as inequity, poverty and discriminationô (NCCA, 2023c: 30). 

This timely, and perhaps overdue, update encompasses education on a 

continuum, acknowledging current discourses that concentrate on the present 

child, while suggesting that the concept of óbecomingô is important to recognise 

and encourage for children to ócarve their unique pathways, life stories, and 

identitiesô (Knaus, 2017, as cited in French and McKenna, 2022: 133). However, 

lessons have to be learned from the previous implementation of Aistear (NCCA, 

2009), and the success of the realisation of its messages must be incentivised or 

regulated, or both.   

2.6.2.1 Aistear S²olta Practice Guide 

One of the developments for educator engagement with the practice frameworks, 

mentioned above, is the development of the Aistear S²olta Practice Guide 
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(NCCA, 2015), continuing to build on the overall positive developments and 

reflecting the rapidly changing contexts of childrenôs lives, and thus emphasising 

the changing role of educators as interpreters and co-constructors of the 

curriculum framework. As ECEC settings are required to engage with the practice 

frameworks as a compliance requirement under funding guidelines (DCEDIY, 

2022), this resource is useful as it provides practical information and resources. 

Online resources are regularly updated and support educators to reflect on an 

emergent and enquiry-based curriculum. The Aistear S²olta Practice Guide is 

comprised of Curriculum Foundations, which explore the concept of curriculum 

and the values and principles that shape the curriculum, along with the adultsô 

role in its development. Building an emergent and enquiry-based curriculum 

focuses on childrenôs interests, questions and experiences. There are six 

interconnected curriculum pillars, which include parent partnerships, the learning 

environment, play, interactions, planning and assessing and transitions. A further 

pillar focuses on educator CPD. Each of the curriculum pillars includes self-

evaluation tools that prompt educators to reflect on their practice. However, while 

these resources aim to enhance quality practice, for example the self-evaluation 

tools available under the pillars, it is not clear whether these tools are used in the 

ECEC setting.  

Examples of resources focus on outdoor play, which includes opportunities for 

children to experience risky and adventurous play, play in the natural environment 

to experience the affordances of loose parts, taking trips beyond the ECEC 

setting and exploring aspects of the natural environment previously encountered 

in story books (NCCA, 2015). The interactions pillar reflects the concept of a 

nurturing pedagogy (Hayes, 2006), emphasising the centrality of quality-

sensitive, consistent and reciprocal relationships between adults and children. 

Regular updates of the Practice Guide, with resources, information and examples 

of everyday practice, reflect ongoing ECEC developments (NCCA, 2022). It is 

reassuring that online practice resources available to ECEC provide features for 

children caring for animals, sensory exploration, risky play and reading stories 

outdoors (NCCA, 2022).   

The next section discusses the governmentôs overarching strategy to support 

children and their families in the early years of the childôs life.  
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нΦт CƛǊǎǘ рΥ ! ²ƘƻƭŜ ƻŦ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ .ŀōƛŜǎΣ ¸ƻǳƴƎ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

CŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ нлмфπнлну 

First 5 (GoI, 2018) marked a turning point in the governmentôs approach to ECEC, 

cited as A Whole-of-Government Strategy for Babies, Young Children and their 

Families 2019-2028. The ten-year plan includes a broad range of measures that 

include and extend beyond reforms to promote quality ECEC provision. Building 

on developments, its aim is to maintain a sustained focus on improving quality in 

the ECEC sector across a range of measures, under identified goals and building 

blocks. Focusing on óformal, paid-for provisionô (GoI, 2018: 14) the vision 

encapsulates óan appropriately qualified and valued workforce, a consistently 

implemented curriculum framework and adherence to quality standards and 

regulations, particularly for publicly subsidised ELCô (GoI, 2018: 14). Goals C and 

D are relevant to the ECEC sector: with Goal C focused on positive, play-based 

learning and Goal D incorporating an effective early childhood system of services 

and supports. Drawing on research, the focus on play and the outdoors is 

welcome, while also drawing attention to the concern that fewer children are 

playing outdoors. Childrenôs and parentsô views are incorporated into First 5 (GoI, 

2018), highlighting the significance they place on the outdoors as integral to 

positive experiences in their lives, citing the importance of safe outdoor spaces. 

However, a lack of safe outdoor places for childrenôs play, along with parental 

anxiety over childrenôs safety, and a focus on academic and structured activities, 

is also acknowledged as encroaching on childrenôs opportunities for outdoor 

play.20 The importance of childrenôs play outdoors is emphasised, whereby they 

have opportunities for self-directed play, space, time and freedom, although it is 

unclear why it is described as óinnovative practiceô (GoI, 2018: 145). It is 

encouraging, nonetheless, to see a focus on a deeper integration of the outdoors 

and natural environments in First 5 (GoI, 2018: 81):    

éit is important to promote greater use by children of the outdoors and 

natural environment, including supporting childrenôs learning about the 

natural world. 

A further welcome action over the lifetime of the Strategy is a consideration of 

outdoor space requirements. It is hoped that this will mean that outdoor space 

receives equal attention to that of indoor environments with reference to the size 

                                                             
20 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ ¢ƘǊŜŜΦ 
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of the available outdoor area and its use as a pedagogical space. The First 5 

Annual Implementation Report 2023 (GoI, 2023) indicated that a national policy 

statement on outdoor learning and play is set for 2024 and 2025. 

2.7.1 Review of ECEC qualifications    

Returning to a focus on qualifications of the ECEC workforce, particular attention 

is drawn to the importance of a qualified and sustainable workforce as being 

ócentral to delivering high-quality services, and play[ing] a crucial role in bringing 

about the changes necessary to realising the vision for early childhoodô (GoI, 

2018: 110). This development, a commitment outlined in First 5, is pivotal in 

putting ECEC centre stage in the political and cultural arena within a system of 

further and higher education. The commitment in First 5 (GoI, 2018) signalled 

significant development in an effort to professionalise the workforce and improve 

the sustainability of the sector, resulting in a busy policy forum. It marked 

significant measures to reform funding and professionalisation of the ECEC 

sector.21   

A review of nationally accredited ECEC programmes was undertaken, resulting 

in the publication of Professional Award-type Descriptors (PATD) at NFQ Levels 

5 to 8: Annotated for QQI Early Learning and Care (ELC) Awards, in November 

2019 (QQI, 2019). Content for degree qualification requirements is outlined under 

the Professional Award Criteria and Guidelines (PACG) for Initial Professional 

Education (Level 7 and Level 8), published in 2019 (DES, 2019). All ECEC degree 

programmes offered at third-level universities in Ireland must be submitted and 

approved by the Qualifications Advisory Board (QAB) to regulate their ECEC 

degree programmes.  

The PACG aim to inform the content of all ECEC degree programmes. Drawing 

on a commitment in First 5 (GoI, 2018), all programmes are required to 

emphasise the importance of knowledge(s), practices and values of professional 

practice, defined in relational terms. Hence, required content should emphasise 

the importance of educatorsô professional practice concerning relationships with 

children, working with families and communities and working with other 

                                                             
21 See, for example: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/a9351-nurturing-skills-learner-

fund/?referrer=https://www.gov.ie/NurturingSkillsLearnerFund/#further-updates-on-the-nslf and 
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/ireland/national-reforms-early-
childhood-education-and-care 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/a9351-nurturing-skills-learner-fund/?referrer=https://www.gov.ie/NurturingSkillsLearnerFund/#further-updates-on-the-nslf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/a9351-nurturing-skills-learner-fund/?referrer=https://www.gov.ie/NurturingSkillsLearnerFund/#further-updates-on-the-nslf
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professionals and institutions, while also focusing on professional roles such as 

self-reflection, evaluation, advocacy and continuous professional development 

(CPD). Reflecting the philosophy of Aistear (NCCA, 2009), the guidelines do not 

provide an explicit vision of ECEC programme content; instead, there is a broad 

range of areas that must be included under the headings of knowledge, practices 

and values. However, while reference was made to outdoor environments in the 

descriptors for Level 5 and Level 6 Professional Awards (QQI, 2019), they were 

not explicit in the guidelines at Level 7 or Level 8. Instead, the guidelines for 

professional practice emphasise the importance of appropriate curricula that 

stimulate childrenôs positive learning dispositions and with a focus on science, 

literacy and maths in óeffective learning environmentsô (DES, 2019: 16).   

It is noteworthy from a search of available degree programmes online on 

University and Technological University websites that the majority include 

references to outdoor pedagogy/ environments.22 Highlighted as a core feature 

of degree programmes is a requirement for 35% of the overall duration of the 

programme to incorporate a supervised and assessed practicum element (DCYA, 

2019). Students therefore have opportunities to integrate ECEC theory and 

practice and build professional knowledge and skills. However, there is not an 

explicit requirement that students must have experience of pedagogy in the 

outdoors during their practicum, despite the regulatory requirements that children 

must have access daily.  Consequently, students as future educators, may not 

fully appreciate the benefits of outdoor  experiences for childrenôs holistic learning 

and development.  

While a focus on professional qualifications is welcome, three further points are 

relevant here. One, retention of qualified staff remains problematic, with salaries 

and working conditions for staff remaining challenging (Moloney and French, 

2022; Oke, Butler and OôNeill, 2019; OECD, 2021). In the context of this research, 

with a focus on relational pedagogy, outdoor affordances and pedagogy, an 

interested, highly motivated and articulate workforce is crucial. However, defining 

the construct of quality, premised on highly qualified staff, is problematic when, 

as discussed above, staff turnover stands at 19% (Pobal, 2022). A high turnover 

                                                             
22 In a review of QAB-approved ECEC degree courses online (17 available) (June 2024), explicit reference 

to the outdoors was evident in either the module title or content (indicative syllabus) in ten 
university/TU courses.  Note:  Not all module content/indicative syllabuses are available online.  
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of staff potentially limits the capacity for relationship-building and professional 

and personal investment in an ECEC setting, with First 5 noting that there are 

ólimited opportunities for observation, reflection, planning, teamwork and 

cooperation with parents ï all prerequisites of high-quality provisionô (GoI, 2018: 

110). Another statistic indicated that between 28% and 34% of staff, working 

directly with children and with qualifications at NFQ Level 7 or above, left the 

service in the previous 12 months (Pobal, 2021). The persistent theme of staff 

turnover in statistics is concerning when viewed from relationship and leadership 

perspectives. It is worrying that, included in the key findings from phase 2 of the 

consultation process to update Aistear (NCCA, 2024: 4), while new concepts and 

terminology were broadly welcomed, there were also calls for greater clarity and 

explanation of concepts like óslow relational pedagogyô, óagentic educatorô and 

óagentic childô. Alongside a change in title for the sector, initiatives that are 

shaping the ECEC profession and pedagogy also appear hierarchical, suggesting 

tensions and fragmentation at a practice level. 

Two, linked with pay and qualifications, findings from research by Oke, Butler and 

OôNeill (2019) suggest some staff working in the ECEC were frustrated that there 

was no recognition of prior learning, for example, undertaking a HighScope 

course or having previous experience in the sector. Three, the research by Oke, 

Butler and OôNeill (2019) also found that staff may be discouraged from 

undertaking higher qualifications, with one participant suggesting she was 

discouraged from undertaking a masterôs degree óbecause she was only working 

with childrenô. Higher qualifications were also viewed as a pathway out of the 

profession (ibid.).23   

These points could possibly explain the ambiguity surrounding 

professionalisation of the workforce and their ongoing impact on the sector as a 

whole. While the importance of the workforce is strongly reflected in recent policy, 

conversely, in the Report on challenges facing the Early Childhood Care and 

Education Sector (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2024), issues remain primarily the 

same (see Table 2.3).   

                                                             
23 Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ōȅ hƪŜΣ .ǳǘƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ hΩbŜƛƭƭ (2019) valued a 

degree as a professional qualification and supporting the provision of quality learning for children.   
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Table 2.3: Current challenges and unresolved issues 

1. Insufficient overall investment 

2. Core funding and fee freezes 

3. Diverse provision types require flexibility 

4. Better data and planning 

5. Multiple agencies, inspections and reporting requirements 

6. Recruitment and retention 

7. Closures and the sustainability fund 

8. Support for marginalised/disadvantaged children 

9. ECCE staff as experts and educators 

10. Public Provision of ECCE 

Source: Houses of the Oireachtas (2024: 12/13).  

Furthermore, a word of caution is posited by the OECD (2021: 15), suggesting:  

écare needs to be taken in the message that the countryôs upskilling 
policy communicates to current staff, 50% of which are not envisaged to 
hold a degree qualification (at least ISCED 6, NFQ level 7) in 2028. Equally 
important, a discussion is needed on the role(s) of staff with lower levels 
of qualifications in settings in the future (e.g. as an assistant or co-
professional in a room). 

 

Actions on First 5 commitments are evident. In 2022, 37% of staff working directly 

with children held an appropriate degree-level qualification, increasing to 39% in 

2023 (GoI, 2023), indicating progress towards a graduate-led workforce (GoI, 

2018). The new funding stream, Core Funding, set out in the Partnership for the 

Public Good (DCEDIY, 2021) was dependent on agreement (equal numbers of 

employer and employee representatives) on minimum rates of pay and 

conditions. The Employment Regulation Orders (EROs), which came into effect 

in September 2022, apply to a range of roles and are set out in Figure 2.2.24 

                                                             
24 School Age Childcare (SAC) roles are not included. 



81 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Employment Regulation Orders (EROs) and commensurate range of 

roles  

As previously identified, the roles and responsibilities of each member of staff are 

pivotal in providing quality play-based and child-centred experiences, 

underpinned by the national practice frameworks (OECD, 2021). However, it 

should be noted that 13.9% of staff with qualifications achieved their initial 

qualification outside Ireland (Duignan, 2024).25 While the importance of the 

outdoors is emphasised in tackling disadvantage (DCEDIY, 2021), arguably, 

similar attention must be paid to ensuring staff are knowledgeable, particularly in 

the national practice frameworks. Siraj, Kingston and Neilsen-Hewett (2019) 

argue that for CPD to be effective, it needs to be evidence-based, with 

approaches that are proven through research designs that make a difference for 

children, draw on Communities of Practice (CoP) and are delivered by 

researchers who add to educatorsô learning. This approach óacknowledges the 

active role of the educator in expanding quality and child development while 

acknowledging the need for practice change and creativity to be supported 

across multiple levels of influence: individual, centre/ community and political 

levelsô (Siraj, Kingston and Neilsen-Hewett, 2019: 53). However, as previously 

                                                             
25 ¢ƘŜ 5/95L¸ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘ ōƻǘƘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ 
ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9/9/Φ 
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indicated, it is concerning that support and induction measures, along with CPD, 

are neither developed in a consistent manner nor compulsory.  

A final point in this section concerns the professional identity of ECEC educators. 

The complexity of the ECEC profession in Ireland is thus evident in the diversity 

of qualifications, two inspectorates, private- and community-run ECEC settings 

and government investment. A further dimension of this complexity is the lack of 

an autonomous professional representative body (Moloney, 2021; Urban, 

Robson, Scacchi, 2017). Respondents to an online ósectoral questionnaireô 

(Moloney, 2021: 52) regarding the benefits of having a professional body 

representing the sector emphasised the ECEC sector as a óprofessionô, educators 

being recognised as óprofessionalsô, and this would help to óprofessionaliseô the 

sector (Moloney, 2021: 65).   

нΦу ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ /ƻǾƛŘπмф  

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic drew particular attention to outdoor 

environments in early childhood settings. Research with parents on the impact of 

ECEC closures on children (Egan, Pope, Moloney, Hoyne and Beatty, 2021) 

indicated that children missed play and social interactions with their peers, while 

some childrenôs screen time increased considerably (from one hour to four 

hours), due to parents working from home. Conversely, parents also reported 

positive changes, in that childrenôs play outdoors had increased. Although it 

appears that government attention and funding focused on public health and 

infection control at that time, it was a welcome development that part of the Covid-

19 Capital Grant expenditure of ú14.2m. for early childhood and after-school care 

was allocated for outdoor play equipment and shade and shelter accommodation 

to enable outdoor play as much as possible in ECEC settings (DCEDIY, 2021). 

Findings from Ihmeideh and Al-Qaryouti (2016) suggest that one of the barriers 

to accessing outdoor environments is related to the fact that some ECEC services 

operate in home-based premises, which may have limited outdoor space. 

Therefore, it may be worthwhile to include statistics in the Pobal Annual Early 

Years Sector Profile on the types of premises from where ECEC services operate, 

e.g. purpose-built, community premises or change-of-use domestic premises. 

These statistics should also include type, location, size and access to outdoor 

spaces, either on or off the premises. 
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нΦф /ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

This chapter has traced the development of legislation, regulations and policy 

relating to ECEC over the past three decades. It has highlighted the changing 

landscape and discourse of ECEC, with the government moving from peripheral 

to central involvement through regulation, policy, inspection and investment in 

order to support high quality ECEC for all children. A view of children as rights-

holders and competent, confident and active participants in their learning remains 

a prominent discourse.  

The key tensions and fragmentations that policy have caused for practice and 

professional identity expose compliance and resistance for those working at the 

coalface of practice. Consequently, quality ECEC may be compromised as 

practice educators experience disempowerment and reduced autonomy as 

emphasis shifts to the bureaucratic and administrative roles.  Consistent tensions 

regarding the professional role of ECEC educators and terms and conditions of 

pay and employment to erode a sense of professional identity. 

Key policy issues relating specifically to a focus on the outdoors occupies both a 

positive and negative space whereby a policy-practice divide seems to exist.  

While a focus on the outdoors has gained greater attention in policy, translation 

into practice appears more problematic. The conflation of indoor-outdoor 

environments potentially undermines the intrinsic affordances and value of the 

outdoor environments as a pedagogical space. Omission of reference to the 

outdoors in some policy and practice documents also weakens its potential as an 

integral element of curriculum planning. Thus, highlighting the affordances of the 

outdoor environment as a pedagogical space potentially undermines educatorsô 

skills, knowledge and confidence to successfully apply and articulate this 

approach to young children in ECEC settings.  In addition, although childrenôs 

voices are included in Aistear (NCCA, 2009) and central to the consultation for 

updating Aistear (NCCA, 2023c), collective voices (with possible convergent and 

divergent perspectives) are not taken together.   

Therefore, it is essential that, in the ongoing development of quality ECEC 

practice, space and time are available to bring individual voices into a collective 

that allows for the shared construction of meaning through a negotiated process. 

For all babies and young children, pre- and/or non-verbal and verbal, adults in 

the consultative process must ensure that interpretations are informed within 
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supportive and caring relationships and environments. Thus, locating the 

research methodology within the context of rights-based policy and practice is 

pivotal, and this will be explored in Chapter Five.   
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ ¢ƘǊŜŜΥ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ wŜǾƛŜǿ 

оΦм LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

We are walking towards a horizon which always recedes before us, but as 

we walk we see new landscapes opening up ahead while the landscapes 

we have passed through appear different as we look back. 

      Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 1999: 3 

This chapter presents a review of a growing body of literature pertaining to the 

outdoors in early childhood. The research aims and objectives call for an 

exploration of interrelated perspectives of educators, children and parents that 

shape the enactment and experiences of pedagogy in the outdoors in ECEC. 

The chapter opens at section 3.2, posing the question as to why we should pay 

attention to the outdoors in childrenôs lives. This section reflects on concerns 

about the decline in childrenôs experiences and engagement with outdoor 

environments, moving on to highlight the benefits. This is followed in section 3.3 

with a review of the literature in relation to the changing discourses and images 

of children and childhood. This section reflects on how the construction of a 

particular image of the child can shape ECEC practice. Section 3.4 follows, 

focusing on conceptualisations of the outdoors to support to support childrenôs 

holistic development. Section 3.5 reviews historical, philosophical and 

educational theories relating to the emergence of the outdoors for children. It 

explores the conceptualisation of the outdoors as spaces and places to passively 

alleviate social problems, and later as an acknowledgement of childrenôs right to 

play, and to play in a safe place. This section also explores how early 

educationalists incorporated the outdoors into childrenôs education and care.  

Section 3.6 provides a contrasting discourse, examining childrenôs disconnection 

from the outdoors, followed in Section 3.7 concerning the place of temporality in 

the context of the outdoors. The discourse of time is reviewed from different 

perspectives. Section 3.8 reviews play and learning, using four themes 

developed in the literature, and examines how teachers use play to influence 

childrenôs learning. Natural and manufactured environments and their play value 

for children are explored in Section 3.9, followed in Section 3.10 with a review of 

the literature defining and exploring the constituents of risk and risky play. This 
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section also includes educatorsô and parentsô perspectives on risk.  The chapter 

concludes with Section 3.11, which provides a summary of the chapter. 

оΦн ²Ƙȅ Ǉŀȅ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΚ 

Childrenôs engagement with the outdoors is framed on a continuum of concerns 

and benefits. On the one hand, opportunities for children to experience outdoor 

environments are perceived to be declining (Merewether, 2017; Waller et al., 

2017; Beattie, 2015; Kernan and Devine, 2009). Reasons for this decline are 

varied, focusing on areas such as children spending increased time on screen-

based activities (Charan et al., 2024; Bergen, 2017; Singer et al., 2009), 

increased demands on working parents, especially mothers (Ulset et al., 2017; 

Donoghue, 2015) and childrenôs sedentary lifestyles (Haywood-Bird, 2017; Bilton 

and Waters, 2017). Consequently, concerns emerge, connected with childrenôs 

low levels of understanding about topics such as food production and 

sustainability issues (Davis, 2015; Oloumi, Mahdavinejad and Namvarrad, 2012; 

Dillon et al., 2005) and their limited opportunities to engage with nature (Waller 

et al., 2017; Davis, 2015).   

On the other hand, research also highlights that the benefits accruing from 

childrenôs engagement in outdoor environments are wide-ranging. Childrenôs 

engagement with the outdoors promotes their holistic learning and development 

(Tovey, 2017; White, 2011). Their hands-on learning opportunities in the outdoors 

(Kiviranta et al., 2024) enhance cognitive and behavioural development (Ulset et 

al., 2017), well-being and independence (Carpenter and Harper, 2018; Bento and 

Dias, 2017; Tovey, 2017; Dowdell, Gray and Malone, 2011; Cooke, 2015; White, 

2011; Bilton, 2010) and play (Sandseter, Storli and Sando, 2022; Storli and 

Sandseter, 2019). The importance of fostering childrenôs participation and agency 

through engagement in topics such as environmental awareness and 

sustainability is highlighted by rlemalm-Hagsér and Sandberg (2017). 

While there is a consensus for the benefits of the outdoors, a range of factors 

also mitigate against its promotion in ECEC, such as educator training (Kiviranta 

et al., 2024), litigation (Bundy et al., 2009), a lack of suitable space and health 

and safety concerns (Kalpogianni, 2019).   
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The next section explores two images of children in wider literature: the ópoorô 

child and the órichô child. 

оΦо /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 

Early educational philosophers continue to influence everyday early childhood 

practice (Hayes, 2007; French, 2007; Kernan, 2007; Dunphy, 2008). A focus on 

the present child is juxtaposed with a construction of the future child, framing 

childrenôs early experiences as playing a crucial role in shaping their future lives 

(Curristan et al., 2023; OECD, 2018; GoI, 2018). Dahlberg, Moss and Pence 

(1999) take up this discussion, providing a wide-angle lens in order to position 

ECEC in an evolving discourse of change, that is, political, cultural, economic and 

technological change.  They seek to open up discourse that explores how images 

of children are constructed and shape practice. They argue that a view of children 

as passive recipients presents an image of a ópoorô child, while viewing children 

as active, co-constructors of knowledge, in interactions with others, presents a 

view of a órichô child (ibid.).   

3.3.1 The ópoorô child 

The concept of the child as passive stems from an image that views the child as 

a tabula rasa, needing to be filled with knowledge and prepared for learning 

(Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 1999). This image, they argue, suggests that 

children follow universal stages of development; are imitators and reproducers of 

culture, innocent; and at the same time, from an economic perspective, they are 

viewed in future terms ï as members of the workforce (ibid.).   

Moss, Dillon and Statham (2000) further argue against a deficit construction of 

children in need. The concept of a child in need originated in a British social work 

discourse and concerns the negative effects on childrenôs health, welfare and 

development if they do not receive adequate and appropriate services to 

safeguard and promote their welfare (Moss, Dillon and Statham, 2000). Instead, 

they stress the importance of questioning and disrupting such discourses in the 

course of examining and re-examining policies and practices. Echoing the 

approach adopted by Dahlberg et al. (1999), Moss et al. (2000: 238) highlight the 

risks inherent in adopting a ópoorô child approach, drawing on Baker (1998: 138), 

who suggests that ó[s]uch categories of deficit owe less to nature, more to 
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culturally specific practices ï practices which privilege concepts of intelligence, 

orderliness, etc.ô. 

Exploring preservice teachersô images of children and how these influence their 

practice in the United States, the work of McCartney and Harris (2014: 264) 

highlights how ó[p]ortraits of a very active, engaged child pursuing personal 

interests and talents stand beside those of a compliant learner focused on the 

ñright answerò and the single, ñcorrectò way to think about contentô (ibid.). They 

caution against preservice educators experiencing such practices when 

undertaking professional training, which may then filter into their own practice. 

Instead, they emphasise how, when preservice teachers experienced quality 

international experiences, this positively changed the image they held of children 

and of themselves.   

3.3.2 The órichô child 

A contrasting image of children is proposed by Rinaldi (2006), underpinned by a 

pedagogy of listening, a bedrock of Reggio Emilia pedagogy. This concept is built 

on an ethics of respect, which emphasises the role of the teacher in the 

educational encounter to listen: 

éto thought ï the ideas and theories, questions and answers of children 
and adults [é] [this] treats knowledge as constructed, perspectival and 
provisional, not the transmission of a body of knowledge.  

  Rinaldi, 2006: 15  

This approach respects the views and ideas of the other person in the encounter, 

with an image of children who can think and act for themselves. Dahlberg, Moss 

and Pence (1999: 57) describe this image of children as a órich childô. 

Furthermore, the reciprocity of these encounters presents an image of adults who 

come together with children in relationships that respect óotherness and 

difference, connectedness and relationshipsô (Rinaldi, 2006: 15). Dahlberg, Moss 

and Pence (1999) posit a triadic relationship, whereby an image of a rich child is 

supported by a rich pedagogue and rich parents. 

Rinaldi (2006: 83) suggests that the construction or image of the child óthus 

becomes a determining factor in defining their social and ethical identity, their 

rights and the educational contexts offered to them.ô In this regard, Malaguzzi 

(1920ï1994), creator of the Reggio Emilia approach, posits a view of the child as 
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being ready to build relationships with the world around them, active, competent, 

holding an ability to challenge, which thus produces dynamic involvement with 

diverse systems with which they are involved, such as family, school and 

community. 

Olsson (2013) explores this concept in an educational encounter whereby 

conditions are created that are conducive to listening to and taking childrenôs 

questions seriously. Such an approach creates situations for creative thought and 

action that take myriad directions. Olsson (2013: 251) is critical of an input-output 

approach to pedagogy. While being beyond the full scope of this discussion, the 

idea suggested is that being able to really listen to children óis not a question of 

seeking blindly the ónewô, or any final alternative to what already exists. Rather, it 

concerns the continuous rearranging and revitalisation of what we already have 

at our disposal.ô For example, highlighting the importance of not restricting the 

bodyôs capacity to act, the written and read language project described by Olsson 

(2013: 250) reveals young childrenôs embodied learning, describing their 

engagement affectively in terms of óvitality, aliveness and changeabilityô.  

Considering childrenôs engagement with the outdoors from a broad perspective 

provides a useful lens to understand its complexity. Moreover, it can be best 

understood when we consider the child: what the child does when they are 

outdoors and thus how they can influence play and pedagogy. 

Nevertheless, although Woolley and Loweôs (2013) conceptualisation of the value 

of play, explored above, in diverse outdoor places has some merit, it overlooks 

what I consider are pivotal criteria in enhancing playôs value. First, exploring play 

and its characteristics foregrounds how it can be understood in ECEC. Secondly, 

identifying correlates between play value and diverse outdoor spaces also 

requires paying attention to relationships and interactions between childrenôs 

peer groups and adults and children. In this regard, paying attention to a 

pedagogical encounter, ówhich varies from didactic over-structuring to the calm 

supportive structure of an almost silent presenceô (Warden, 2015: xiii), is crucial. 

These encounters may be influenced by educatorsô values and professional 

development, regulation and inspection, cultural practices and also the settingôs 

ópedagogical policy and visionô (Wysğowska and Slot, 2020: 1).   
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Exploring these images of the child and the context and relationships in which 

they are embedded suggests an obligation to understand the position of the 

outdoors for children in ECEC. This is explored in the next section. 

оΦп Iƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ  

A consistent area of agreement in the literature is the acknowledgement that 

being outdoors is essential for childrenôs holistic development. McClintic and 

Petty (2015) argue that as children spend increasingly more time in ECEC 

settings, the role that these settings play in providing access to outdoor 

environments is increasingly recognised. Bilton (2010: 15) suggests that óout of 

doors is part of being human [é] if we deny children experience outside then we 

are offering a ñdeprived environmentòô.    

Describing good outdoor areas, Bilton (2010) depicts what she would see in an 

ideal outdoor area: confident children engaged in sustained exploration and 

inventiveness; natural and manmade resources enabling childrenôs creativity and 

open-ended ideas. Children would be engrossed in manual activities, discussing 

aspects of their work with peers and supportive adults. The diversity of age 

groups envisaged by Bilton ranges from 18 months to 15 years where teaching, 

learning and playing are integral.   

Although Bilton focuses on an ideal environment, she does not differentiate 

between types of environments. Elliott (2015: 46), on the other hand, focuses on 

embedding nature into childrenôs play environments and refers to childrenôs 

connections with natural outdoor spaces through using natural play materials, 

creating óproductive gardensô (both of which can also be used indoors) and trips 

into the wider community. Such practices, she contends, will reconnect children 

with nature, promoting health, wellbeing and development, and counteract óthe 

erosion of childrenôs connections with the natural environmentô (Elliott, 2015: 33). 

In addition, she suggests that children display óaffective knowingô (original italics) 

as they actively and enthusiastically explore and investigate the natural world. 

She further asserts that many experiences over time build on childrenôs ócognitive 

knowingô (original italics), as they play in nature, scaffolded and mentored by 

educators.   
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Reflecting a view of the environment as an educator, Bone (2013: 57) extends 

this concept, presenting an argument suggesting that animals óbe considered 

respectfully as a pedagogical support and motivator for learningô. Proposing a 

view of animals as the fourth educator in early childhood settings, Bone (2013: 

61) suggests their value extends to supporting childrenôs emotional and sensorial 

regulation as they care for them. Drawing similarities with Malaguzziôs concept of 

the environment as the third educator, Bone proposes that including animals in 

ECEC will heighten childrenôs awareness of the importance of animals in the 

ecosystem.  

This theme is extended by Motta and Ferreiraôs (2022: 387) argument that we 

should pay attention to knowing and understanding childrenôs lives as part of a 

wider complex of relationships, human and more-than-human. Drawing on 

Rasmussen (2004), Motta and Ferreira (2022) consider that children incorporate 

more-than-human into their play, which helps óthem create this childrenôs placeð

one that is not planned for them by adults, but to which they attribute a special 

meaning through playô (ibid.). Furthermore, reflecting Rietveld and Kiverstein 

(2014), they suggest encountering more-than-human beings reinforces a view of 

the environment as relational and a resource (Motta and Ferreira, 2022).   

However, Merewether (2017: 132), drawing on Robertson (2011), argues that 

children do not need forests to have quality experiences outdoors; instead, ówhat 

is necessary is [a] desire to embrace everyday outdoor environments and their 

pedagogical potentialsô. Merewether (2019; 2017) stresses the important role that 

educators play in this respect, and their pivotal role in reflecting on and 

interpreting pedagogical documentation ï conversations, photographs and so on. 

Merewether tells a story about her own research as she reflected on a photo 

taken by one of the children participating in her research. A number of elements 

are essential to her story: óthe act of documenting childrenôs perspectivesô 

(Merewether, 2017: 137) and óplugging into different theoriesô (Merewether, 2017: 

140), (a move away from her usual Piagetian theory), while also engaging in 

conversations with the children, meant that the unfolding of meaning was 

embedded in a process of a ócontinuous and ever-evolving field of relations within 

which beings of all kinds are generated and held in placeô (Ingold, 2011: 237; 

Merewether, 2017: 141). Developing this idea further, Merewether (2019) draws 
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on Deleuzeôs (2007)26 concept of assemblage, whereby connections are made 

between, for example, humans and non-humans. Using an example of a puddle, 

which children in her research associated with water flowing to be with its family, 

Merewether (2019: 114) suggests órecognising the shared materiality of all things 

in an environment places children and adults in a better position to acknowledge 

our coexistence with the worldô. 

Lynchôs (2011: 357) doctoral research focused on infant-environment 

transactions in infantsô home environments, both indoors and outdoors. Findings 

identified, inter alia, the physical environment as being a learning environment 

ówhen it provided affordances for interaction that met the infantsô needs as 

observed through their motivation and choices in play.ô Concluding that infantsô 

interactions with the physical environment do not exist independently of the social 

environment, Lynch (2011: 363) introduced the concept of the ideal environment 

for infants that: 

seemed to afford optimal opportunities for development, included both 
object and space use, combined with the responsiveness of others 
(parents and siblings) to orchestrate play interactions in the physical 
environment. So processes that optimally engaged the infants were 
multidimensional, and provided physical, social and emotional affordances 
for successful play interactions. 

Childrenôs right to play foregrounded the research programme, P4PLAY27, 

applied to four areas of play: People, Place, Policy and Practice. Focusing on 

inclusive play spaces for children in community parks and playgrounds, Lynch et 

al (2018) draw on the concept of Universal Design (UD)28 to meet the needs of 

all users. Drawing on Woolley and Loweôs (2013) concept of play value, the 

principles of UD must be considered in tandem with attention to a play value 

                                                             
26 aŜǊŜǿŜǘƘŜǊ όнлмфΥ ммрύ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ŀ 5ŜƭŜǳȊƛŀƴ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜΥ ΨLƴ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜǎ Χ ȅƻǳ ŦƛƴŘ 
ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ōƻŘƛŜǎΣ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ōƻŘƛŜǎΣ ƘƻŘƎŜǇƻŘƎŜǎΤ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǳǘǘŜǊŀƴŎŜǎΣ 
ƳƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƎƴǎΩ ό5ŜƭŜǳȊŜΣ нллтΥ мттύΦ 
27 tпt[!¸ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǊŀƴǎπ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ hŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜΦ tпt[!¸ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ hŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ϧ hŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¢ƘŜǊŀǇȅ ƛƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ /ƻǊƪΣ 
LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ [ǳƭŜŀ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ {ǿŜŘŜƴΣ vǳŜŜƴ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ 9ŘƛƴōǳǊƎƘΣ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ 
½ǳǊƛŎƘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ǇǇƭƛŜŘ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ {ǿƛǘȊŜǊƭŀƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƻǊǘƛǳƳ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀŘǾƛǎƻǊǎΣ bDh ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ƻŦ 
Ǉƭŀȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΦ /ǳǊǊŜƴǘ LǊƛǎƘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ aŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ LǊƛǎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭȅŀǊŘǎ όƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ 
WǳƴŜ нлнрύΦ  !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦǇпǇƭŀȅΦŜǳκŀōƻǳǘπǇпǇƭŀȅκǿƘŀǘπǿŜπŘƻκƳŀƪƛƴƎπǎǇŀŎŜπŦƻǊπǇƭŀȅκ ¢ƘŜ 
ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ǇƭŀȅΦ  !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦǇпǇƭŀȅΦŜǳκǇǊƻƧŜŎǘκǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘπŜǎǊπтκ 
ώŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ WǳƴŜ нлнрϐ 
28 т tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ 9ǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜΤ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǳǎŜΤ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘǳƛǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜΤ 
ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛōƭŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΤ ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŜǊǊƻǊΤ ƭƻǿ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘΤ ǎƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜΦ 

https://www.p4play.eu/about-p4play/what-we-do/making-space-for-play/
https://www.p4play.eu/project/research-esr-7/
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perspective.  Play value is described as óthe value that an environment, object or 

piece of equipment brings to childrenôs experience of playô (Lynch et al. 2018: 

44). Nevertheless, Lynch et al. (2018) concluded that UD is under-represented in 

analysed international and national guideline documents and the translation of 

UD into practice is not adequately promoted. 

Morgenthaler et al. (2024) aim to address this anomaly by providing evidence to 

support the understanding of how the physical environment shapes childrenôs 

outdoor play.  Applying the theory of affordances (Gibson, 2015) (discussed in 

detail in Chapter Four), Morgenthaler et al. (2024) developed an Environmental 

Taxonomy of Outdoor Play Space Features located in schools and public spaces 

in communities. Focusing on play occupation29 from an occupational therapy 

standpoint, the authors suggest the importance of having a deeper understanding 

of environment-person transactions (Lynch and Stanley, 2018), which, in addition 

to enabling a deeper understanding of how the physical environment can 

potentially provide play affordances, will also strengthen approaches to designing 

outdoor play spaces that enhance the play value for children (Morgenthaler et al. 

2024). Furthermore, they highlight that a shared terminology increases the 

effectiveness of collaboration among interdisciplinary stakeholders such as 

designers, providers, policymakers and researchers (ibid.). While a detailed 

exploration of the taxonomy developed by Morgenthaler et al. (2024) is beyond 

the scope of this review, its development highlights the importance of 

synthesising óempirical evidence of the influence of physical environmental 

functional qualities on actualized play affordancesô (Morgenthaler et al. 2024: 4). 

Attention to the value of outdoor environments for childrenôs development has 

roots in historical, philosophical and educational theories, to which the next 

section turns. 

                                                             
29 tƭŀȅ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƨƻȅ ŀǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŦǊŜŜƭȅ 
ŎƘƻǎŜƴΣ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŦπŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ό[ȅƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ aƻƻǊŜΣ нлмсύΦ tƭŀȅ 
ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƛƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ 
ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ό[ȅƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ aƻƻǊŜΣ нлмсύΦ 
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оΦр 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

Constant evolving understanding of children as agents of their space and 

experiences is evident in the literature. Kuh (2014: 71) explores the origins of the 

provision of outdoor space specifically designated and designed for childrenôs 

outdoor play as emerging óalongside the concept of childhood as a distinct phase 

of life defined by innocence, play and learning [é]ô. Important precursors to the 

emergence of the outdoors as a significant space for children include the 

influence of German theories on physical development, the parks movement of 

the 19th century and the kindergarten movement. The intention of the parks 

movement for the creation of urban green spaces was to alleviate social problems 

through passive exposure to natural environments. Thus, active play was often 

restricted. A later expansion of this movement led to an inclusion of play 

equipment and appealed to adult caregivers (ibid.). Gill (2017) also suggests that 

the creation of playgrounds is an implicit recognition of childrenôs right to time to 

play, while also serving to create an alternative place to their typical play space, 

which was the streets.  

Early childhood education and care as conceptualised in contemporary society 

stems from early philosophers and educators such as Froebel (1782ï1852), the 

McMillan sisters (Rachel, 1859ï1917 and Margaret, 1860ï1931) and Montessori 

(1870ï1952). For Froebel, freedom and playfulness were encouraged in outdoor 

environments, nurturing childrenôs health and wellbeing, uniting body and spirit 

with family, community and the wider world (Liebschner, 1992). Froebel believed 

that knowledge begins with action, enabling the child to make connections 

between their inner feelings and experiences of the world (Tovey, 2017; Bruce, 

2012; Lilley, 1967/2010). Outdoor environments provide a gentle and natural 

pedagogy as children experience seasonal changes, cycles of life and death, 

growth and decay, and a sense of wonder and awe as they engage with and 

combine natural and human-made resources, such as water and hosepipes or 

drains, dry and wet soil and the natural topography of the earth (Tovey, 2017). 

Fundamental to the development of the relationship between the child and the 

natural world, a Froebelian philosophy emphasises the importance of a 

knowledgeable adult who appreciates and shares the phenomena of the natural 

world: 
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Children who spend all their time in the open air may still observe nothing 
of the beauties of Nature and their influence on the human heart. Yet ï 
and this is the important point ï the boy sees in his mind the significance 
of the life of Nature around him, but if he does not find the same awareness 
among adults the seed of knowledge just beginning to germinate within 
him is crushed.    

Lilley, 1967: 146 

Reflecting Froebelôs philosophy, the McMillan sisters foregrounded a welfare, 

interventionist approach, whereby family and socio-economic disadvantage 

underpinned their approach. For Margaret McMillan, education provided a way 

out of poverty. She combined education and care, whereby children learned 

through play while being outdoors, in all weathers (Pound, 2004). Edwards (1961, 

as cited in Liebovich, 2018: 90) referred to the McMillan nursery school day as a 

ólong nurture dayô, where childrenôs freedom to play and holistic development 

were nurtured, with nutritious food, hygiene and fresh air.  

Observing children, the approach to education ówas via a childôs ósense of wonderô 

(Liebovich, 2018: 88) as the garden provided opportunities for socialisation, 

sensorial and perceptual motor skills, caring and practical and language skills. 

Opportunities to interact with and care for the pets, as well as enjoying the 

physical activities of climbing and ride-on vehicles, were also available. Also 

advocated by Montessori (discussed below), Margaret McMillan attached 

importance to teachers being knowledgeable about theoretical and practical 

aspects of childrenôs development, arguing that óyoung children deserve only the 

best and brightest practitioners as well as focusing on the whole child, not just 

their intellectual developmentô (Liebovich, 2018: 83ï84). 

A view of education as a societal responsibility was advocated by Montessori 

(1870ï1952), arguing that óeducation, no longer matters only to children and their 

parents, but also to the state and to international relationshipsô (Montessori, 1988: 

13). Montessori pedagogy emphasises childrenôs independence, with the 

educatorôs role as an observer, making links between the environment and the 

child (Isaacs, 2015; Standing, 1957). Childrenôs connectivity to the universe is 

nurtured through introducing integrated subject areas of botany, geography and 

zoology (Durakoglu, 2014), with care of the environment and care of the person 

being central to practical life skills.  
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Explaining the importance of deep engagement with nature in education, 

describing the environment as a ónew third factorô (Standing, 1957: 266), 

Montessori suggests: 

Let the children be free; encourage them; let them run outside when it is 
raining; let them remove their shoes when they find a puddle of water [é] 
But when children come into contact with nature, they reveal their strength.  

       Montessori,1988: 71   

Threading a focus on the environments described above, the Reggio Emilia 

approach to ECEC describes the environment as the third teacher. However, 

indoor and environments are not considered in Reggio schools. Instead, the aim 

is: 

éto connect time to space [é] to connect the ówhatô with the ówhereô and 
the ówhenô [é] in order to capture the real values being attributed to a 
certain space and the spaceôs capacity for being suited to what was 
experienced there 

        Rinaldi, 2006: 78 

As educators observe and speak with children, they notice the ways in which 

óspace can be made to ñspeakò and invite interactionô (Strong-Wilson and Ellis, 

2007: 41). Consequently, they introduce óprovocationsô in the environment, 

encouraging a negotiated and emergent curriculum, drawing on their own and 

childrenôs experiences. The structure and organisation of spaces in Reggio 

schools, outlined in Table 3.1 below, as enabling spaces for children, educators 

and parents, are óprocess-oriented é which fosters communication and is itself 

communicationô (Rinaldi, 2006: 87ï88).  
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Table 3.1: Enabling environments for children, educators and parents 

Children Educators Parents 

Express their potential, 

abilities and curiosity 

Feel supported and 

integrated in their 

relationships with 

children and parents 

Are listened to and 

informed 

Explore and research 

alone and with others, 

both peers and adults 

Have appropriate 

spaces and furnishings 

to satisfy their need to 

meet with other adults, 

both colleagues and 

parents 

Meet with other parents 

and teachers in ways 

and times that foster 

real collaboration 

Perceive themselves as 

constructors of projects 

Have their need for 

privacy recognised 

 

Reinforce their 

identities, autonomy and 

security 

Be supported in their 

processes of learning 

and professional 

development 

 

Work and communicate 

with others 

  

Know that their identities 

and privacy are 

respected 

  

Recognition of the emergence of outdoor environments as beneficial to childrenôs 

holistic learning and development has meant that it is gaining increasing attention 

in regulatory, policy and public discourse. Briefly, positive aspects included in 

regulation and policy refer to the holistic benefits of children engaging with 

outdoor environments. Negative aspects from inspection reports refer to its lack 

of use, lack of creativity, lack of engagement and non-compliance regarding 

safety regulations. Although 97% of early childhood and school-age services 

have reported having an outdoor space (Pobal, 2022), absent from these data is 

a breakdown of the types and areas (sizes) of outdoor spaces available, which 

arguably contributes to their value. 
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оΦс /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ 

Charting childrenôs separation from natural environments, Louv (2005), and 

others (Li et al., 2022; Coates and Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Chawla, 2015; 

Durakoglu, 2014), argues that in national and international research, the nature 

deficit is growing exponentially. Louv, 2005: 35) suggests that an explanation of 

childrenôs lack of active engagement with nature is offered by Jane Clark, from 

the University of Maryland, who describes ócontainerized kidsô (as children who, 

even though they may be exposed to natural environments, are contained in 

buggies or cars. Louv also refers to children in rural Ireland, suggesting that living 

in a rural area does not guarantee adequate exposure to nature due to an 

increasingly urbanised world, ówith nature experience a major casualtyô (ibid.). 

Reluctantly coining the phrase ónature-deficit disorderô, Louv (2005) also points 

to the abundance of nature and its holistic benefits for children. In agreement with 

Louv (2005), Chawla (2006) also emphasises the importance of educating 

parents about the value of nature play for children. 

Louv (2005: 158) assimilates the importance of childrenôs sense of belonging, 

meaning and connection with nature and their environment with the theory of 

attachment, a deep attachment to place, foregrounded by óthe creation of a deep 

bond [é] a complex psychological, biological and spiritual processô, without 

which the child is lost and vulnerable. Reflecting Louv, Waite (2017: 12) highlights 

the reciprocal nature of this attachment in early childhood education, suggesting 

it occurs at the intersection of adults (educators, parents, community), children 

and place in meaningful interactions óconstantly being revised by ongoing 

experiences in themô. 

While there may not be a consensus as to what constitutes an ideal outdoor 

environment, various studies and wider literature draw attention to the place of 

temporality in childrenôs lives. Irrespective of the types of outdoor environments 

available to children, studies identify the importance of paying attention to 

temporality and how this is conceptualised in ECEC. Kernan (2006) highlights the 

importance of temporality in understanding childrenôs lives in the context of 

childrenôs development, for example, how age and changes may determine their 

access to spaces. Time and space in schedules and routines in ECEC settings 
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have focused on flowing with the child, as advocated in the Reggio Emilia 

approach (Kernan, 2006).   

оΦт ¢ŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ƛƴ 9/9/ 

Understanding the place of temporality in childrenôs lives continues to merit 

attention. While access to the outdoors is a regulatory requirement, as previously 

discussed, childrenôs time outdoors may be limited for a number of reasons. Clark 

(2023: 15) draws attention to how scheduled routines, or óclock timeô, set by 

adults, to meet curriculum requirements, may take precedence over childrenôs 

interests. Bruce (2020) cautions against rushing children through the day, taking 

short cuts and making quick fixes, interrupting their play and keeping them 

occupied and busy with educator-led tasks. This approach, she argues, means 

that: 

échildren have no time to be anchored enough or to be able to think and 
feel, to relate to others clearly, for play helps children to unravel their lives 
and experiences in ways which hold meaning for them. 

        Bruce, 2020: 29 

Instead, she emphasises the importance of slowing down, ensuring children have 

time óto stand and stare, to experience, to liveô (ibid.). Time in outdoor 

environments is next explored from different perspectives. 

For Rathunde (2013), the influence of Montessoriôs educational philosophy, 

which foregrounded deep concentration and the theoretical concept of óflowô 

(Rathunde and Csikszentmihalyi, 2005; Rathunde, 2009), posits the positive 

effect of nature on concentration. Referring to personal experiences, Rathunde 

(2013: 237) emphasises the significance of feeling sensations of wonder and awe 

and being a part of something óoutside of myselfô in order to reconnect hand and 

head through primary, as opposed to secondary (media images), experiences. 

He further argues that meaning is weakened without deep sensory and intimate 

connection and engagement with the environment; meaning cannot be 

adequately transmitted objectively or through formal presentation.   

Grayôs (2015: 125) conceptualisation of uninterrupted time in play, óconducted in 

an active, alert, but relatively non-stressed frame of mindô, echoing concepts of 

flow, complexity and development, is discussed by Nakamura and 
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Csikszentmihalyi (2014). Flow is achieved when thoughts, feelings, wishes and 

actions are in unison. The state of flow is thus rewarding, motivating repetition 

and the search for further challenge, which encourages growth. In this context, 

time to develop friendships and interests, created in interactions with others who 

hold similar interests, engaged in shared and enjoyable experiences, is a 

characteristic of flow (Göl-Güven, 2017). 

Barbiero and Berto (2021) and Yanez and Fees (2017) emphasise the 

importance of time spent in nature in order to understand the concept of biophilia, 

translated as ólove of lifeô (Barbiero and Berto, 2021: 1).30. They highlight the 

bidirectional aspect of a óbiophilic personalityô (ibid.), whereby nature is both 

restorative and evokes a reciprocal affiliation for nature. They argue that a 

biophilic personality develops over time, with direct and frequent exposure to 

nature being required. Furthermore, these experiences replicate real-life 

encounters, with opportunities to develop skills such as problem-solving, risk 

management and collaboration, and provides a foundation for an affiliation to 

nature and ongoing engagement with sustainability (ibid.). 

Despite the acknowledged benefits of children spending time outdoors, a further 

consistent theme in the literature also focuses on how time outdoors is restricted. 

Consequently, children cannot fully reap the benefits as a result of a range of 

factors. National and international research highlights common barriers. Almost 

two decades ago, Kernan (2006) highlighted the challenges to children spending 

time outdoors. Barriers include safety concerns, segregation of age groups and 

the size of the outdoor space, leading to restricting outdoor time to slots, in 

suitable weather conditions, which also restricted grassy areas, distance from the 

ECEC setting, educatorsô interpretation of regulations and educators restricting 

childrenôs choice to go outdoors. Some educators in Kernanôs research did not 

consider the educative value of outdoor time.  

Almost a decade ago, Kos and Jerman (2013) and Jayasuriya et al. (2016) drew 

attention to similar challenges. Findings in Kos and Jermanôs (2013) research 

indicated that uninterrupted time in outdoor settings was also restricted due to 

limited flexibility in the daily routine. In addition, while both educators and parents 

                                                             
30 .ŀǊōƛŜǊƻ ŀƴŘ .ŜǊǘƻ όнлнмΥ мύ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ōƛƻǇƘƛƭƛŀ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΩΥ ƭƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ 
ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ Ǉƭǳǎ ŀƴ ŀōƛƻǘƛŎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎƻƛƭΣ ŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŜǊΦ 
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demonstrated positive attitudes towards children spending time outdoors, this 

was not straightforward. Parental resistance manifested in children not being 

provided with suitable outdoor clothing (Kos and Jerman, 2013). Conversely, 

Jayasuriya et al. (2016) suggest that parents being unaware of the ECEC 

settingôs outdoor policy correlated with their perceived negative attitude, leading 

to a recommendation for better communication between educators and parents. 

Despite an acknowledgement of both the benefits of and barriers to childrenôs 

engagement with the outdoors in ECEC settings outlined above, many of those 

barriers remain. In more recent research, Kiviranta et al., (2024), Mart and Waite 

(2023) and Bilton and Waters (2017) reiterate similar challenges. Arguably, this 

can create a view that the educational focus of ECEC practice appears to be 

primarily on indoor environments, with barriers to the outdoors dominating 

practice, thus consigning the outdoors to an educational space on the periphery 

of practice.   

Thus, considering the place of temporality emphasises the complexity of 

childrenôs engagement with the outdoors. Highlighting the benefits and barriers 

provides a useful lens through which to explore outdoor spaces in ECEC settings. 

However, we cannot look at the outdoors in a vacuum; we must do so in a context 

where the child is at the centre and the focus is on supporting and enhancing 

childrenôs motivation and engagement in what the outdoors has to offer the child. 

Unpacking discourses on children and childhood highlights how adopting a 

particular position influences an image of the child. Rinaldi (2006: 83) suggests: 

What we believe about children thus becomes a determining factor in 
defining their social and ethical identity, their rights and the educational 
contexts offered to them. 

The next section will review the literature on risk and risky play, threading through 

the concepts of play, pedagogy and learning. 

оΦу tƭŀȅΣ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

The complexity of play is evident in how it is conceptualised in research and wider 

literature. The concept of pedagogy in relation to play and learning, introduced in 

Chapter Two, is explored further here with reference to empirical studies. The 

importance of play for childrenôs learning and development, and the outdoors, 

emanating from the work of early philosophers and educators, is explored earlier 
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in this chapter. Despite this acknowledgement, Walsh, McMillan and McGuinness 

(2017) draw attention to the decline of play in childrenôs lives, in terms of both 

quality and quantity. They suggest that these challenges may be the result of the 

quality of provision of ECEC, the role of the educator, parental expectations and 

top-down pressures. They suggest that a turning point in this thinking may lie in 

findings from Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) (Siraj-

Blatchford and Sylva, 2004). Concepts such as sustained shared thinking, 

striking an equal balance between child-initiated and adult-initiated activities, 

implementing a flexible curriculum to evolve with childrenôs development and 

implementing clear policies that support conflict resolution all merit attention. 

They advocate for diverse pedagogical approaches that, variously, scaffold, 

extend, monitor, provide opportunities for discussing topics and engage in direct 

instruction (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004).    

These concepts are evident in empirical studies explored by Pramling 

Samuelsson and Björklund (2023). While the context of these empirical studies 

is Sweden, the following provides a useful framework to explore pedagogy and 

play, taking the roles of educators, children and the environment into 

consideration. Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund (2023) suggest that in their 

own research over a 40-year period, the relationship between play and learning 

is not self-evident. Reviewing research conducted in the 1960s, ECEC research 

was informed by psychological theories, designed as large-scale quantitative 

studies, and provided statistical data on child development and the influence of 

environmental factors. Pramlingôs research in 1983 marked a turning point in 

ECEC research at the University of Gothenburg, as children were asked óabout 

their ways of experiencing the concept of ñlearningòô (Pramling Samuelsson and 

Björklund, 2023: 313). The starting point focused on an interest in knowing the 

childôs perspective, stemming from a pedagogical approach called 

Developmental Pedagogy (ibid.). They revisited and explored a number of 

empirical research studies that had been conducted over a 30-year period, from 

the early 1990s to the late 2000s, in Sweden, and identified four themes on how 

play and learning are considered in research.  

While there is no scope for an in-depth discussion here, the value of exploring 

this conceptualisation of play for this study lies in understanding the unfolding 

and evolving processes that occur in play, the intentions, pedagogic approaches 
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and relationships in which play occurs. Arguably, therefore, the overall picture 

that emerges is a growing understanding of how play is conceptualised in ECEC 

practice. 

Under four themes, Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund (2023) explored how 

teachers use play to influence childrenôs learning. Each of the themes identified 

is considered with reference to play as pedagogy: 

1. Play as part of practice for learning;  

2. The playing learning child as an individual; 

3. Play and learning integrated into education; 

4. Play-responsive teaching. 

The first theme focuses on how educators use play to influence childrenôs 

learning and moving towards an intended learning goal to discover childrenôs 

perspectives. While the educator could participate in childrenôs play, it is not a 

requirement. Instead, the focus may concentrate on childrenôs perspectives and 

how they make sense of a concept. The educator identifies a learning outcome, 

planning a play experience related to that outcome for the children to focus on. 

Through play, the children have opportunities to explore their understanding of a 

concept, for example. Where educators engage with children in meta-cognitive 

reflection on this play experience, Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund (2023: 

315) suggest that educators shoulf discover childrenôs perspectives, gaining an 

understanding of óhow the subjective world of the children appeared to themô. 

Considering this theme in the context of this study draws attention to the role of 

adults as they identify, plan and reflect with children on a learning outcome 

outdoors. An example of this could be growing food. As indicated by Pramling 

Samuelsson and Björklund (2023), play is part of pedagogy and also an 

experience for the children themselves. 

Childrenôs learning and making sense of the world around them is the focus of 

the second theme. Children do not separate play and learning. They use the 

resources available to them in their environment, playing and imitating what they 

see around them, initially to make sense of their world, and these experiences 

are extended as their interests are stimulated. Pramling Samuelsson and 

Bjºrklund (2023: 316) suggest that, in this type of play, óthe childrenôs 
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perspectives and experiences are both the beginning and result of learningô. An 

example in an outdoors environment could be that children are playing in a 

sandpit, digging in the sand. Educators can then observe the children playing in 

the sand and use that play to influence further learning, such as planting potatoes. 

In the third theme, children and educators are active and interact to work towards 

the intended focus of the curriculum content. The intention in this theme centres 

on positioning educators and children with reference to shared power dynamics 

and dialogue. Fantasy and reality are integrated, with the educators positioned 

on the same level as the children, encouraging the children to explore new ideas 

and perspectives. This approach facilitates a dynamic that opens óup a space for 

play and learning in the same situationô (Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund, 

2023: 316). This theme adds the concepts of power and agency to relationships 

between educators and children. The idea of co-constructing knowledge through 

fantasy and reality integrates pedagogy, play and learning and does not aim to 

separate play and learning. Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund (2023) suggest 

that educatorsô pedagogical approach in ECEC should view the whole day as the 

curriculum; that is, in the routine of the day, play and learning are not separated 

into two separate activities. This theme resonates with my research study, a 

circular relationship, evolving from digging in the sand, to digging and planting 

food to prepared food at mealtimes. 

The fourth theme considered educators as play partners with the children. The 

establishment of intersubjectivity31 between educators and children is pivotal. 

Teachers aiming to participate in the childrenôs play plan in order to participate 

effectively as play partners. Pramling Samuelsson and Björklund (2023: 318) 

suggest that this approach raises play to óthe educational level of discussion: 

since play cannot be taken for granted, it has to be conditioned on equal terms 

[like] any other activity in preschoolô. By being part of childrenôs play, and 

negotiating the process of the play scene, teachers have opportunities to extend 

the childrenôs play. Importantly, they can use the childrenôs initiatives as a starting 

point, the educators then capture opportunities to extend play by, for example, 

                                                             
31 LƴǘŜǊǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΦ  {ŜŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΥ /ƛǇƻƭƭŜǘǘŀΣ {ΦΣ aŀǎŎƻƭƻΣ aΦ CΦ ŀƴŘ tǊƻŎǘŜǊΣ IΦ όнлнлύΦ LƴǘŜǊǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ Wƻƛƴǘ 
!Ŏǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭƛǘȅΦ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ tǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΣ орόоύΣ флпςфнфΦ 
ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκŘƻƛΦƻǊƎκмлΦмлулκмлтнлротΦнлнлΦмулрлсс 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10720537.2020.1805066
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asking open-ended questions or adding new provocations, e.g. opportunities for 

interdisciplinary learning with growing food produce coupled with meta-cognitive 

conversations on sustainability in the environment.   

The themes explored above resonate with the concept of relational pedagogy, 

explored in more detail in Chapter Four. The relationality of each of the 

pedagogical encounters explored above is foregrounded. In this context, 

pedagogy centres on meaning-making through bidirectional connections 

between educators and students in relational encounters with the environment. 

оΦф ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎΚ  

While it is not intended to neatly categorise outdoor spaces in this literature 

review, they are described separately in order to provide an overview of the types 

of outdoor spaces potentially available in ECEC settings, with a brief overview of 

the types of play afforded and potentially actualised in these spaces.  

Two types of outdoor environments are described in this section, namely natural 

outdoor spaces and mixed outdoor environments. Outdoor environments in 

ECEC are variously described with reference to their design, equipment, or the 

potential opportunities available. Fumagalli (2016: 39) suggests that the quality 

of space available in ECEC settings is educational, noting that óé architectural 

plans and the décor and the importance of the finishing and equipment [é] give 

environments their identity, meaning and the possibility of being used.ô 

Developing a tool to assess the relationship between the design and play value 

of outdoor play spaces, Woolley and Lowe (2013) explore sites specifically 

designed and designated as places in which children can play. Adult observations 

inform the scoring of the play value for each site under five categories: 

constructive, functional, fantasy, social and games with rules. Physical elements 

comprise: range of fixed play equipment, moveable equipment, open space, 

sizes and types of spaces, vegetation/ trees, typography, loose and natural 

materials, surfaces, seating and boundaries. Evaluative scores range from 0ï20, 

21ï40 and 40ï60. They hypothesise that traditional playgrounds, identified as 

Kit, Fence, Carpet (KFC) playgrounds, provide fewer opportunities for play than 

spaces designed in a more natural way (Woolley and Lowe, 2013). These sites, 

consisting of fixed play equipment, frequently purchased from one company óand 
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not chosen for the play value it might provideô (Woolley, 2007: 5), are surrounded 

by a fence, with a carpet of rubber playmats. While their findings reveal that the 

more natural the design, the greater the play value of the outdoor space, they 

argue that each site had play value and, as such, could be graded along a 

continuum. For example, for KFC sites, a scoring value of 0ï20 is given, with 

composite and natural sites receiving scores of 21ï40 and 41ï60, respectively.   

In an empirical study, McClintic and Petty (2015) explored how early childhood 

educatorsô beliefs and practices influence the function of outdoor play in an ECEC 

setting. They suggest that a number of factors coalesce to limit the potential of 

the outdoors. The first factor relates to the design of the outdoors. They draw on 

Hendricksô (2001) description of the outdoors, which receives limited attention in 

terms of the opportunities available to children to play and which also negatively 

impacts on educatorsô pedagogical planning for childrenôs play and learning. 

These spaces are referred to as spaces left over after planning, or SLAP. The 

second factor relates to the outdoorsô potential as a space to support pedagogical 

planning for childrenôs play and learning. McClintic and Petty (2015: 38) suggest 

poorly designed outdoor spaces, such as a SLAP environment, present a 

óñphilosophy-reality conflictòô (Hatch and Freeman, 1988: 158c) for educators. On 

the one hand, educators believe children should have freedom and be 

encouraged to be creative, imaginative and explore their environment. However, 

educators revert to supervision due to a lack of physical space. On the other 

hand, McClintic and Petty suggest that minimal knowledge of outdoor play and 

motivation to promote it contribute to it potentially being overlooked, with 

educators suggesting that pedagogical practice occurs indoors. 

In Ireland, where there are no available data for the types of available outdoor 

spaces on ECEC premises, it may be worthwhile evaluating the types of available 

outdoor spaces using a similar scale. The next section examines natural outdoor 

and mixed outdoor spaces in more detail. 

3.9.1 Natural outdoor spaces 

Titman (1994) supports classification of the outdoors with reference to childrenôs 

preferences. She describes childrenôs preference for ófoundô spaces over 

traditional designed playgrounds. Children prefer the variety and diversity of 

natural environments, which have the potential for manipulation and change, and 
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seek environments that pose risk and challenge, opportunities for social 

interaction and privacy (Titman, 1994). 

Fjørtoft (2001) describes natural environments as playscapes whose form 

comprises slopes, rocks, vegetation and meadows, and the context of what this 

topography affords for childrenôs play. Drawing on Heft (1988), in their research 

on kindergartens in Norway, Fjørtoft and Sageie (2000) and Fjørtoft (2001) 

describe the affordances of the natural environment in terms of its function to 

afford versatile play: as natural obstacles that children will navigate; providing 

shelter and opportunities for climbing; space for running and tumbling. The 

diversity of affordances for childrenôs play is further enhanced depending on 

seasonal changes, for example, wet slopes affording increased speed and sliding 

when wet (Fjørtoft, 2001).    

While not offering a precise definition of natural space, Tordsson (2002, as cited 

in Skar, Wold, Gundersen and OôBrien, 2016: 250) suggests that nature as a 

playscape for children óis exceptional because it is only to a small extent shaped 

by human purposesô. Again, while not proffering a straightforward definition for a 

natural environment, Prescott (1987, as cited in Fjørtoft and Sageie, 2000: 84) 

suggests three qualities about nature, namely, óthe high diversity, the fact that 

nature is not made by man, and the impression of timelessnessô. In a similar vein, 

Isaacs (1930, as cited in White, 2011: 80) refers to this óabundance of time for é 

thinking and doingô as óthe third generosityô.   

3.9.2 Mixed outdoor spaces 

Zamani (2016) uses the term ózoneô instead of playgrounds. She explains that 

zones are areas of land with unique qualities, applications, a particular design 

and certain settings and elements. It is the degree of available and accessible 

natural settings and elements that classifies zones. The three zones identified 

are: natural, manufactured and mixed. The natural zone comprises wild and 

natural spaces, creatures and natural loose materials, diverse natural elements 

(plants, vegetation) and settings (stream beds, sand, tree areas). The term óloose 

partsô originated with Simon Nicholson (1971: 30), who describes loose parts 

thus:  
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In any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and 

the possibility of discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kind 

of variables in it. 

A mixed zone is defined as incorporating manufactured settings, such as swings 

(play structures), natural settings (trees, hills, sand), natural elements (sand, 

sticks, leaves) and manufactured elements (toys, swing, ropes) (Cosco, 2006; 

Zamani and Moore, 2013). Finally, a manufactured zone is identified as offering 

climbing structures, play houses and immovable synthetic elements (such as 

swings, bars, slides) (Zamani, 2016: 173ï174).   

Research by Green (2013) and Beattie (2015) on outdoor play, spaces and 

places suggests that  children did not have one particular type of special space; 

instead, they identified places and spaces, both indoors and outdoors, that 

served different purposes, experienced through play. Green (2013) concluded 

that childrenôs choices indicate that they choose places where they can claim 

autonomy and independence, modify places for creative and imaginative play 

and use resources in unpredictable ways. Sandseter et al. (2022: 108) take up 

this point, suggesting that landscape architects and educators must understand 

and support childrenôs use of the environment, in both predictable and 

unpredictable ways, when designing environments.  

Bringing together children, educators and parents in their research, underpinned 

by a childrenôs rights focus, Muela et al. (2019) aimed to demonstrate how the 

outdoor environment in preschools can be improved through participatory 

intervention, involving children, parents and educators. Prior to their intervention, 

educators considered the outdoors to be a place where children could run around, 

let off steam and get tired. They suggested that the value of the outdoors was 

evident when the children returned indoors, commenting: óThey come back inside 

in a different frame of mind (é) and we can carry on workingô (Muela et al., 2019: 

391). 

Reflecting the findings of Merewether (2015), children in Muela et al.ôs research 

sought materials for manipulation, shelter, physical activities and quiet places. All 

participants in the intervention were satisfied with the results and were positive 
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about the collaborative process, which led to changes. However, Muela et al. 

(2019: 394) concluded that:  

éa change of mentality is required, especially among teachers [é] 
school-based campaigns are needed to foster such a perspective and to 
encourage schools to implement initiatives that ensure their outdoor 
environments are of sufficient quality. 

The work of Rasmussen (2004) offers insights into how place and space, 

designed by adults and utilised by children, reveal different interpretations. 

óPlaces for childrenô and óchildrenôs placesô portray an image of adult creations 

considered by adults to be places where, for example, children gather, play, 

dream and engage in physical activities. Childrenôs places may also be those 

places; however, they may offer different affordances. Childrenôs photographs 

and storied places revealed insights into what appeal as special places for them. 

оΦмл 5ŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀƴŘ Ǌƛǎƪȅ Ǉƭŀȅ 

In relation to ECEC, the discourse on risk and risky play carries a number of 

connotations. A recurring theme in the literature highlights both the benefits and 

challenges of making provision for risky play in ECEC. The ambiguity in defining, 

understanding and making provision for risk in childrenôs play adds to its 

complexity. The categories defined, and extended by Sandseter (2007a; 2007b), 

outlined in Table 3.2 below, provide a useful starting point.  

The categories of risky play, as defined by Sandseter (2007a), which reveal six 

categories of play, with subcategories added (Sandseter, 2007b), are outlined in 

Table 3.2. Sandseterôs (2007, in Sandseter, 2009) interviews revealed that 

categories A, B and E were perceived to be risky by both children and staff, while 

categories C and D were only perceived to be risky by staff. Only children 

perceived category F as risky.  
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Table 3.2: Categories and subcategories of risky play 

Categories Risk Subcategories 

A: Great heights Danger of injury from 
falling 

Climbing 
Jumping from still or 
flexible surfaces 
Balancing on high 
objects 
Hanging/swinging at 
great heights 

B: High speed Uncontrolled speed and 
pace that can lead to 
collision with something 
(or someone) 

Swinging at high speed 
Sliding and sledding at 
high speed 
Running uncontrollably 
at high speed 
Cycling at high speed 
Skating and skiing at 
high speed 

C: Dangerous tools Can lead to injuries and 
wounds 

Cutting tools: knifes, 
saws, axes 
Strangling tools: ropes, 
etc. 

D: Dangerous elements Where children can fall 
onto or from something 

Cliffs 
Deep water or icy water 
Fire pits 

E: Rough-and-tumble Where children can 
harm each other 

Wrestling 
Fencing with sticks, etc. 
Play fighting 

F: Disappear/get lost Where children can 
disappear from the 
supervision of adults, 
get lost and be alone 

Go exploring alone 
Playing alone in 
unfamiliar environments 

Two further categories were added (Kleppe, Melhuish and Sandseter, 2017): play 

with impact, where there is a risk of injury through impact; and vicarious, which 

concerns watching other children in risky play.   

In interviews with 4- and 5-year-old children, Sandseter (2010) explored why they 

take risks during play. Their explanations and descriptions were analysed on the 

basis of paratelic and telic32 states in Reversal Theory33 (Sandseter, 2010). 

Descriptions range from a paratelic state (happy, fun, thrill, etc.), and embracing 

fear (decreased control and more unpredictability) and a telic state (afraid, too 

much danger, etc.), but also include an ambivalent state whereby pleasant and 

                                                             
32 ! ǇŀǊŀǘŜƭƛŎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘπǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ƳƻŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǘŜƭƛŎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀƴ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅπŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ 
ƳƻŘŜΦ   
33 wŜǾŜǊǎŀƭ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǇŀƛǊǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƳŜǘŀƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ 
ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǎƘƛŦǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōƛǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ 
ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ όǎŜŜ {ŀƴŘǎŜǘŜǊΣ нлмлύΦ 
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unpleasant emotions are felt where the activity is fun and scary simultaneously, 

and children shift between states and emotions. Explaining this further, Kleppe 

(2018: 3) suggested a balance between objective and subjective elements of risk, 

both of which he explained thus:  

In playful situations, risk can be identified either by objective 
measurements (e.g. the height of a potential fall) or the childôs subjective 
experience of danger, observed as hesitant, fearful, or exhilarated body 
language, facial expressions, or vocal expressions. 

However, understanding risk as a characteristic of play, pedagogy and learning 

is subject to a wide range of variables. Bundy et al. (2009: 42) suggest that 

educatorsô perceptions of harm, real or imagined, as a result of risky play, are 

indicative of a ósurplus safetyô framework that eliminates childrenôs engagement 

with risk. Conversely, Bundy et al. also suggest that eliminating all risk may lead 

to children seeking excitement-associated risk in inappropriate or unsafe ways. 

While consideration of risky play is important, equally important is Sandseter, 

Kleppe and Sandoôs (2020) acknowledgement that children engage in symbolic 

play at the same level as risky play. This finding suggests that although risky play 

receives a great deal of attention, children make other choices when afforded by 

the environment. Nevertheless, societal attitudes to risk can shape and constrain 

pedagogical approaches that support risky play. In a context where educators 

experience low professional status, a risk-averse discourse, whereby the 

óregulatory gazeô (Osgood, 2006) and the óadult gazeô (Waite, Rogers and Evans, 

2013) perpetuate a óRisk Deficit Disorder (RDD)ô (Eager and Little, 2011), this 

potentially limits childrenôs opportunities for exciting and challenging play 

outdoors. Educators must therefore think beyond compliance with policy to 

confidently articulate collective agency to interpret órather than simply complyô 

(Kemp and Josephidou, 2023: 649).   

3.10.1 Educatorsô perspectives on risk 

A fear of litigation associated with childrenôs injury as a result of engaging in risky 

play also remains a consistent theme in empirical research (Kernan, 2006; Bundy 

et al., 2009; Spencer et al., 2021). Nevertheless, educatorsô and parentsô 

approaches to childrenôs engagement in risky play are not straightforward. 

Empirical research studies reveal the complexity of educatorsô and parentsô 

understanding of risky play.   
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Recent studies shed new light on how risk is understood and articulated in ECEC, 

which previous studies did not fully address. Findings from Spencer et al. (2021) 

reveal that some educators are influenced by their own childhoods, which were 

either risk-rich or risk-averse, approaches which influence their roles as 

educators. On the one hand, educators report benefits for childrenôs 

development, suggesting childrenôs risk-taking promoted their confidence, 

problem-solving, physical health and well-being and social skills (Obee et al., 

2020; Sandseter, Kleppe and Sando, 2020; Spencer et al., 2021). On the other 

hand, when they are uncomfortable with childrenôs risky play, they draw on 

teamwork with their colleagues, whereby a colleague may step in as they may be 

more comfortable with the situation (Spencer et al., 2021).  

Recent research also highlights how educatorsô professional confidence 

influences their understanding of childrenôs play and thus enhances their 

pedagogical approach. Based on keen observation (Rinaldi, 2006; Dalli, 2014), 

educators in Obee et al.ôs (2020) research describe their sense of joy as children 

undertake new challenges, and sometimes join in their risky play. The educators 

in their research foreground planning in and of the environment, and staff 

professional development, which emphasises the óvalue placed on ECEC as a 

professionô (Obee et al., 2020: 106). Highlighting the significance of 

understanding their pedagogical approach, educators further suggest that 

theories underpinning pedagogical approaches, Gibsonianôs (1979) theory of 

affordances and Hendry and Kloepôs (2002)34 lifespan model of development, are 

influential in identifying curriculum themes (Obee et al., 2020).  

In a similar vein, participants in Kemp and Josephidouôs (2023: 641) research 

applied their own professional judgements to outdoor practices óby creating 

different kinds of pedagogic spaces (cultural, physical and reflective). In doing so, 

they committed acts of resistance (resisting dominant narratives about very 

young children outdoors and normative policy interpretations), acts of disruption 

(disrupting neoliberal management expectations) and acts of creation (creating 

cultural spaces, physical spaces and reflective spaces). Underpinning these 

intentional pedagogic approaches, in addition to their confident professional 

                                                             
34 IŜƴŘǊȅ ŀƴŘ YƭƻŜǇΩǎ όнллнύ ƭƛŦŜǎǇŀƴ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƭƛŦŜ 
ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƳΦ 
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identity and skills, lies educatorsô ability to articulate the holistic benefits of being 

outdoors to parents and others, including co-constructing aspects of health and 

safety with the children through active engagement and support. 

Their pivotal role ensured that all voices, including those of educators, policy, 

inspection bodies, other settings and research contributed to practice. 

Additionally, although commenting on their low status and visibility both within 

and outside the sector, a sense of empowerment was evident, with researchers 

suggesting staff óconsistently demonstrated that they have the knowledge, 

confidence and professionality to advocate for the needs of the children in their 

settingô (Kemp and Josephidou, 2023: 648).   

A sense of pedagogical pride is also evident in an Irish context (Skehill, 2021). 

Amid public concern in the aftermath of Covid-19, and the reopening of ECEC 

settings, building good communication with parents on managing risk was 

central. The sharing of information was pivotal in reassuring parents and 

educators.   

3.10.2 Parentsô perspectives on risk 

As discussed in Chapter One, working in partnership with parents is an essential 

part of quality ECEC. In Ireland, where almost all parents of eligible children avail 

themselves of the ECCE programme (GoI, 2018), and there are increasing 

concerns regarding declining engagement with the outdoors, the importance of 

parental knowledge and understanding of childrenôs engagement in the outdoors 

and risky play is central. Therefore, in an increasingly risk-averse society, the 

educatorsô role in articulating the value of risky play and the outdoors is crucial.  

Parents may experience similar ambiguity to educators to childrenôs engagement 

with risky play. Ryan et al. (2024) associate parental gender with their perception 

of risky play. While mothers were found to be more risk-averse than fathers, Ryan 

et al. suggest that this may be due to differences in the tolerance of level of risk 

within a specific play activity, as opposed to being averse to risky play per se. 

The importance of parents being aware of ECEC settings policies is highlighted 

in research by Jayasuriya et al. (2016). Although ECEC settings had developed 

policies on outdoor play, nearly half of participants (43%) reported not being 

aware of them, with more than half of parents being unaware of the length of time 
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children spent outdoors. Jayasuriya et al. (2016) concluded that ECEC providers 

over-perceive parent-related barriers to outdoor play.   

The complexity of childrenôs engagement with risky outdoor play is emphasised 

by MacQuarrie et al. (2022) in their research with parents in Canada. Using 

Bronfenbrennerôs ecological model,35 the interrelated relationships of micro-, 

meso-, eco-, chrono- and macro-systems highlight how parents aim to balance 

their concerns with childrenôs autonomy. Table 3.3 provides a summary of the 

factors influencing how affordances of environments are promoted and 

constrained (MacQuarrie et al., 2022). The layers of navigating childrenôs play, 

especially risk, are enmeshed in parentsô own memories, along with concerns 

about childrenôs safety and societal expectations. They highlight the potential, 

going forward, of exploring modifications between the systems in order to gain a 

better understanding of how and why perceptions are shaped.   

Table 3.3: Summary of factors influencing affordances. Source: MacQuarrie et al. 

(2022) 

Microsystem Mesosystem Exosystem Macrosystem 
and 

chronosystem 

Childrenôs 

characteristics: 

Age, size, ability 

to self-assess, 

comfort with risk 

 
Parentsô values: 
 
Understanding 

benefits of risky 

play, comfort with 

risk 

Play 

companions: 

Includes both 

childrenôs play 

companions and 

their parents 

Neighbourhood 

characteristics: 

Urban/rural, 

perceived safety 

Weather/ season, 

Societal 

influences, 

prioritisation of 

structured 

activities, safety 

Cultural factors also influence perceptions of risky play (Sandseter et al., 2020; 

Little et al., 2012). In a comparative study between Australia and Norway (Little 

et al., 2012), ECEC educators in both countries acknowledged the importance of 

providing opportunities for risk-taking in play. However, the degree to which risky 

                                                             
35 .ǊƻƴŦŜƴōǊŜƴƴŜǊΩǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƴ IŀȅŜǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмтύ 
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play was actualised in the Australian context was limited, attributed to the impact 

of the regulatory environment. In a more recent European study, Sandseter et al. 

(2020) explored parentsô perceptions of risk in Greece, Portugal, Estonia, Croatia 

and Norway. Findings indicate that Norway is the least risk-averse. Furthermore, 

parental perception and tolerance to risk, while varying across cultures and 

countries, adversely affects childrenôs freedom of movement in the outdoors and 

opportunities to engage in risky play. In this regard, Sandseter (2014: 446) posits 

an argument that policies could adopt a pedagogical framing to risk, focusing óon 

the preventive effect of letting children learn how to assess and handle risks 

themselves as a means of injury prevention, rather than developing more 

restrictions and regulationsô. 

оΦмм /ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

This chapter has identified the growing recognition of outdoors in ECEC. 

However, it has also highlighted challenges for children to engage with the 

outdoors. Theoretical constructions of the outdoors are conceptualised in diverse, 

but interconnected, paradigms and pedagogies. Concepts of freedom and 

supervision, risk and safety, constructed and unstructured environments, 

underpinned by childrenôs eagerness and right to play, reveal a rich tapestry of 

relationships deeply connected with human and non-human places and spaces. 

Evidence indicates that childrenôs engagement with outdoor environments is 

framed, at times, as a panacea to confined indoor environments, while also being 

shaped by educatorsô knowledge and values embedded in macro- and micro-

discourses. Adding parentsô and childrenôs voices to the discussion creates 

strong collective narratives, while also maintaining individual voices.   

Thus, while research on outdoor pedagogy in ECEC is growing, it remains under-

researched in Ireland. The previous chapter highlighted how the policy arena of 

ECEC is a busy space and a focus on the outdoors is gaining attention. However, 

translation of policy into practice can be challenging. Furthermore, gaps remain 

in bringing together the perspectives and experiences of educators, children and 

parents to understand how the outdoors is, or should be, valued as a pedagogical 

space. Therefore, my study aims to gain a better understanding of how pedagogy 

in the outdoors is specified, enacted and experienced in ECEC; and in doing so, 
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to bring this new knowledge into conversation with policy, regulation and 

legislation in Ireland. 
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ CƻǳǊΥ ¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ 
 

The world, I said, has its influence as nature and as society on the child. 

He is educated by the elements, by air and light and the life of plants and 

animals, and he is educated by relationships. The true educator 

represents both; but he must be to the child as one of the elements. 

               Buber, 1947/2004: 107 

пΦм LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

This chapter sets out the theories guiding the theoretical framework developed 

for this study.  Firstly, the concept of pedagogy is discussed (Section 4.2). 

Secondly, the theory of affordances is introduced (Section 4.3), followed by an 

exploration of theorists who developed this theory of affordance in Section 4.4 

and subsections. Bringing the concepts of affordances and relational pedagogy 

together provides a wide-angle lens through which to devote attention to the ways 

in which educators and children specify, enact and experience pedagogical 

encounters in outdoor environments in the ECEC setting. In this chapter, I 

introduce the theoretical framework, Relational Affordances Pedagogy in the 

Outdoors (RAPO), developed in the course of this study. This framework guides 

a deeper discussion (Chapter Nine) and illuminates the themes developed 

through reflexive thematic analysis (RTA), discussed in the next chapter.  

пΦн 5ŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ tŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ  

The national practice frameworks, S²olta (CECDE, 2006) and Aistear (NCCA, 

2009), discussed in Chapter Two, introduce the concept of pedagogy to ECEC. 

Síolta (CECDE, 2006: 9), defines pedagogy in early childhood as being: 

éexpressed by curricula or programmes of activities which take a holistic 

approach to the development and learning of the child and reflect the 

inseparable nature of care and education. [é] It acknowledges the wide 

range of relationships and experiences within which development takes 

place and recognises the connections between them. It also supports the 

concept of the child as an active learner.  

While pedagogy and relational pedagogy underpins Aistear (NCCA, 2009), it was 

not explicitly articulated in the literature supporting the first iteration of Aistear. 

Nevertheless, Neylon (2014: 100) suggests that the themes of Aistear (NCCA, 
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2009) go óbeyond traditional pedagogyô and promote a relational pedagogy 

approach. Neylon (2014) and Hedges and Cooper (2018) propose a focus on 

relational pedagogy that relates to the implementation of quality and curriculum 

and a blend of play, learning and teaching, within participatory and relational 

pedagogies, respectively.   

Hence, it is noteworthy that in the literature supporting the update of Aistear, 

relational pedagogy is explicitly referred to as being a vital component of quality 

practice in supporting childrenôs holistic development (French and McKenna, 

2022). French (2022) also acknowledges the complexity of defining pedagogy for 

children aged from birth to three years, suggesting that a shift in thinking is 

required, ófrom the idea of pedagogy as ñteaching and learningò to that of ñlearning 

and emotional nurturanceòô (French, 2019: 6). Arguably, this extends to all ECEC 

children. 

Wider literature in the field of early childhood pedagogy is extensive (OECD, 

2021; Kangas et al., 2021; Bruce, 2020; Kapur, 2019). Common global themes 

are evident. For example, in the Nordic context, Kangas et al. (2021) identify five 

thematic, parallel approaches with which to critically evaluate pedagogy in ECEC, 

namely: (1) interaction, (2) scaffolding, (3) didactics, (4) expertise and (5) future 

orientation. They highlight the complexity of understanding pedagogy in ECEC, 

identifying shared understandings and tensions in each approach. Moreover, 

they suggest four shared elements in these pedagogic approaches, which they 

present in a tentative framework as: Child, Teacher, Content and Learning (ibid.).  

They stress that these:  

éareas are not hierarchical but parallel: they exist next to each other in a 
horizontal framework and cannot be stacked. These areas are also 
dynamic, and they change over time, situation, and participation.   

Kangas et al., 2021: 9 

The anthology edited by Papatheodorou and Moyles (2009) focuses exclusively 

on ECEC, considering culture, environment and adult-child relationships. An 

important point to note here is the dynamic, cultural and relational interplay 

between educators, children and their environments, characterised by reciprocity 

and engagement. Nevertheless, Papatheodorou (2007: 4) suggests that 

relational pedagogy is difficult to define because it is ónever static, continually 

changing and evolvingô.   
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In this regard, the concept of a óholding spaceô, posited by Ostrowdun et al. (2020: 

91), is pertinent. They suggest a óholding space is about listening to and hearing 

another personôs perspectives and histories without passing judgement, and it 

avoids disempowering or devaluing another personôs experiencesô. In this way, 

shared histories, experiences and expectations allow for time to consider and 

reflect on how one feels about changes, expectations and oneôs role in this 

process. In the context of relational pedagogy in ECEC, these aspects allow 

deeper consideration of the interrelationship between temporality, space, the 

structure of the ECEC setting and childrenôs agency. Thus, when taken together, 

attuned adults will be knowledgeable of childrenôs evolving development, while 

also considering the importance of allowing for time, space and childrenôs choice. 

However, as Clark (2023: 14) notes, óreassessing the relationship with time takes 

us from the macro to the micro [é] from questions about purpose to how each 

day is structured and what practices are encouraged or forbiddenô. 

Noddings (2004: VII) argues that both educators and students should benefit from 

the relational nature of teaching, suggesting that the órecognition of relation, not 

a fixed ideal of teaching, steers the teacherôs choice of methodsô. Consequently, 

the interactions between children and caregivers promotes the childôs curiosity, 

acknowledges their thoughts and feelings, builds their language and connections 

with their previous learning and their environment, promotes self-regulation and 

enables children to take the lead in their learning (ibid.).36 Bingham and Sidorkin 

(2010) suggest a long tradition of emphasising the relational aspect of education, 

starting with Aristotle, and continued with more recent educationists, such as 

Dewey, Bakhtin and Heidegger. Suggesting they take óthe notion of relations very 

seriouslyô, Bingham and Sidorkinôs (2010: 2) volume presents perspectives of 

various authors whose interest lies is óin how interhuman relations affect and 

define teaching and learningô (ibid.).  

In a joint contribution, the authors developed a óManifesto of Relational 

Pedagogy: Meeting to Learn, Learning to Meetô (Bingham and Sidorkin, 2010), 

which focuses on educational theory, relationality and the pedagogy of relations. 

The Manifesto emphasises that relationships are complex, but complementary: 

                                                             
36 ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǾŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ŀǊŜΥ {ƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜΣ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǘΣ ǘŀƪŜ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ 
ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜ ŜƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎΦ  !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ 
ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎŎƘƛƭŘΦƘŀǊǾŀǊŘΦŜŘǳκǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎκрπǎǘŜǇǎπŦƻǊπōǊŀƛƴπōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎπǎŜǊǾŜπŀƴŘπǊŜǘǳǊƴκ ώŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ 
bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нлмфϐΦ 

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/5-steps-for-brain-building-serve-and-return/
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sharing practices and experiences that includes human beings and non-human 

things. Authority and knowledge are shared through multimodal texts, whereby 

teaching is about building educational relations and meaning is acquired in the 

context of relations.  

Hedges and Cooperôs (2018) empirical study highlights core elements of 

relational pedagogy and is worthy of exploration here. Drawing on Vygotsky, they 

extend the concept of relational pedagogy, explored above, to blend Vygotskyôs 

ónotion of everyday and scientific concept knowledgeô (Vygotsky 1986)ô with óthe 

notion of the zone of proximal developmentô (Vygotsky, 1978) (Hedges and 

Cooperôs (2018: 4ï5). Thus, they emphasise how knowledgeable and 

experienced educators blend an in-depth knowledge of childrenôs interests with 

a view of children as competent learners in order to ódraw out childrenôs own 

understandings, name concepts, deepen conversation and utilise experiences 

that develop understandings in thoughtful, proactive and respectful waysô 

(Hedges and Cooper, 2018: 12). The work of Pramling Samuelsson and 

Björklund (2023), reviewed in Chapter Three, and recent studies like this, can 

deepen our understanding of the professional role of educators in playful and 

reciprocal relationships with children and the wider context of their lives. 

Relational play-based pedagogy thus resonates with the RAPO framework to 

explore pedagogy in the outdoors.   

4.2.1 Slow pedagogy, slow knowledge and the outdoors 

Clark (2023) and Payne and Wattchow (2009) make explicit connections between 

the concepts of slow pedagogy, slow knowledge and environmental/ outdoor 

education. Each emphasises the importance of paying attention to 

spatiotemporal aspects of the outdoors. Payne and Wattchow (2009: 25) are 

critical of ómodernô outdoor education, which has:  

épreoccupied itself with notions of adventure and challenge, touched on 
the paradox of risk and safety, and emphasised the human, or 
anthropocentric, benefits of personal and social development by being 
immersed in the outdoors. 

Instead of hastily passing through spaces, they:  

éseek to expose the possible depths and values of these places we might 
dwell in, even temporarily, over times, describing and reflecting upon the 
needed pedagogical conversations of learnersô embodied experiences, 
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their rational reflections and their eventual representations as texts. 
(Payne and Wattchow, 2009: 27ï28). 

 

There is an echo here of slow knowledge and its connections with adultsô and 

childrenôs experiences in outdoor spaces. A focus on slow pedagogy highlights 

the importance of using a temporal lens to explore pedagogy in the outdoors. In 

this regard, Clarkôs references to temporality as óinstitutional timeô and órethinking 

the órush hourô, and the need to pay attention to childrenôs óbody clockô, aim to 

highlight, broaden and also challenge how time is conceptualised. Clark (2023: 

94ï95) emphasises that making time more explicit in early childhood education 

óraises questions about the planned and the unplanned so as to [é] disrupt our 

thinking and consider the ability to be spontaneous é (which) can create 

common interest. This can move the emphasis from individual learning to 

developing a shared body of knowledgeé .ô She argues that for the spontaneous 

to happen, educators need óto be aware (original emphasis) of the moments é 

to be attentive to these opportunities, these giftsô (ibid.).   

In summary, this section provides insight into how pedagogy in the outdoors in 

ECEC is conceptualised.  A common language of relationship-based theory in 

policy and practice are evident, informing and shaping the holistic and 

inseparable nature of early childhood education and care, while also illuminating 

its complexity. Consideration of relational pedagogy in ECEC highlights its 

dynamic and evolving nature. Concepts of play, agency, learning and teaching, 

interactions, experiences, time, and reflections emphasise the importance of the 

interconnection between attuned and aware educators and childrenôs active, 

exploratory, embodied and agentic selves. Looking through the lens of the RAPO 

framework illuminates the interrelatedness between these  concepts.  Therefore, 

paying attention to relational pedagogy adds further insights into how the 

affordances of the outdoor environments are played out in the ECEC setting.  The 

next section explores the theory of affordances. 

пΦо LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ !ŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎ 

I will first introduce concepts based on the seminal work of Gibsonôs (201537) 

ecological theory, followed by a discussion of some of the key thinkers in the field. 

                                                             
37 ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŘǊŀǿǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ нлмр /ƭŀǎǎƛŎ 9Řƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ WŀƳŜǎ WΦ DƛōǎƻƴΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ όмфтфύΦ 
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As they relate to affordances relative to children, the works of Heft (1988), Reed 

(1996) and Kyttä (2002, 2004) are considered. Moving on, I discuss 

developments of Gibsonôs theory by Withagen, de Poel, Ara¼jo and Pepping 

(2012), Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014) and van Dijk and Rietveld (2017) that 

support the theoretical approach adopted for this research. The purpose of 

focusing on the development of affordances theory lies in the interdependence 

and interconnectedness between the concepts of a órichô child, a órichô 

environment, órichô educators and órichô parents, as previously discussed in 

Chapter 3. I introduce these developments as Building Blocks 1, 2 and 3, 

respectively, as a means of explaining how these concepts build on affordance 

theory.  Applying relational pedagogy as a conduit that permeates affordances 

aims to build and strengthen these foundations in order to explore pedagogy in 

the outdoors in early childhood. References to relational pedagogy within these 

blocks thus provides insights into the processes that shape the affordances of 

the outdoor environment. Therefore, each component of the RAPO framework is 

required in order to gain a deeper understanding of who and what influences the 

type (invitational and engaging) and availability (freely available, promoted or 

constrained) of affordances of the outdoor environments in the ECEC setting.  It 

also captures the processes (relationships with educators and peers and types 

of affordances) concerning how childrenôs engagement with the affordances of 

the outdoor environments are played out.   

Gibson asserts that, in the environment, when viewed from an ecological 

standpoint, ómeanings can be discoveredô (original emphasis) (Gibson, 2015: 28). 

Hence, for Gibson: 

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it 
provides or furnishes, either for good or ill. 

Gibson, 2015: 119 

Gibson (2015) stresses the inseparability of animalôs way of life and the 

possibilities of the environment for the animal, derived from information in the 

environment. Central to Gibsonôs perceptual systems theory is the animalôs direct 

perception of the environment. Information, he asserts, is óobtainedô directly from 

the environment, óthe animal goes to it, as it were, rather than the stimulation 

coming to or being merely impressed on the animalôs receptorsô (Gibson, 2015: 

xx). Animals deliberately set out to detect information specific to themselves and 
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to the environment in a reciprocal relationship. Thus, in ecological terms, Gibson 

(2015: 8) discusses the environment in terms of its ópersistence under changeô, 

as opposed to its permanence. Taking the example of ice melting, Gibson 

highlights the significance of a visual basis to perception. So, while the object 

disappears in its original form, it has not disappeared fully: óthe object does not 

persist, but the matter does. Ecology calls this a nonpersistence, a destruction of 

the objectô, it has óoptically dispersed or dissipatedô (Gibson, 2015: 9).   

Furthermore, Gibson (2015) suggests that the persistence of the environment is 

not reliant on visual perception alone: touching and listening are integral elements 

also. Of interest to this research are the affordances of the outdoors to childrenôs 

learning and the potential of drawing on childrenôs experiences to enable 

educators to contextualise their learning, noting the connectivity of separated 

events and places. Importantly, óincessant stimulation is not necessary for the 

perceiving of persistenceô (Gibson: 2015: 198). Hence, this construction of 

affordances takes account of how concurrent events and coexisting places, e.g. 

childrenôs experiences beyond the ECEC setting, at home or in their community. 

A number of factors which contribute to the availability, type and processes of 

affordances in the outdoor environments in the ECEC setting are considered 

throughout the remainder of this chapter.   

Mace (2015: xxiii), in his Introduction to Classic Edition of The Ecological 

Approach to Visual Perception (Gibson, 2015), suggests that the óenvironment is 

indefinitely richô and that the animalôs perception of the environment cannot mean 

perceiving all of it. Thus, it is through wider, finer, longer and richer observation 

and exploration of the environment that one can guide their activities and 

óformulate goals and accomplish themô (ibid.). From an affordance perspective, 

therefore, the sharing of information concerning childrenôs interests and abilities 

with parents, and relational pedagogy built on sustained attention between 

educators and children can shape, motivate and invite childrenôs playful 

encounters with different outdoor environments.   

The variability of the atmospheric mediums of air, water and fire are paid attention 

by Gibson as they provide different affordances. For example, shelter is required 

due to the variability of the air; humans build huts. A roof on the hut is get-

underneath-able and thus provides shelter from the elements, walls also provide 

shelter and protection while a doorway as an opening provides a means of entry 
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and exit. Similarly, water and fire receive attention: waterôs uses are varied ï fresh 

water as a necessity for life, while it also affords bathing, washing, pouring and 

spilling and damming streams, by animals and humans. Fire is described as óa 

terrestrial eventô (original emphasis) (Gibson, 2015: 33). It is controllable by 

humans, provides warmth in the open and also in a shelter, light (illumination) 

which is fixed (as a light indoors) or portable (as a torch). Affordances can be 

negative and positive, described as sets of threats and promises (Scarantino, 

2003). 

Attributing meaning to environments from an ecological perspective is important, 

according to Gibson (2015), in order to provide a frame of reference to study 

perception and behaviour. This environment, as described by Gibson, contains 

mediums, substances, surfaces and their layout, enclosures, objects, places, 

events and other animals. Outlining the constituents of our planet, earth, water 

and air ï solid, liquid and gas, Gibson highlights that the interfaces between the 

earth and air are the most vital of all surfaces for terrestrial animals. óThis is the 

ground (original emphasis) é the ground of their perception and behaviour é It 

is their surface of supportô (Gibson, 2015: 12). The physical properties of a 

surface are horizontal, flat, extended and rigid. However, he suggests that these 

properties are unique and órelative to the animalô Gibson, 2015: 12). Defining 

objects as either detached or attached, Gibson (2015) notes that the surface 

layout defines its shape. An attached object affords grasping and also climbing 

as something to hold onto, while a detached object also affords grasping and is 

portable. A detached object also affords throwing. Objects such as pots afford 

containing; objects with level surfaces knee-high from the ground are sit-on-able. 

Objects are innumerable. Tools, as purposive objects, afford grasping, are 

portable, manipulatable and usually rigid.   

4.3.1 Affordances and the concept of ónicheô  

Quality has become a pivotal paradigm in early childhood provision, with 

environments an integral focus of quality provision within policy and the literature. 

The impact of this paradigm at a macro-level of practice strongly identifies 

common themes of quality indicators, such as safety, accessibility, adaptability, 

challenging, stimulating, nurturing and changing as children grow and develop 

(NCCA, 2015). Consequently, the effectiveness of quality is dependent on the 

interplay of a number of factors, including the factors outlined at the macro-level 



125 

 

above; and at the micro-level, the implementation of a play and enquiry-based 

curriculum by early childhood educators (CECDE, 2006; NCCA, 2009). 

Nonetheless, while pedagogy in indoor environments in ECEC has received 

attention in the literature and research, there is a need to extend discussions and 

empirical research to pedagogy in the outdoors. In such a knowledge gap, 

outdoor environments in early childhood settings are frequently considered in 

terms of benefits and challenges, as well as the interplay between these 

conditions (Kiviranta, Lindfors, Rönkkö and Luukka, 2023; Little, 2017; Yilmaz, 

2016; Hendricks, 2011).  

Accordingly, and reflecting the variability of environments, Gibson (2015: 120) 

proposed the concept of a ónicheô, which órefers more to how an animal lives than 

to where it lives é a niche is a set of affordancesô; this provides a fitting frame of 

analysis for pedagogy in the outdoors. On the one hand, the concept of 

affordances is a term frequently connected with óenriching environmentsô (French 

and Halligan, 2022: 92). Affordances are used to explain how environmental 

factors, spaces and places may promote or constrain childrenôs holistic learning 

and development (Sando and Sandseter, 2020). On the other hand, affordances 

are largely determined by educators in the ECEC setting, with Prins, van der Wilt, 

van der Veen and Hovinga (2022: 4) suggesting that teachers óhave a role in 

mediating between the child and the worldô in designing and choosing the play 

environment. Reedôs (1993: 65) proposal, below, is relevant in the context of 

bringing relational pedagogy and affordances together: 

the emergence of intentions is the growth of the ability to select specific 
affordances for the observer to become aware of and to use [é] and that 
it also operates in cases of joint intention, that is, where a caretaker is 
scaffolding a situation for a child, or other learner.   

To understand this, for example, we can consider how affordances are 

constructed and connected to risk and risky play alongside connections to 

regulations and institutional practices (Spencer et al., 2021). They are dependent 

on educator competences (Kiviranta et al., 2023), and therefore largely determine 

how affordances are specified, enacted and experienced (McCormick and 

Murphy, 2008). Reed (1993: 66) suggests: 

To become aware of affordances requires exploration of information, to 
use an affordance, requires performance, and this includes the regulation 
of performance via both information related to the nature of the task to be 
achieved, and previously acquired experience and knowledge. 
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It is within this context of the interplay between macro- and micro-understandings 

of affordances and its relationship to and influence on pedagogy in the outdoors, 

that this chapter explores the development of affordances and the relational 

context within which they play out.  

пΦп ¢ƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎ 

The next sections discuss the development of the theory of affordances.  Heft 

(1988) developed a functional taxonomy of the affordances of childrenôs outdoor 

environments, discussed in Section 4.4.1. Heft thus provides a way of thinking 

about the types of outdoor environment with reference to its features which afford 

childrenôs active engagement. The concept of availability and process of 

affordances are then discussed in Section 4.4.2.  Reed (1996) and Kyttä (2002; 

2004) explored the concept of affordances with reference to Fields of Free Action 

(FFA), Fields of Promoted Action (FPA) and Fields of Constrained Action (FCA). 

These developments provide a starting point to help us understand childrenôs 

encounters with their physical environment.  

The works of Withagen, de Poel, Araújo and Pepping (2012), Rietveld and 

Kiverstein (2014) and Van Dijk and Rietveld (2017), who further built on Gibsonôs 

theory, are presented as Building Blocks 1, 2, 3, (Sections 4.5, 4.6 and 4.7) 

respectively. Withagen et al. (2012) suggest the importance of the environment 

as invitational; Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014) focus their attention on interactions 

between solicitations of the environment and skills and abilities learned through 

meaningful engagement; while Van Dijk and Rietveld (2017) emphasise the 

social and the material of the environment being intertwined. Highlighting these 

developments brings into focus the importance of exploring affordances from a 

range of perspectives as they influence how educators and children experience 

pedagogy in the outdoors in ECEC. 

4.4.1 A functional approach to affordances: types of affordances 

In order to understand how affordances of the environment may be experienced 

by children, I introduce Heftôs (1988) functional taxonomy as a starting point to 

consider their engagement with them. This allows us to understand Withagen et 

al.ôs (2012) concept of affordances as invitational. Moving on, this is further 

developed by Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014), who suggest synergies between 

solicitations of the environment and skills and abilities learned through 
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meaningful engagement. This helps to develop a deeper understanding of both 

temporal and spatial affordances.  

Gibsonôs affordance theory is associated with the physical environment with 

reference to its descriptive form. For example, when observing a landscape, 

features will usually be described visually. Heft (1988) sought to highlight the 

functional aspects of the environment, using childrenôs outdoor play as a basis 

for doing so, in order to understand environment-behaviour dynamics.  

Heft (1988) expanded on Gibsonôs concept of affordance to develop a functional 

taxonomy of affordances. Using the work of Moore (1986), Hart (1979) and 

particularly Barker and Wrightôs (1951) study, One Boyôs Day, Heft examined the 

environment with which the boy interacts. Barker and Wrightôs (1951) original 

study followed the activities and behaviour of a 7-year-old boy, Raymond Birch, 

throughout his day, from when he arose in the morning until he went to bed on 

one day, 26 April 1949. Focusing on the boyôs behaviour in Barker and Wrightôs 

research, Heft undertook a functional analysis of the dynamic boy-environment 

relationship. Based on observing Raymondôs behaviour, characterising 

environmental forms in terms of their ófunctional propertiesô, (Heft, 1988: 33) 

captures a new dimension that pays attention to the ótypes of activities that are 

expressedô (Heft, 1988: 32).   

Thus, using the environment in Barker and Wrightôs study, Heft proposed that, for 

example, environmental features afford opportunities for different types of play. 

Some of the types of classification of activities in the environment include jumping 

down off/ jumping up on something, walking/ running along a ledge, picking up 

an object, (breaking it/ squashing it/ tearing it/ throwing it/ batting it with another 

object/ kicking it), crawling into something/ hiding in something/ hiding behind 

something; moulding and digging some material; rolling an object along a surface 

or down a slope.   

Central to Heftôs (1988: 30) interpretative taxonomy is that its components are 

órelationally (original emphasis) specified.ô Therefore, in the context of 

environments in early childhood settings, assessing the functionality of a 

particular place/ object must be considered with reference to the interests and 

abilities of the attending children. Importantly, Heft also includes the behaviour of 

an individual, along with the person and the characteristics of the environment. 
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Heft explains that affordances for children, compared to adults, may be more 

primary due to the extent of their immediate experience; knowing is an extension 

of perceiving. Thus, attention is drawn to the interplay between an individualôs 

psychological habitat and meaningful opportunities of the environment: 

perceiving supports action and is reciprocal with reference to some functionally 

significant environmental properties and relational to a particular individual. For 

example, the attributes of a tree for climbing are relative to the attributes of the 

person wishing to climb the tree: the perceived height of the lower branches 

relative to the individualôs arm and leg length (Heft, 1988). In addition, Heft 

suggests that in order for an affordance to be potentially realised, a particular 

type of environment is required. Thus, a climb-on-able branch requires suitable 

hand and foot holds relative to the individualôs reach and stride: óthe 

environmental features é their distinctive functional properties, their affordances 

é are the environmental counterparts to the expressed activitiesô (Heft, 1988: 

33).  

Furthermore, as noted by Heft (1988), there is consideration of the functional 

affordances of environments with reference to a developmental dimension. In 

other words, characteristics such as body size may act as a determinant of the 

significance of an affordance to an individual; a smaller body may be able to 

squeeze through a gap in a hedge, while a bigger one might not. Heft (2010) 

further suggests that particular affordances utilised in the environment depend 

on the intentional processes of the perceiver; perceiving supports action, and 

information from the environment is revealed through interaction. Developing this 

idea further, Reed (1996) explains that activity and perception are emergent 

properties as a consequence of the organismôs encounters with the environment. 

Inherent in this view are the movement and behaviour of the organism, as an 

active process in an interconnected perception-action loop.  

Reed (1996: 9) notes that tools must be óput into motionô (original emphasis) by 

workers, while Gibson (2015) highlights the significance of humans as walking 

on two legs and thus their hands are free to use tools. A tool, although a detached 

object, can be described as the extension of a hand, or hands, when in use. When 

not in use, the tool becomes a detached object and part of the environment. 

Furthermore, Reed (1996: 146) correlates tool use with the regulatory features of 

everyday skills that a child must acquire within any culture. For example, the child 
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must use tools in a specific way that is appropriate to the task at hand and be 

aware of óthe nested sequencing of activities, in which one step leads to another, 

often making a third or fourth step possibleô (ibid.). Reed further emphasises the 

fundamental need to consider humansô behaviour with reference to their 

óautonomous agencyô (1996: 10) as they encounter their environment. Moreover, 

he states that the conditions for childrenôs learning are underpinned by óintense 

scaffoldingô, which enables óflexibility in learning, so that the need to substitute for 

materials or steps in the process can be smoothly effectedô (Reed, 1996: 146).   

At the same time, ónew affordancesô emerge as children develop and their needs 

change. For example, Clark and Uzzell (2006) suggest that Heft believed that 

childrenôs evolving interaction with their environment serves as a catalyst for their 

development. However, they are also critical that Heftôs taxonomy does not 

integrate social context into his taxonomy (ibid.). Instead, they emphasise the 

physical aspects of the environment as well as the presence of other people óin 

terms of óbuilding blocksô é out of which people understand, make sense of and 

then act in and upon their worldô (Clark and Uzzell (2006: 3). This is consistently 

acknowledged in quality ECEC.   

4.4.2 Availability and process: joint invitation to affordances 

Examining the educational potential embedded in affordances in the outdoors of 

early childhood settings, the discussion thus far draws on a view of the physical 

outdoor environment as functional. This allows us to understand that particular 

affordances utilised in the environment depend on the intentional processes of 

the perceiver; perceiving supports action, and information from the environment 

is revealed through interaction (Heft, 2010). In addition, the concept of agency 

seeks to draw out the invitational aspect of affordances, which may then be acted 

upon or repelled, while also acknowledging that affordances may be acted upon 

unreflectively. Arguably, we must also pay attention to educators and children as 

perceivers of the affordances of the outdoors, both separately and collaboratively.    

Furthermore, although the national frameworks foreground childrenôs voices and 

choices in their learning and development, the concept of agency or the agentic 

child is implicit as opposed to being explicit, gleaned from a word search of the 

frameworks online. Nevertheless, the literature supporting the updating of Aistear 

(French and McKenna, 2022) makes extensive reference to childrenôs agency 
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and the supportive role of educators in this regard. As indicated in the wider 

literature (Norõdahl and Jóhannesson, 2016; Davies and Hamilton, 2016; 

McClintic and Petty, 2015; Bundy et al., 2009; Sandseter, 2012), educators play 

a pivotal role in shaping childrenôs learning environment. Their actions and 

interactions can either promote or deter childrenôs engagement with it. Reflecting 

the, at times, conflicting views on the potential of the affordances of the outdoors, 

Norõdahl and Jóhannesson (2016) emphasise that understanding positive and 

effective pedagogy in the outdoors relies on educators being knowledgeable 

about the role of the outdoor environment in childrenôs learning.   

While acknowledging how a discourse of risk permeates outdoor engagement, 

Nor»dahl and J·hannesson (2016) suggest that their research participantsô value 

of the learning potential of outdoors outweighs their fear of accidents and injury. 

In this regard, the learning potentials of the outdoors were identified as enhancing 

childrenôs play and learning, promoting their health, well-being and courage, and 

positively affecting their knowledge and actions regarding sustainability (ibid.). As 

such, reference to subsets of potential affordances: Field of Promoted Action 

(FPA), Field of Free Action (FFA) (Reed, 1996) and the Field of constrained 

action (FCA) (Kyttä, 2002, 2004), can be usefully applied to support an 

interpretation of whether, when, how and why the affordances of outdoor 

environments are specified, enacted and experienced in the ECEC setting.  

Taking these subsets into consideration draws attention to the types of 

affordances available to the children, how they are perceived and actualised by 

the children in the ECEC setting and also the educatorsô role in this process.  As 

such, this proposed framework considers educator-children relationships are 

integral to an in-depth understanding of affordance pedagogy in the outdoors.   

Reed (1996: 147) discusses that a óshared perception of affordances and 

intentions is central to the effective workings of the field of promoted actionô. On 

this point, he also emphasises ódynamic interaction (of two mobile people within 

a complex environment)ô. What is important here, Reed (1996: 137) suggests, is 

that childrenôs locomotion in the environment offers a new social frame that óis 

dynamic and involves the interpenetration of the environment of any one observer 

with the environment of other observersô. Consequently, educators must carefully 

orchestrate the environment to support childrenôs activities (ibid.). Importantly 

also, Reed (1996: 133) acknowledges childrenôs fields of free action, which define 
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their relative óautonomous agencyô as they participate, or not, in the óprocess of 

ñchoreographingò the fields of promoted actionô. Here, Reed (1996: 136) asserts, 

infants become ósocial agentsô as they encounter objects, places and events with 

others in cultural practices.  He suggests a developmental paradigm in these 

fields of action, shaped by childrenôs increasing mobility, which in turn promotes 

their opportunities for exploration of their environment.   

Inspired by Reed (1993, 1996), Kyttªôs (2004) reference to subsets of potential 

affordances illuminates circumstances that support or constrain the actualisation 

of affordances of the environment. Each subset, the field of promoted action 

(FPA), the field of free action (FFA) and the field of constrained action (FCA) 

relate closely to the activities of children. Children are actively encouraged to 

perceive and actualise affordances (FPA) in a socially approved way while 

children can also discover affordances independently (FFA). The field of 

constrained action (FCA), offers a further dimension to understanding the 

actualisation of affordances. Kyttä (2004: 182) explains FCA, whereby the 

óactualization of affordances can also be limited through the design of objects and 

spacesô. For example, the design of the environment may not be conducive to 

use for persons with disabilities, or parents may restrict childrenôs actualisation of 

perceived affordances. Crucially, fields of action also overlap. Some affordances 

are socially promoted and others are socially constrained (Kyttä, 2004). A further 

consideration, Kyttä notes, is that these fields of action are expanded, either in 

socially approved ways or otherwise, when affordances in the environment are 

changed or shaped.   

Heft (2007: 92) suggests how affordances perceived in addition to actions 

emanating from these perceptions are ósteeped in the socialô. He draws on the 

work of Vygotsky (Costall, 1995; Leontiev,1981), specifically the role of the social 

aspect of introducing and guiding children to culturally significant practices and 

affordances of the immediate environment. In this way, he frames the interactions 

of the child, adult and object of attention as a ótriadic interactionô focusing joint 

attention on features of the environment (2007: 93). However, Reed (1996: 137) 

suggests that this conceptualisation conjures óa static imageô, and thus argues for 

the importance of paying attention to dynamic interaction, emphasising the 

reciprocal characteristics of interactions. Emphasising dynamic interactions 
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highlights óthe reciprocity characteristic of interaction [é] óand becomes a sharing 

of the affordances of the environmentô (original emphasis) (ibid.). 

A number of factors coalesce here. In this respect, Reed (1996: 147) explores a 

trajectory of childrenôs developing capacities, scaffolded within effective and 

affective relationships, that are central to the workings of the field of promoted 

action. The emphasis on the intertwining of potential affordances and perception 

takes shape through cultural processes that promote or constrain actions. Heftôs 

(2007: 96) emphasis on the significance of óplacesô is pertinent here as he 

suggests that óthe possibilities that stem from social relationships and socially 

sanctioned actions constitute much of a placeôs affordancesô. Heftôs (ibid.) 

attention to behaviour settings provides a platform for relational affordances as 

places that sustain and are transformed as a result of the collaborative actions of 

participants. In this way, a synthesis of affordances and relationships illuminates 

the interpretative processes of meanings of the environment as collective action 

possibilities, which óstems from a history of being a participant in practices of a 

community that include that setting. It is an understanding rooted in action. In this 

way, perceiving, cognizing, and acting are intertwined, inseparable, and on-goingô 

(Heft, Hoch, Edmunds and Weeks, 2014: 390). The following sections, presented 

as Building Blocks 1, 2 and 3 will go deeper into exploring the development of 

affordances as they contribute to the relational affordances pedagogy in the 

outdoors (RAPO) framework. 

пΦр .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ .ƭƻŎƪ мΥ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ !ƎŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ !ŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ 

LƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ  

Hence, with Heftôs taxonomy in mind, the discussion moves on to explore 

Withagen et al.ôs (2012; 2017) concept of affordances as invitational. The work 

of Withagen et al. (2012) considers affordances from an invitational perspective, 

developing Gibsonôs theory of affordances, proposing that affordances are not 

just possibilities for action, but that they also invite behaviour. In doing so, they 

suggest affordances as invitational, but these must also include consideration of 

the organismôs agentic intentions and motivation.   

In the context of ECEC, outdoor environments are constituted in various ways. 

Zamani (2016) provides a way of understanding outdoor environments (zones), 

that reflects the general types of outdoor environments available. These include 
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natural, manufactured or composite (a mix of natural and manufactured) outdoor 

spaces. This gives rise to a range of affordances within these spaces, with 

diverse invitational aspects, ones that shape pedagogies in the outdoors in 

different ways. Whilst we looked earlier at Gibsonôs theory of affordances as what 

the environment offers (Gibson, 2015: 119), here, reflecting on this idea of the 

óinvitationô, we begin to understand how the person is active and agentic. We then 

appreciate that these invitations may be responded to or resisted.  

Withagen, de Poel, Araújo and Pepping (2012) suggest that this approach to 

affordances is premised upon a mutualist perspective on invitations, dependent 

on the animal-environment relationship in multiple ways. Using Gibsonôs concept 

of affordances, Withagen et al. (2012) draw on Reedôs ecological theory of 

agency to suggest that an ecological approach must take account of the 

intentionality and motivation of the organism and, therefore, must view the animal 

as always active (Reed, 1996). However, despite acknowledging Reedôs 

argument for the active participation of the organism, Withagen et al. (2012) are 

critical of the fact that he did not develop the notion that affordances are more 

than opportunities for action. Thus, expanding on Gibsonôs theory of affordances 

as action possibilities, and using examples from industrial design, the built 

environment and phenomenology, they propose a view of affordances as óaction 

possibilities that can inviteô (Withagen et al., 2012: 255).   

Considering industrial design, and drawing on a range of research, Withagen et 

al. (2012) suggest that objects in the environment affect agents emotionally, 

which then encourages certain behaviours (Desmet and Hekkert, 2007, 2009; Ju 

and Takayama, 2009). While not agreeing with Ju and Takayamaôs interpretation 

of affordances, Withagen et al. (2012: 253) acknowledge that their research 

highlights that environments are ónot a neutral manifold of action possibilitiesô; 

instead, their research illustrates that by manipulating the design of an 

environment, the environment can invite actions or behaviours. In this view, the 

agent is actively engaged in perceiving affordances. This conceptualisation 

prompts us to consider what makes environments, such as early childhood 

settings, like classrooms and outdoor environments, invitational.  

What is also of interest here is that the focus is primarily on the physical 

environment. For example, Withagen et al. (2012) suggest that architects can 

design places that invite certain behaviours. They provide an example of this in 
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the work of Dutch structuralist Hertzberger (1991) to suggest how architects can 

plan places to encourage certain behaviours. Hertzberger, in Withagen et al. 

(2012: 254), encouraged architects to design óneutral placesô in order to óstimulate 

creativity of the agentô. Invitations can be acted upon or declined. The influence 

of this discourse on curriculum and pedagogy, shaped as it is by paying attention 

to childrenôs interests in an enquiry and emergent curriculum (NCCA, 2009), has 

the potential for creative encounters, with neutral spaces, affording engagement 

in multiple ways. Inherent in this view also, is that, while affordances can invite 

behaviour, not all affordances do so.   

In more recent work, Withagen, Araɨjo and de Poel (2017: 11) bring the role of 

agency more centre stage, suggesting a dynamic model of the agent-

environment relationship. In doing so, óagency is conceptualized as the capacity 

to modulate the coupling strength with the environment ï the agent can influence 

to what extent he or she is influenced by the different invitationsô. While taking 

the agent-environment relationship as the starting point, Withagen et al.ôs (2017) 

model now pays attention to the agentôs behaviour. It emphasises the interplay 

between solicitations of the environment and the agentôs capacity to control the 

extent to which their behaviour is influenced by multiple affordances in the 

environment. Understanding these concepts in relation to the positioning of 

children in the dynamic negotiation of everyday practice is significant, embedded 

as they are in adultsô philosophies, values and beliefs about ECEC.   

Nested in policy, regulatory and practice contexts, children are consistently 

portrayed as agentic, competent and capable, working alongside attuned, 

knowledgeable and caring adults who support childrenôs current and emergent 

interests. Consequently, environment design in an ECEC setting is an important 

pedagogical feature of the invitational aspect of affordances.   

пΦс .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ .ƭƻŎƪ нΥ {ƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ !ōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ [ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƻŦ !ŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎ  

The discussion thus far has highlighted the dynamics of relationships and 

affordances. So, having set the scene for where possibilities for action may be 

identified and nested in fields of action, it brings into focus consideration of how 

multiple elements shape and influence the actualisation of affordances.     

Varela, Thompson and Rosch (1991) argue for a paradigm shift that recognises 

the ócircular relationshipô (Halak, 2016: 26) of the lived human experience and 



135 

 

cognitive science. Thus, they reject a mind-body dualism of cognition; positing 

instead the coupling of the body as lived experiences with the organismôs 

cognitive mechanisms (Varela et al., 1991). They further suggest that ówhen 

cognition or mind é is being examined, the dismissal of experience becomes 

untenable, even paradoxical (p.13). The body thus plays a part in creating its 

environment, interpreting it as it enacts in the environment, thus evolving together 

with that environment. Varela et al. (1991: 149) explain this óas the enactment or 

bringing forth of meaning from a background of understandingô. Furthermore, 

Varela et al. (1991: 172) propose a merging of embodiment and enaction as 

embodied action to illustrate the inseparable influences of biology, psychology 

and culture on lived cognition. The body, capable of sensorimotor experiences, 

supports cognition, which is embedded in biological, psychological and cultural 

contexts. They further explain the enactive approach whereby the perceiverôs 

actions in a given situation are guided by that situation (as opposed to a 

predetermined response). Drawing on Merleau-Ponty, they posit that the 

organism and the environment influence each other óin reciprocal specification 

and selectionô (Varela et al., 1991: 175).   

Therefore, an important consideration is how a vision for mutually constructed 

experiences is afforded in early childhood settings. Briefly, Gallagher (2018) 

associates perception with sensorimotor activity, which he further couples with 

Gibsonôs (1977) affordance theory. By doing so, he considers the ecological 

aspect of embodiment; the dynamic relationship of the óagentive self é in the 

worldô, rather than solely óin the brainô (Gallagher, 2018: 13). Thus, the agentive 

self is affected by aspects such as culture, gender, race, ability and motivation. 

Moreover, Wang and Zheng (2018) posit a conception of embodied cognition as 

being embedded in óthe nurturing role of the environment for the mindô, 

suggesting a view of learning experiences as óa dynamic systemô (Gallagher, 

2018: 217). This discourse focuses on a curriculum that evolves through a 

óbidirectional constructionô (Gallagher, 2018: 222) of learning through 

experiences and interactions afforded by the environment.   

As previously outlined, foregrounding a relational affordance approach is pivotal. 

A number of factors are central to this. First, the role of educators, in being 

knowledgeable and attuned to how environmental affordances shape childrenôs 

engagement, is crucial. Second, expertise in noticing, interpreting and creating 
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and/or re-imagining óspatio-pedagogical settings for teaching and learning 

(Young, Cleveland and Imms, 2019: 696)38 influences diverse practices. Drawing 

these threads together, Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014) argue that when viewed 

relationally, possibilities for action are opened up in different sociocultural 

practices.   

Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014) suggest that the affordances of the environment, 

in the original conceptualisation by Gibson (1979/1986), provide a narrow focus 

on possibilities for action. They argue that focusing on affordances primarily in 

relation to motor action/ locomotion, does not consider the skills and abilities the 

animal possesses. Drawing on Gibsonôs concept of an ecological niche, and 

similar to his notion that a niche implies a type of animal and an animal implies a 

type of niche, Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014) suggest that members of a species 

alter their niches to suit their needs. They further argue that consideration of skills 

and abilities encompasses a rich and resourceful landscape of affordances, 

proposing that affordances can be understood as both relational and a resource.  

In an analysis of pedagogy in the outdoors, extending affordances theory allows 

us to perceive óthe resourcefulness of our environment, including our built 

environmentô (Rietveld and Kiverstein, 2014: 326). In this way, the environment 

is described relationally, óshaped and sculpted by the rich variety of social 

practices, [é] important for creative professions because it suggests new ways 

of increasing our openness to these available resourcesô (Rietveld and Kiverstein, 

2014: 327). They expand this point further (p.330), acknowledging commonalities 

across human practices. Drawing on Gibsonôs concept of óways of lifeô, they 

highlight how the variety of human practices, a óform of lifeô, can be captured 

using Whyteôs39 (1980) different grains of analysis in the same patterns of 

behaviour. Identifying three grains of analysis, Rietveld and Kiverstein suggest (i) 

the human form of life in general, (ii) particular sociocultural practices and (iii) 

particular engagement with the affordances of individuals when we zoom in on 

this practice at a more detailed level of analysis. They suggest that this approach 

                                                             
38 ̧ƻǳƴƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмфΥ сфпύ ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ aŀƘŀǘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмуύ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ΨLƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ 
όL[9ǎύΩ όh9/5Σ нлмоύΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ 
ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩΦ 
39 ²ƘȅǘŜΩǎ όмфулύ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅΣ ¢ƘŜ {ƻŎƛŀƭ [ƛŦŜ ƻŦ {Ƴŀƭƭ ¦Ǌōŀƴ {ǇŀŎŜǎΣ ǳǎŜǎ ŀ ǘƛƳŜπƭŀǇǎŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ǘƻ ŦƛƭƳ 
ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƛǘ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎƛǘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǉǳŀǊŜǎ ƛƴ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΦ  hōǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎΣ ²ƘȅǘŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ Ƙƻǿ ŜŀŎƘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ǘǊǳǘƘΣ ǘƘǳǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ  
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captures the complexity and richness of the concept of affordances as 

possibilities for action.   

This development of affordance theory offers a deeper understanding of how 

individuals engage with the world through daily experiences and interactions with 

the environment. Borrowing the notion of a form of life (Wittgenstein, 1993), 

Rietveld and Kiverstein explain forms of life as regular patterns of normative 

behaviours in which humans engage and are embedded in sociocultural 

practices. Ingold (2000/2011, as cited in Rietveld and Kiverstein, 2014: 329) 

suggests there may be common practices across different disciplines; however, 

óthe central difference between these forms of life can be attributed to the 

embodied skills of practitioners situated in their structured surroundingsô. In this 

way, mind and body are engaged in the affordances of the environment. The 

entanglement of the wider context of practice with day-to-day ECEC practice 

illuminates practices embedded ówithin a network of relations not only among 

different people, but also a ñconstellationò of other objects drawn into a shared 

practiceô (Costall, 2012: 92; van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017; Kiverstein and Rietveld, 

2020). 

Taking a view informed by potential affordances, educators and children 

collaborate in planned, creative and spontaneous activities that help children 

develop autonomy and agency. Earlier, I discussed work that explored 

environments as comprising physical, functional, invitational and relational 

elements, embedded in the daily life of sociocultural practices. This 

conceptualisation is now further explored by looking at how Rietveld and 

Kiverstein (2014) frame affordances from a perspective of skills and abilities. 

For example, in the acquisition of skills and abilities, Rietveld and Kiverstein draw 

on Ingoldôs example of the novice and experienced hunter to explain the notion 

of situated normativity (Rietveld, 2008), in which the individual engages in a 

concrete situation. This concrete situation, while implicit in sociocultural practice, 

may also require óadjustment and adaptation of behaviour to the affordances of 

things as they are found in concrete material settingsô (Rietveld and Kiverstein, 

2014: 332).   

This invites possibilities for the creation of new and/or unconventional 

affordances, an idea that resonates with a potential of outdoor environments as 
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holding educational value. Reflecting Reedôs (1996) fields of promoted action, it 

is possible to suggest that educators encourage childrenôs connections with 

nature and a planting-eating-composting cycle. The cycle commences with 

planting seeds (e.g. carrots), nurturing their growth, harvesting them, preparing 

them for eating and finally returning food waste for composting or for a worm farm 

(Davis, 2015). In this way, children are agentic decision-makers, problem-solvers 

and keepers of the natural world.   

Another example is open-ended resources or loose parts (Nicholson, 2009), 

which promote action possibilities as children engage in and explore novel uses 

for everyday items. These affordances of the outdoor environments in ECEC 

potentially enhance children's skills and abilities as they bring important funds of 

knowledge (González et al., 2005), which may originate in their various 

environments (home, community), into outdoor play.   

The roles of parents and educators are central to how this plays out in practice, 

as they tune in to childrenôs interests, knowledge, skills, abilities and challenges. 

Thus, in the communicative settings (Zukow-Goldring, 2012) of ECEC, adults and 

children can engage in co-constructing knowledge and skills, with the potential to 

discover ónovel affordances and even suggest how this kind of creativity can be 

promoted, namely, by stimulating the application of an existing skill to different 

aspects of the environmentô (Rietveld and Kiverstein, 2014: 339). 

Therefore, emphasising the urgency of planning with and for children, while also 

being ready to let go of those plans and stand back to see what might happen, 

Lenz-Taguchiôs (2010) conceptualisation of óspaces for intra-active agentic 

engagementsô is pivotal to relational affordances. Discourses around relational 

affordances do, therefore, have the potential to create responses that are 

designed óto put ourselves in motion, to be in a process of change and invention, 

not knowing the end stateô, while also emphasising óthat learning is not simply an 

individual cognitive process set in motion from within each individual child, but 

that the force of learning does not separate thinking and bodily doings from 

objects, matters, time, spaces and placesô (Lenz-Taguchi, 2010, online).   

Bringing the aforementioned Building Blocks 1 and 2 together allows us to explore 

affordance theory, viewing environments as invitational, with the potential for 

individuals to draw on their skills and abilities in familiar and novel ways. Although 
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criticisms have suggested that agency is not explicit enough in affordance theory, 

together these building blocks thread this concept throughout by focusing on the 

collaborative and co-constructive processes embedded in agentic relationships. 

пΦт .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ .ƭƻŎƪ оΥ {ƻŎƛƻƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ 

Building Block 3 explores the concept of sociomateriality in our understanding of 

affordances (van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017). They propose that óin the human form 

of life the social and the material are intertwined and best understood as 

sociomaterialityô (van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017: 1). Drawing attention to the 

complementarity of three perspectives, van Dijk and Rietveld (2017) first provide 

a zoomed out focus on the landscape of affordances offered in the sociomaterial 

environment. Secondly, zooming in, they focus on individuals coordinating these 

affordances, presented by objects and people situated in this landscape. Finally, 

from a lived perspective, they explore how relevant affordances solicit activity. In 

this regard, they introduce the Skilled Intentionality Framework (SIF), suggesting 

that it captures the full remit of skilled involvement of humans in their ecological 

niche as they negotiate multiple affordances. Importantly, they stress the 

significance of each element being complementary to the others, in order óto 

arrive at a rich framework for understanding a wide range of human involvement 

in ecological termsô (van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017: 3). Thus, similar to the work of 

Rietveld and Kiverstein (2014), van Dijk and Rietveld (2017) focus on the 

affordances of the environment and skilled action, including the skilled social 

actions of humans in their ecological niches.  

Affordances, defined within the SIF, are viewed in relation to the sociomaterial 

environment óin fluxô. Bringing together the context and the social, the SIF 

conceptualises the landscape of affordances in which actions are situated. So, 

taking an early childhood setting as a óform of lifeô, when we zoom out on practices 

and affordances, we observe óstable and regular patterns of behaviorô (van Dijk 

and Rietveld, 2017: 5). Importantly here, behaviours that are taken for granted in 

given situations in sociocultural practices are also understood as being entangled 

within a constellation of practices: persisting affordances previously established 

by participants in these practices. 

Here, the argument draws attention to ócanonical affordancesô (van Dijk and 

Rietveld, 2017; Costall, 2012) of the artefacts or objects that make up everyday 
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practices. In this regard, the skilled individual might consider a stone, which can 

afford being thrown in one situation, and can also afford being a means of 

counting or even sitting upon in other situations. These affordances are situated, 

and have available characteristics with which to coordinate in the sociomaterial 

environment. Zooming out, we can see they function in diverse ways. Thus, the 

skilled individual, responsive to relevant affordances and sensitive to the norms 

of the form of life, selectively engages with them by looking at the material reality 

of a stone. He or she is responsive to its diverse affordances, but will also, of 

course, be constrained by its sociomateriality as, for example, s/he understands 

that it cannot be eaten.   

Moving on, the second perspective offers a zoomed-in account of the form of life. 

In an ECEC setting, for example, a child can select and engage with a field of 

multiple inviting affordances. Returning to Reed (1996), and also Kyttä (2004), to 

explain a zoomed-in perspective, this can be understood, for example, as the 

agentic child perceiving an affordance, which may then be considered in terms of 

the ófield of promoted actionô or the ófield of constrained actionô. Reedôs focus on 

adult scaffolding, viewed in a zoomed-in perspective, also allows us to 

understand how adult-child interactions promote or prevent childrenôs 

actualisation of affordances in ongoing coordination of ECEC practice.   

Hence, zooming in, as in my study, provides insights into how and why 

affordances are ócultivated based on sensitivity to what activities are considered 

normal and expected within a social group, such as oneôs family or the cultural 

groups to which one belongsô (Kiverstein, 2023: 9). This highlights how both 

proximal and distal (the early childhood context, family, community and wider 

regulation and policy context) can shape how affordances are perceived, 

promoted, constrained and acted upon. In addition, from a developmental 

perspective, the skilled individual is encouraged or constrained as the 

sociomaterial environment is óchanging and affordances are forming in the 

sociomaterial entanglement of people coordinating with others and materials in 

real timeô (van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017: 9). Finally, the zoomed-in perspective 

illuminates how standing practices and affordances of the environment unfold in 

óconcrete and situated activitiesô (original emphasis) (van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017: 

6) in engagement with a órich landscape of affordancesô (Rietveld and Kiverstein, 

2014: 326).  
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The final perspective of the SIF provides an account of sociomateriality in practice 

as affordances unfold. Van Dijk and Rietveldôs (2017) example of a caf® as an 

established social practice, where friends meet for coffee and conversation, 

draws attention to the entanglement of proximal and distal social and material 

affordances. Building on this image, they draw attention to the rich landscape of 

affordances, including the ambience and the layout of the café and its resources, 

all of which enable and constrain the activities of this behaviour setting. This 

scenario changes in subtle ways as the cup is moved aside, the chair pushed 

back, the time is checked and the conversation becomes hurried ï all are related 

to the óconstitutive entanglement of ability and sociomaterialityô (original 

emphasis) (van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017: 7). Therefore, evident in this 

conceptualisation of affordances is their connection with people and 

environmental resources and practices. 

Bringing this perspective to an ECEC context, for example, we can explore 

sociomaterialty in daily preschool practice, which is part of a large óconstellationô 

of practices (van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017: Costall, 2012), shared among many 

individuals. An important consideration is an acknowledgement that there is some 

uncertainty as to how actions will unfold: ówhat is done is yet to be determinedô 

(van Dijk and Rietveld, 2017: 7), highlighting how regularities in practice are 

subject to change. Therefore, first, we notice the daily routine adapting 

continuously to the people (parents and children) arriving, the immediate 

environment, in flux (weather), and available resources (sand, buckets and 

spades). Simultaneously, being responsive to the behaviour setting (ECEC 

setting) includes both being responsive to the opportunities for action (óteachableô 

moment in the outdoors), the affordances offered by the material environment 

and the opportunities for social engagement offered by other people (parents, 

colleagues, inspectorate). So, we consider how skilled individuals, enmeshed in 

the landscape of affordances, and responsive and attuned to possibilities for 

action and social engagement, are acting individually and in community with other 

participants in this sociomaterial setting.   

For example, if we consider affordances as processes (Kiverstein, 2023: 10) 

unfolding in a sociomaterial setting, such as a preschool, we see the experienced 

individual scaffolding the novice (noting the roles are interchangeable) in the 

outdoor environment. So, in this scenario, for example, we notice the seasons 
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and weather slowly transforming the landscape of affordances, in óa temporal, 

unfolding processô (Kiverstein, 2023: 10). The affordances of this scene are not 

fully determined ï autumn gradually transforms the leavesô colour and texture. In 

a collaborative relationship, educators and children respond to the invitational 

affordances of the situation ï sensorial experiences of crisp or wet leaves, 

physical experiences of running through wet or dry leaves, possibly adjusting 

behaviour due to a risk of falling on wet leaves. Affordances are promoted or 

constrained, regulated perhaps by policies, childrenôs abilities and educatorsô 

values and attitudes. 

Nevertheless, the intent is to make the pedagogical affordances of outdoor 

environments more visible, anchored in the relational and physical, in order to 

understand what constitutes learning and when, where, how and with whom 

learning takes place.  

Theories of affordances and relational pedagogy have been used in relation to 

research with children in ECEC. These theories are consistently present in the 

literature on the provision of quality ECEC. However, the focus, to date, with 

limited exceptions, has primarily separated these theories. The framework I 

developed provides a dual focus, looking at outdoor pedagogy through an 

integrated lens of relational pedagogy and affordances in the outdoors in ECEC.  

This integrative framework of affordances and relational pedagogy, as the 

ingredients of the interaction between the outdoor environment, educators and 

children, aims to communicate a rich understanding of educator-children dynamic 

interactions, motivations and dispositions in unison with the affordances of 

outdoor environments. This richness of encounters reflects OôDonnellôs (2018: 

39) suggestion that ó[L]earning begins with encounters that stir up desire, 

curiosity, perplexity, passion, imagination, but also generate confusion and 

disturbance. This involves creating conditions and atmospheres that allow for 

open collective enquiry, study and wondering.ô By drawing affordances and 

relational pedagogy theories together, this encompasses a rich dynamic of the 

agentic child, agentic educators and a view of the environment as having agency. 

A persistent theme throughout the reviewed literature centres on children as 

having agency and that their own understanding of themselves as agentic beings 

is reinforced through nurturing relationships that respond to children uniqueness 
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(NCCA, 2022; Beattie, 2015; Green, 2013; Oberhuemer, 2005). This allows us to 

understand, on the one hand, that the enhanced status of children as agentic 

social actors, in policy and national frameworks, potentially shapes their 

experiences in ECEC environments. However, while power dynamics in the 

adult-child relationship are balanced in the roles and responsibilities of educators, 

arguably, this view tells only part of the story. For example, Mentha, Church and 

Page (2015: 622) highlight the complexity of everyday practices, whereby 

teachers óas brokers or conduits to participationô influence how childrenôs agency 

is perceived óconceptually and contextuallyô (Mentha et al. (2015: 623). 

Discourses around agency therefore create complex responses about how 

affordances are enacted, and therefore experienced by children. An emphasis on 

the latter acknowledges the intersectionality of affordances seen through a 

relational pedagogical lens. 

Accordingly, in order to illuminate the synergies among these concepts, I 

developed the RAPO framework (Figure 4.1 below). This framework responds to 

and brings diverse perspectives into conversation with regulations, policy and 

wider literature on pedagogy in the outdoors. Furthermore, it provides a 

framework for those working at the intersection of ECEC, policy and regulatory 

requirements in prompting critical reflection, fostering connections to strengthen 

dialogue and action for relational pedagogy in the outdoors. 
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Figure 4.1: Theoretical framework ï Bringing Relational Pedagogy and 

Affordances together in the theoretical framework Relational Pedagogy in the 

Outdoors (RAPO)  

пΦу /ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ  

Embedding relevant and invitational affordances with skills and abilities in a 

constellation of pedagogical practices provides insights into how the lived 

perspectives of individuals in the ECEC setting are influenced. This chapter has 

explored the theoretical concepts associated with relational pedagogy and 

affordances theory, providing the RAPO as a useful framework to illuminate the 

interconnectivity between relational pedagogy and affordances relevant to this 

study of pedagogy in the outdoors. The RAPO theoretical framework also makes 

an argument for elevating concepts of agency, alongside invitational and 

motivational aspects of outdoor environments, skills and abilities of individuals, 

as played out in the social and material context of an ECEC setting.  
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ CƛǾŜΥ aŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ 

рΦм LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

Pedagogy in the outdoors is an under-researched area of ECEC practice. 

Consequently, this research study aims to address this gap. In order to do so, I 

endeavoured to ensure that the choice of research design and methodology 

supports the collection and analysis of data and is sensitive to the complex matrix 

of ECEC policy and practice. Furthermore, I wanted to focus on praxis-related 

research in order to provide a platform for educators, children and parents to 

articulate their experiences and views on pedagogy in the outdoors. A foremost 

consideration was that this study would be órelevant to preschool teachers and 

other educational actors and, in the long run, should also benefit childrenô 

(Wallerstedt et al., 2023: 174). Throughout this research study, I remained 

sensitive to the fact that ECEC, as an emerging profession, is at times subject to 

negative exposure and is also a heavily regulated profession. In addition, and as 

outlined in my ethics application (approved in October 2018, see Appendix 1), an 

ethical approach informed each stage of the research process (Kumar, 2014). 

This chapter provides a detailed rationale for the research design and presents 

the methodology. Starting with Section 5.2, the chapter briefly returns to the 

research questions, before moving on to provide details of the research setting 

(Section 5.3). Details of the research participants are provided in section 5.4. 

Section 5.5 sets out the rationale for the research design, with subsections 

offering further details. This is followed by section 5.6, which provides details of 

the methodology. Section 5.7 and subsections outline the data collection 

methods, followed by section 5.8 and subsections that focus on the rationale and 

research methods for research with children. Sections 5.9 and 5.10 focus on the 

data collection methods with educators and parents, respectively. A focus on 

researcher participation and data collection methods is provided in section 5.11. 

The data analysis is presented in section 5.12 and subsections. Section 5.13 sets 

out ethical considerations.  Research limitations are outlined in Section 5.14, 

followed by a conclusion to the chapter. 

рΦн .ǊƛŜŦ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ 

These considerations informed my research questions, aims and objectives, 

which in turn reflect my ontological, epistemological and axiological position. Yin 
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(2018: 11) suggests that defining the research question(s) óis probably the most 

important step to be taken in a research studyô. My starting point was to ensure 

my research questions have both substance ï what is my study about? and form 

ï considering what questions I am asking ï ñwhoò, ñwhatò, ñwhenò, ñwhereò, ñhowò 

and ñwhyò (Yin, 2018). The form of the research questions thus provided a 

structure with which to bring different experiences, perspectives and expertise to 

the field of study.  

Defining research questions is an important step in the research process and 

requires time and patience (Yin, 2018). Bryman (2008) posits that well formulated 

research questions guide the literature search, the data required and their 

analysis and writing up. As previously discussed in Chapter One, I refined my 

research questions during the data collection phase. Occupying and reflecting on 

my diverse roles as an ECEC educator and ECEC lecturer, engaging with the 

wider literature, along with ongoing discussions with my supervisors and critical 

friends during data collection, helped refine the final research questions. Drawing 

on these experiences and positions, I wanted to gather data that would be 

sensitive to harnessing the experiences, perspectives and expertise of educators, 

children and parents.  

The research questions, aims and objectives are outlined below: 

Educators - Question: 

To what extent does the outdoor environment inform and shape educatorsô 

pedagogical approaches in the preschool? 

Aim: 

To explore educatorsô perspectives of the educational value of the outdoor 

environment(s) in the preschool. 

Objective: 

To provide insights into the extent to which educators consider 

affordances of the environment, potentially contribute to its use as a 

pedagogical space and furthermore shape pedagogical interactions and 

relationships. 

Children - Question: 
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How does the outdoor environment shape the childrenôs experiences and 

pedagogical encounters in preschool? 

Aim:  

To examine and understand childrenôs experiences in the outdoor 

environment in preschool. 

Objective: 

To explore how children view, understand and experience the outdoors in 

ECEC. 

 

Parents - Question: 

What is the parentsô view of the outdoor environment in preschool as an 

educational space? 

Aim:  

To explore parentsô views of the value of the outdoor environment to 

childrenôs learning and development in preschool. 

 

Objective: 

To investigate how parents view the outdoors as a pedagogical space in 

ECEC preschool. 

 

This chapter provides a detailed rationale for the research design and presents 

the methodology. It sets out epistemological, ontological and axiological 

considerations, before moving on to outline the research paradigm, explaining 

methodological and methods choices. 

рΦо LŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 

The choice of an ECEC setting in which to conduct the study, which routinely 

uses the outdoors, meant careful selection at the recruitment stage. Efforts 

through my own professional contacts/ networks initially identified a community 

setting. A community setting is a not-for-profit setting which offers ECEC. I 

received verbal approval from the Manager at this time, and written details of the 

research were sought to bring to a Board of Management meeting. I explained, 

following advice from my supervisors, that when ethical approval was obtained 

from Maynooth Ethics Committee, detailed information would then be forwarded 
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to the preschool Board of Management, from which ethical approval would also 

be sought. Regrettably, due to their busy schedule at the beginning of the new 

school year, they were unable to find the time to facilitate my research. The 

second site was recently opened (January 2018) and, although a dedicated 

outdoor setting, the owner expressed similar logistical issues. I then approached 

a rural preschool following a recommendation from an advisor in ECI who had 

previously worked with that setting.   

In order to frame the analytical approach proposed in this chapter, I offer a brief 

overview to provide a summary of resources (visual and descriptive) in the indoor 

and outdoor environments that contribute to the adultsô and childrenôs 

engagement with the affordances of the environments, and adultsô and childrenôs 

relationships and interactions. There are two outdoor environments primarily 

used for play:40 the backyard, accessible from the 2nd room French doors, and 

the large garden, accessible through the front door to a small enclosed concrete 

front yard leading to the garden, both pictured below: 

  5.1 Access to the backyard through the French doors 

                                                             
40 ¢ƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƴǘ ȅŀǊŘΦ  L ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ Ǉƭŀȅ 
ŀǊŜŀ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŎŜ όǎŜŜ ōŜƭƻǿύΦ 
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   5.2 Access to the garden through the 

main door, gate and down the path 

Focusing on the backyard, this area incorporated a sloped concrete area with 

various ride-on vehicles. A blue wooden fence surrounds this area. This area was 

developed over the course of my research, with a wooden bridge added. There 

are also two small alcoves in this area. Resources were frequently moved 

between this area and the garden (e.g. some of the ride-on toys). 

 5.3 Backyard with various resources 

(accessed via French doors) 

 5.4 Large alcove in the backyard 
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5.5 Small alcove in the backyard 

Similar to the backyard, the garden went through a transformation during my 

fieldwork, with construction areas created and new resources added. This area 

is surrounded by a hedge and fence. Below is a montage of photographs which 

represent the garden 

.  5.6 View of the garden from the gate 

 5.7 Trampoline 
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  5.8 Changing area/shelter. Toys, books are also 

stored/ added here for the children to access 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.9 The shop    

 

      5.10 Willow area 

   5.11 The ówellô 
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 5.12 Slide embedded in the grass slope 

(main garden) 

 5.13 Climbing frame 

  5.14 The castle and slide 

 

The photographs below show new resources that were added during my 

fieldwork. 

 5.15 Gardening and sand resources 
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 5.16 Monkey bars  

  5.17 New digging area 

 5.18 New house frame 

  5.19 Developing a new digging area 

 5.20 New bench 
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Indoors also featured in my fieldwork.  There were three access doors in the 

preschool: the entrance door from the enclosed front yard; the French doors 

leading to the backyard; and the door leading to the biodiversity/ art and craft 

room. The photographs below represent different views of the interconnecting 

rooms (which I describe as the 1st, 2nd and 3rd areas of the large room, and the 

biodiversity/ art and craft room). 

 5.21 View from the 2nd area (Interconnection 

of 1st and 2nd areas) 

 5.22 View from the 2nd area (2nd and 3rd areas 

interconnected) 

 

 5.23 The 3rd area 
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5.24 Biodiversity/art and craft room 

рΦп tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ 

The participants in this research comprised educators, children and parents. 

There were 27 participants in total: 15 of whom were children, nine parents and 

three educators. There were three educators and, for the purposes of the 

research, each staff member chose a pseudonym. All of the educators have 

different levels of qualification in ECEC. Two of them come from diverse working 

backgrounds. The third educator, who worked part-time in the setting, has 25 

yearsô experience working in the sector. All educators were female, which is 

reflective of the workforce nationally with over 98% of female staff employed in 

the sector (DCYA, 2019). The owner (Mary Jane) opened the setting in its current  

premises in 2009. She completed an Honours Degree in Early Childhood 

Education and Care in 2018. The Manager (Jane) has been employed in the 

setting since 2010. She completed a QQI Level 6 Major Award in Early Childhood 

Care and Education (Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and 

Training) Act 2012) in 2017. A third member of staff (Ciara) was employed part-

time from September to December and full-time from January to June as a 

support under the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM)41 and had previous ECEC 

experience elsewhere. This enabled the reduction of the staff-to-child ratio under 

the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) (aim.gov.ie). This member of staff had over 

25 yearsô experience in ECEC and completed a QQI Level 5 in 2009. All staff had 

engaged in CPD. From 2012 to 2015, the setting had participated in the Síolta 

                                                             
41 ¢ƘŜ !ŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ LƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ aƻŘŜƭ ό!Laύ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 
ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊƭȅ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ /ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ό9//9ύ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ό5/95L¸Σ нлннύΦ ¢ƘŜ 
Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ !La ƛǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ Ŏŀƴ 
ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊŜ όƘǘǘǇǎΥκκŀƛƳΦƎƻǾΦƛŜκύΦ 
¢ƘŜ {Ɲƻƭǘŀ v!t ƛǎ ŀ мнπǎǘŜǇ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ŀƴ 9//9 ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻǳǘ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎΥ 
ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ǎŜƭŦπŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ōȅ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘΣ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ 
ό{Ɲƻƭǘŀ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊύ όƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǎƛƻƭǘŀΦƛŜκǉǳŀƭƛǘȅψŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜψǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦǇƘǇύΦ 

https://aim.gov.ie/
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Quality Assurance Programme (QAP).42 Staff considered this a significant CPD 

exercise and referenced Síolta (CECDE, 2006) frequently in their approach to 

quality practice. Table 5.1, below, provides the educatorsô details. 

Table 5.1: Educatorsô details  

Name Position Experience in 

Early Years 

Education (years) 

Early Yearsô 

Qualification 

Mary Jane Owner 10  QQI Level 8 

Jane Manager 9 QQI Level 6 

Ciara Assistant 25 QQI Level 5 

 

Over the course of the fieldwork, the number of children attending the setting 

fluctuated between 11 and 17. This was due to families leaving the area or 

children not settling in. The core group involved in the research was 15 children 

in total: ten boys and five girls. The children could choose their own pseudonyms. 

If they did not wish to do so, staff chose names and checked with the children 

whether they liked the names chosen. Their ages ranged from two years and six 

months to four years and six months. See Table 5.2, below. 

Table 5.2: Childrenôs details 

Name Age (years: months) 

Jack 4:4 

Gareth 3:11 

Francis 4:6 

Ethan 4:4 

Johnny Farmer 4:0 

Ciarán 4:1 

                                                             
42 ¢ƘŜ {Ɲƻƭǘŀ v!t ƛǎ ŀ мнπǎǘŜǇ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ŀƴ 9//9 ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻǳǘ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎΥ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ǎŜƭŦπŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ 
ŀƴŘ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ōȅ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘΣ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ 
ό{Ɲƻƭǘŀ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊύ όƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǎƛƻƭǘŀΦƛŜκǉǳŀƭƛǘȅψŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜψǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦǇƘǇύΦ 
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Lauren 4:1 

Lorraine 4:3 

Pat 3:9 

Grant 4:4 

Isla 3:0 

Ger 2:11 

Donna 3:1 

Noah 2:6 (started in March 2019; 

Johnny Farmerôs sibling) 

Susi 2:8 (started in February 

2019; Jackôs sister) 

 

Parent participation in the focus-group discussions was all female. This was not 

an intended approach as all parents were invited. The focus-group discussions 

were arranged over two evenings to facilitate maximum attendance (Table 5.3 

below). 
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Table 5.3: Parentsô details 

Parents (in Focus Groups) Their children 

Beatrice  Johnny Farmer and Noah 

Sophia  Isla 

Teresa  Lauren 

Marie-Claire  Jack and Susi 

Susan  Jake 

Caroline  Ger 

Zara  Gareth 

Martha  Pat 

Adele  Francis 

 

рΦр wŀǘƛƻƴŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

This section provides the rationale for the research design and situates the ethical 

choices made. Learning from study trips to Trondheim in Norway and Reggio 

Emilia in Italy, in 2012 and 2014, respectively, was pivotal to my research design.   

Immersed as I have been in the provision of ECEC and in the education of ECEC 

educators for over 30 years, my world view has been informed by my role as a 

parent, educator and lecturer. Lessons learned from embarking on a journey 

towards changing practice, to moving my practice primarily outdoors, irrespective 

of the weather, were difficult. While the cultural practice of Nordic countries is 

positively associated with regular outdoor use in ECEC, adopting this practice in 

my setting a decade ago was not straightforward. Parents decided this was not 

the best place for their children, the barriers cited primarily being weather 

conditions. My staff did not feel prepared to adopt this approach. In hindsight, 

none of us were.  

I wanted to develop and adopt a holistic methodology that captured and brought 

together, individually and collectively, the experiences and perspectives of three 

central stakeholders: educators, children and parents. A literature review 

revealed the disconnect in research across those three central voices in early 
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childhood education, in some places excluding one or more voices, or placing an 

unbalanced weighting on the voice of one stakeholder ï often not that of the child. 

In ensuring that my research included the voice of the child as central, 

I developed a methodological model, based on Clark and Moss (2001, 2005) 

Mosaic approach, in which the central focus was the inclusion of childrenôs 

perspectives, as a starting point for exploring outdoor pedagogy.  

My research approach was influenced by Lather (1986: 259), who notes that 

ó[E]mancipatory knowledge increases awareness of the contradictions hidden or 

distorted by everyday understandings, and in doing so it directs attention to the 

possibilities for social transformation inherent in the present configuration of 

social processes.ô Drawing on Freire (1973), Hall (1975), Reason and Rowan 

(1981) and Westkott (1979), respectively, Lather further suggests that, just as 

there is no neutral education, there is no neutral research (Lather, 1986). Randall, 

Cooper and Hite (1999: 8) state that óresearch is inherently biased, education is 

intrinsically political and both have been and will be used for political purposesô. 

Nevertheless, Halpin and Troyna (1994) and Walford (1994) argue that the 

researcherôs neutrality is neither desirable nor achievable (as cited in Drake, 

2010), and that ósome shared understanding of the world through occupation and 

social class underpins the practices of interviewing, and that at least some of the 

meaning of the interview is constructed through this shared lensô (Drake, 2010: 

87). I had a shared understanding with the owner of the setting in which my 

research took place, something of which I was continuously aware as my role 

moved from educator to researcher. 

5.5.1 Research design  

Parker-Jenkins presents the rationale for combining ethnography with a case-

study research design. Key in an ethnographic approach, according to Parker-

Jenkins (2018), is a focus on people and the value of their personal and collective 

accounts of aspects of their lives. Drawing on diverse explanations, she further 

explains the case study as a method that can be used in diverse ways, with the 

intention of describing, explaining or exploring a case, such as an educational 

setting or a single issue (ibid.). Parker-Jenkins draws attention to subtle 

distinctions and similarities between these, suggesting a hybrid form, which has 

the advantages of both ethnography and case study. Although she argues that 

doing ethnographic research requires immersion in the research context and/or 
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data, she also acknowledges that advances in/ new methods for data collection 

suggest that ótime in the fieldô can be óconducted through condensed/ intense 

periods of time in the fieldô (Parker-Jenkins, 2018: 22). Case-study research may 

require a shorter duration of time in the field, blending case study and 

ethnography requires that the premise of ethnography remains; that is, building 

rapport and trust over a period of time, while interpreting data with reference to 

the participantsô context and experiences. Atkinson (2015) argues that while 

ethnography is concerned with meaningful social action, it is also concerned with 

what things or events mean to social actors. Hence, adopting an ethnographic 

case-study approach opens up a space for the participants to tell their stories in 

the immediate and wider context of ECEC. The multimodal approach of the 

Mosaic underpinning this study is commensurate with this approach. 

5.5.2 Case study 

Denscombe (2010: 53) highlights a focus on the interconnectedness of 

relationships and processes within social settings. In this regard, he suggests that 

the real value of a case study is the opportunity to explain why certain outcomes 

happen. In addition, he notes that another strength of a case-study approach is 

that it allows the researcher to use a variety of sources, a variety of types of data 

and multiple methods.  

Providing a twofold definition of case study as a research method, Yin (2018: 15) 

explains that the first part begins with the scope of the case study, and the second 

part involves the features of a case study. This study is an ethnographic single-

case study which explored the value of outdoor environments as a pedagogical 

space from the experiences and perspectives of children, educators and parents. 

The provision of ECEC is embedded in a wider policy and regulatory context, 

highlighting variables that shape and influence day-to-day practice. Therefore, 

the scope of the case study, whilst focusing on a rural preschool in Ireland, 

included the stakeholders involved in daily practice. The research period was 

from October 2018 to June 2019 (130 hours). Including a review of international 

and national literature on outdoor pedagogy, in addition to Irish policy ECEC 

initiatives, the features of this case study comprise:  
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¶ An ethnographic approach; 

¶ Mosaic approach; 

¶ Reflective Thematic Analysis. 

As a preschool, with a focus on the outdoor environment, this context provides 

an exemplifying (original emphasis) case in which to seek answers to certain 

research questions (Bryman, 2008: 56). In seeking to explore lived experiences 

in the real-world context of the outdoors in an ECEC setting, this research also 

goes beyond the immediate context of the setting, by including parents as 

participants along with their children, thereby acknowledging the ecological 

context of how meanings from different participants may shape ECEC practice in 

outdoor environments (Hayes, OôToole and Halpenny, 2017). 

Yin (2018) identifies the strengths and weaknesses of six sources of evidence in 

case-study research. Strengths, relevant to this study, included observing 

educators and children in a naturalistic setting, capturing contextual information 

as it unfolds, while weakness may lie in observations influencing participant 

behaviour or selectivity. The strength of interviews depends on clearly articulated 

open-ended questions, which also allow for follow-up. However, interviewee 

responses may be influenced by what they perceive the interviewer wishes to 

hear. While, on the one hand, gaining insights into cultural features and practices 

in the environment is beneficial, there may also be limitations considering the 

availability and selection of certain artefacts in that environment. Nevertheless, 

the ethnographic case-study strategy facilitated a holistic approach to describing 

and exploring the outdoors as a pedagogic space, researched over time, thus 

providing rich and authentic data from the social unit of the ECEC setting. 

The microcosm of the one-site case study provides deep insights into the 

interplay of complex relational and policy dynamics of ECEC provision and how 

outdoor pedagogy is valued and shaped. The rationale for using a one-case study 

design emphasises that this is not a critical examination of the educatorsô 

pedagogical approach. Rather, it is an exploration of how outdoor pedagogy is 

specified, enacted and experienced by children, educators and parents. 

A further reason for this decision arose due to my belief that although I considered 

the reassurances would, to an extent, minimise the difficulties in gaining access 
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to an ECEC setting, I was less sure whether being at more than one research 

site would be welcomed by either group of participants from different sites. While 

it would not be intended to compare settings unfavourably, there might be 

concerns that this could arise. The one-site case study enabled me to be 

embedded ethnographically and to develop a deep relationship of trust, as 

Parker-Jenkins (2018) suggests. Furthermore, being immersed in one site over 

a condensed and intense period of time in the field was conducive to answering 

the research questions posed in a naturalistic setting. Moreover, through my 

embeddedness in one site, participants had time to reflect on their engagement 

and interpretation of the research questions through the multiple methods of the 

mosaic approach. 

5.5.3 An ethnographic approach 

An ethnographic approach is consistent with an interpretivist paradigm, which is 

reflective of the quality framework of ECEC, Síolta (CECDE, 2006; DES, 2017), 

and Aistear, the curriculum framework (NCCA, 2009). This method aligns with 

the aims and objectives of my research and provided open-ended opportunities 

for exploring the research questions.  

Moreover, Mukherji and Albon (2015) highlight the benefits of ethnographic 

research in ECEC, suggesting that being immersed in ECEC settings enables 

the researcher to observe change over time, while also facilitating the observation 

of practice in naturalistic settings at micro-, meso- and macro-levels. For 

example, being immersed in the regular routine of the ECEC setting allows me to 

observe how policies and sociocultural practices shape the ways in which 

practice plays out. In addition, ethnography can be empowering, as sustained 

engagement with children allows time for relationships to develop and facilitates 

ongoing negotiation. Thus, an ethnographic research design óis about exploring, 

uncovering, and making explicit the detailed interactive and structural fabric of 

social settingsô (OôReilly, 2009: 14). Further, Siraj-Blatchford (2010: 277) posits 

that employing an ethnographic methodology facilitates observing the ólived 

experiencesô of the participants, and therefore is óconcerned with understanding 

the subjective world of human experienceô (p.273). Assuming a constructionism 

orientation, this research aims to identify óways of constructing social reality that 

are available in a culture, to explore the conditions of their use and to trace their 

implications for human experience and social practiceô (Willig, 2001: 7).   
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рΦс aŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅΥ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ 

The methodological framework adopted in this study is located in a 

constructionism ontology and an interpretivist epistemological stance. Adopting 

an interpretivist approach acknowledges multiple realities that are socially 

constructed. Rehman and Alharthi (2016: 55) note that: ó[T]he goal of interpretive 

research is not to discover universal, context- and value-free knowledge and truth 

but to try to understand the interpretations of individuals about the social 

phenomena they interact with.ô Entering the messiness of qualitative research 

means acknowledging the different perceptions of reality that exist at any given 

point in time, which are constantly reconstructed in the interactions between 

individuals (Pring, 2000). At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the 

óstable and enduring features of realityô (Pring, 2000: 259) within which such 

constructions occur. Exploration of those realities that are socially constructed in 

the interactions between the researcher and research participants involved 

seeing how these are embedded in the subjective world of human experiences 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1989). Atkinson (2015) notes that an approach that engages 

with three different groups of stakeholders, where all of their contributions are 

valuable and provide layers of understanding of the topic, supports this 

construction of meaning. In this regard, Clark and Moss (2001) argue that the 

involvement of educators will enhance the process of listening to children, as will 

involving parents, as this can support reflection on childrenôs lives in both the 

ECEC setting, the home and the wider community in which they engage. A further 

important consideration noted by Clark and Moss (2001) is that the engagement 

of parents and educators must not undermine the contribution of children.  

Oancea and Pring (2008: 28) suggest that ódifferences in conceiving a situation 

arise from the different values that people hold and that permeate the judgements 

they makeô. Accordingly, they do not suggest a simple consensus of views; 

instead, they stress the importance of democracy, where policy and practice 

emerge from the collaborative process of deliberation of evidence. They are 

critical, however, of what they consider a narrow view of research, which they 

term ówhat worksô. In taking this position, they argue that policymakers tend to 

adopt a positivist epistemology, where knowledge can be tested and 

hypothesised, and is neutral, objective and value-free (Grieshaber, 2010). This 

ontological perspective views knowledge as measurable and quantifiable, seen 
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to be appropriate in policy-driven education, as it can be tested for objectivity, 

reliability and validity, and is generalisable. The hierarchical endorsement of such 

evidence-based research, informing a ówhat worksô discourse, ignores the 

diversity and complexity of context, which in turn diminishes its application and 

authenticity in diverse contexts. The research questions enabled the participants 

to explore and consider the experiential and application aspects of pedagogy in 

the outdoors. So, for example, while parents are situated on the periphery, as 

they are not directly involved in the day-to-day routine of the preschool, they hold 

a central role in their childrenôs lives and thus their views óbelongô in this research. 

Children and educators equally belong through their interpersonal relationships 

and interactions. While there are obvious shared experiences in this context, their 

views and experiences are also different, coming from different perspectives ï 

enacting and experiencing the outdoors. 

Agreeing with Oancea and Pring, Jarvie (2012) argues that qualitative research 

is frequently marginalised in favour of quantitative research for several reasons. 

Quantitative research has produced persuasive evidence regarding the benefits 

of quality ECEC, justifying approaches to adultsô later outcomes in terms of 

productivity and income. Furthermore, she argues that approaches to early 

intervention also draw on evidence from quantitative research.  

In this regard, OôReilly (2012) argues that the value of qualitative research derives 

from contributing to and developing concepts and theories that are extensively 

used, and are therefore more generally applicable. A further strength of 

qualitative research is that it draws from multidisciplinary fields of sociology, 

health, education and family to inform policy and programmes. Whilst Jarvie 

(2012) argues that overuse of qualitative research, with little attention to rigour, 

detracts from its ability to provide valuable evidence, Jensen and Laurie (2016) 

suggest that the strength of qualitative research lies in its flexibility of design, 

which allows the researcher to adjust as the research unfolds; it is exploratory 

and therefore enables an understanding of diverse ideas and perspectives of 

participants. Furthermore, it allows for an in-depth understanding of contexts, 

experiences and perspectives and may contribute to explanation of quantitative 

findings.   
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рΦт 5ŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ 

Drawing on concepts of emancipatory and transformative research, Palmar and 

Torres (2018: 311) argue that óresearch and education are [é] actually channels 

for transformation through the cultivation of awareness and the skills required for 

dialogical communication.ô In order to meet this aim, this study adopted methods 

developed for research conducted by Clark and Moss (2001). As a reflexive 

researcher, I was mindful that investigating the experiences of preschool children 

might be complex and their interpretations transient. Adopting a multi-method 

approach provided a platform on which dialogue, verbal and non-verbal (art, 

photographs and drawings), reflection and interpretation could have equal 

prominence and equal opportunity for each participant to contribute. Palmar and 

Torres (2018: 313) refer to óhorizontal communication é (as) a dialectical process 

present in collective living, thinking and learningô, whereby meaning is negotiated 

in a ócontinuous spiral processô. Suggesting an analogy with the slow-food 

movement, they emphasise the importance of allowing oneself time to reflect and 

take a wide-angle lens to view education and research. Such an approach 

provides the space for meaningful and collaborative understanding.  

5.7.1 The Mosaic approach 

Bryman (2008) notes that ethnographic researchers will typically use additional 

methods of data collection. Within the ethnographic case study, as discussed 

above, I draw on the Mosaic approach. In addition to the views and experiences 

of children and adults, educators and parents, the Mosaic approach supports an 

interpretive paradigm that enables each participant to describe diverse views and 

experiences within a sociocultural context (Rathunde, 2009, 2013; 

Papatheodorou, 2009; González, Moll and Amanti, 2009; Clark and Moss, 2001; 

NCCA, 2007).   

Using a multimethod approach, shown in Table 5.4 below, this research 

acknowledges the growing recognition of childrenôs agency and the need for a 

paradigm shift to include childrenôs voices in practice and research. It provides a 

platform for children to tell their stories, through narrative, photographs, tours and 

drawings. These stories are thus the childrenôs stories, collective and individual 

stories, potentially highlighting the significance of disrupting perceived 

pedagogical norms in ECEC and encouraging educators and parents to think 

differently and creatively about the outdoors. Bringing the views and experiences 
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of all the participants together, along with my observations and reflections as a 

participant observer, provided synthesised evidence that potentially contributes 

to an ecological view of pedagogy in the outdoors in preschool.   

Table 5.4: Mosaic method components and data-gathering tools 

Participants Mosaic Method Components 

Children Drawing/art 2D representations of places, 

equipment and people that feature/ are 

important to the children 

 Child-conferencing A short, structured group/ individual 

interview 

 Conversations Informal conversations with children at 

opportune moments 

 Walking tours Led by children as a means of listening 

to childrenôs favourite places and 

activities outdoors. I noted their 

narratives in my notebook 

 Photographs Children use a digital camera to 

photograph their favourite people, 

places and equipment outdoors 

 Photo-elicitation Led by children as a means of listening 

to their interpretation of photographs  

Educators Interview Semi-structured interview with 

educators 

 Conversations Informal conversations with educators 

at opportune moments 

Parents Focus group Focus-group interviews 

 Conversations Informal conversations with parents at 

opportune moments 
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Researcher Observations/ 

reflective diary /field 

notes 

Narrative observations of and with the 

children. I recorded personal feelings 

in my reflective diary, capturing 

thoughts on aspects of my fieldwork. 

Field notes captured moments, 

thoughts and events that I considered 

important and could revisit 

 Photographs Using a digital camera to capture 

childrenôs engagement with people, 

spaces and resources  

 Interactions with 

children 

Over the course of my research, I 

engaged in conversations with the 

children while they were playing. I 

joined in their play scenarios, when 

invited. 

 

As a reflexive researcher, I was mindful that investigating the experiences of 

preschool children might be complex and their interpretations transient. In the 

process of negotiating meaning with the children my research involved mutual, 

sincere, collaborative and reciprocal work endeavouring to ensure the childrenôs 

voices were heard in an environment of equality and empowerment. For example, 

I was aware of each individual childôs approach to participation (through ongoing 

observation and in consultation with educators/ parents/ primary caregivers) and 

took the time for children to explain their views. The Mosaic approach 

underpinning this process provides platforms on which dialogue, reflection and 

interpretation have equal prominence and equal opportunity for each participant 

to contribute. The researcher is part of the research process of gathering and 

analysing data (Clark and Moss, 2001). This does not influence the process; 

rather, it may add a different perspective. I committed to sharing my own data 

with participants as well as explaining how their data/ stories would be 

represented.  

Adopting a rights-based methodology, Blanchet-Cohen and Elliot (2011) sought 

to investigate young childrenôs and educatorsô perspectives on engagement and 
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learning possibilities outdoors. Drawing on the Mosaic approach, one of the 

research methods used to engage the children was participant observation. This 

method facilitated opportunities to observe the children directly, which also 

encouraged them to talk to me; óthe informal setup [making] children eager and 

comfortable to talk at their own pace about what they did outsideô (Blanchet-

Cohen and Elliot, 2011: 763).  They suggest that researching with children and 

educators facilitates a dual emphasis on how young children and educators 

actively engage in the outdoors, frequently overlooked in research. In a similar 

vein, Huser (2015) suggests that drawing together the pieces of the Mosaic used 

in her research enriched the childrenôs perspectives and was an empowering 

experience for the children as they reflected on their play in kindergarten. 

The principles underpinning the Mosaic approach were pivotal in the research 

design of this study. The principles advocated by Clark and Moss (2005: 5) when 

adults interact with children, outlined below, foregrounded my engagement with 

the children, namely, viewing:  

Young children as óexperts in their own livesô;  

Young children as skilful communicators;  

Young children as rights holders;  

Young children as meaning-makers. 

             Clark and Moss, 2011: 6 

Furthermore, considerable literature has grown up more recently around the 

concept of óslowô in relation to engaging with children. Clark (2022) further 

expands on ways of noticing and listening to children that are embedded in the 

Mosaic approach and which shed light on how the aforementioned principles may 

be nurtured. Individual methods included in the Mosaic approach can provide 

opportunities for the co-construction of knowledge. For example, Clark (2023: 

109) suggests that narrative observation should óslow to the pace of the child and 

seek to record the smallest details of their lives, in real time as episodes unfoldô. 

In a similar vein, Dalli, White, Rockel and Duhn, along with Buchanan, Davidson, 

Ganly, Kus and Wang (2011: 4), suggest the importance of the adultôs óphysical 

and emotional presence, active listening processes, and an ability to orient 

oneself towards the relationship with the child and the childôs experienceô, in order 
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to support the childôs unique traits. Actions embedded in the Mosaic approach, 

such as stopping to observe, slowing down to talk and slowing down to review 

images with the children (ibid.), draw attention to the temporal dimension in the 

everyday life of children in early childhood settings. A further example of a slow 

pedagogic approach is described by Payne and Wattchow (2009). In case-study 

research with undergraduate students, they argue that a óslow pedagogy of placeô 

highlights the importance of the body in education, which requires a shift from 

focusing: 

éprimarily on the ñlearning mindò to re-engaging the active, perceiving, 
and sensuous corporeality of the body with other bodies (human and 
more-than-human) in making-meaning in, about, and for the various 
environments and places in which those bodies interact and relate to 
nature.  

  Payne and Wattchow, 2009: 16  

Their students are required, on return visits to their site, Bear Gully, to return to 

the same place where they had felt and breathed óstillnessô experiences on prior 

visits. They suggest that this exercise affords students opportunities for ócorporeal 

engagement in time and spaceô (p.28), frequently journaled through words, 

sketches and play, revealing how óthe predictable, the unexpected, the visible 

and often previously invisible are discoveredô (ibid.). In a similar vein, the 

methods, discussed below, highlight how the naturalistic setting of the preschool 

is sensitive to ensuring that time and space underpin the childrenôs participation 

and articulation of what is personally meaningful for them.  

рΦу wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΥ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ  

5.8.1 Rationale: Research with children 

Kellett (2014: 146) suggests that involving children in research provides óa more 

authentic understandingô of their lived experiences. Kellett further points out that 

greater emphasis should be concentrated on the applied element of practice to 

inform theory, positing that ó[I]t is circular, it is cyclical rather than a straight line 

that begins at theory and leads to practiceô (Kellett, 2014: 143).  

From the outset of the research process, I wanted to ensure that the childrenôs 

participation was central. Ethical considerations, discussed below and approved 

prior to the commencement of fieldwork, facilitated a reflective and reflexive 

opportunity in this regard. Pascal and Bertram (2009) stress the importance of 
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supporting and listening to the voices of young children in the research process. 

Their focus aims to support the empowerment of children as rights holders with 

voice and power. However, they note that the lack of childrenôs involvement in 

research persists, and children remain ósilencedô, excluded from decisions that 

affect them because they are considered ótoo youngô to articulate their rights and 

voices (Pascal and Bertram, 2009: 253).  

In her commentary on the Mosaic approach, Clark (2004) refers to the inclusion 

of childrenôs views as a question of ethics. She notes that, irrespective of age, 

status or ability, childrenôs voices must be heard to increase our understanding 

of society and education. Drawing on ideas and theories emerging from the 

sociology of childhood, Clark was influenced by Qvortrup et al. (1994), viewing 

children as human beings in the present rather than looking forward (Qvortrup, 

2014). Further influences were drawn from Participatory Appraisal methodology, 

which is a óqualitative technique for community assessment that originated in 

developing countries to gain insight into a communityôs own perspective of its 

needsô (Pepall, James and Earnest, 2006: 42), foregrounded with a view of 

childrenôs óassumed competencyô (Clark, 2004: 143). Thus, children are viewed 

within supportive relationships: óif you have a rich child in front of you, you become 

a rich pedagogue and you have rich parentsô (Moss, Dillon and Statham, 2000: 

250).43   

Sammons, Wright, Young and Farsides (2016: 1086) posit the importance of 

protecting children through research rather than from research. In a similar vein, 

Christensen (2004: 165) advocates for researchers to view children as human 

beings, suggesting that, while acknowledging issues of power, voice and 

representation, children should not óin principleô be treated differently from adults. 

This point is further articulated by Kolucki and Lemish (UNICEF, 2011: iv), who 

highlight the importance of ensuring that what and how we communicate with 

children is effective and empowering and demonstrates a commitment to 

upholding childrenôs rights to non-discrimination, freedom of expression as 

human beings and holding opinions. Dockett and Perry (2011) focus on 

recognising the wishes of young children in relation to participating in research. 

                                                             
43 aƻǎǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлллύ ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƛƴ wŜƎƎƛƻ 9ƳƛƭƛŀΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨƻǳǊ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ 
ƛǎ ǊƛŎƘ ƛƴ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ ǎǘǊƻƴƎΣ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭΣ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩ 
όaŀƭŀƎǳȊȊƛΣ мффоōΥ млΣ ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ aƻǎǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлллΥ нрлύΦ 
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They highlight the relational process of childrenôs decisions to participate, 

defining assent (discussed below) óas a relational process whereby childrenôs 

actions and adult responses taken together, reflect childrenôs participation 

decisionsô (Dockett and Perry, 2011: 231). In addition, they emphasise the unique 

experiences of children as children, drawing on Jansô (2004) citizen discourse 

whereby children are recognised and acknowledged as óbeingsô rather than 

óbecomingsô. 

5.8.2 Children: Data collection methods 

5.8.2.1 Drawings/art 

To support childrenôs participation in the research, careful consideration was 

given to choosing research methods that would óopen a space in which children 

could express their opinionô (Wall 2017: 328). I was aware from drawings 

displayed in the setting that the children had had opportunities to engage in art 

experiences. Furthermore, the owner explained that the children frequently used 

a camera in the setting to record parts of their daily routine. Wall (2017) 

underlines that art tools are associated with common pedagogic practices and as 

such enabled children in this research to participate, irrespective of their verbal 

contributions. Drawing on my personal experience of working with this age group, 

children were reassured that they could choose whether or not to participate and 

decide when their drawings were complete. 

Coates (2002, 2004) and Einarsdottir, Dockett and Perry (2009) highlight how 

being in close proximity to the children while they draw provides opportunities to 

hear childrenôs utterances/ narratives and context as they carry out their drawing 

activity. Wall (2017: 327) suggests that while having an adult nearby may 

influence childrenôs participation, she also argues that for the younger age group 

this represents ónormalô pedagogy. I endeavoured to minimise any influence by 

providing blank A4 sketch paper with a range of drawing materials (markers, 

pencils, crayons) and asked the children to tell me about their drawings when 

they had finished, as opposed to interrupting their flow. The direction given asked 

the children to draw their favourite place outdoors. 

Research into childrenôs understanding and experiences in the outdoors in 

preschool requires paying particular attention to their strengths and abilities. 

Therefore, as noted by Wall (2017), the use of drawing and artwork reflected 
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routine pedagogic practices. However, research by Ólafsdóttir and Einarsdóttir 

(2017) found that some children viewed drawing and colouring as ónon-playô, 

particularly if they were seated at tables. I invited the children to draw, leaving the 

writing materials on a table near to where they were playing. I adopted this 

approach, drawing on the Reggio Emilia approach as a provocation, to invite their 

interest and participation. Having observed the routine in preschool, I was aware 

that the children took drawing materials to different areas, meaning that while 

there are tables and chairs where children frequently participated in art and craft 

experiences, they were not restricted to a designated space.   

Reflecting research by Einarsdottir, Dockett and Perry (2009), an invitation to 

children to draw can provide insights into what is important to them when 

combined with their narratives. This non-directive approach, except to draw their 

favourite place/ equipment outdoors, thus enables children to be creative and 

imaginative. Furthermore, drawing, as an open-ended activity, means that 

children control the activity while at the same time providing opportunities óto 

promote mutuality in interaction as researchers and children share focus and 

attentionô (Einarsdottir et al., 2009: 229). Conversely, Wall (2017) suggests that 

the power dynamics between child and teacher may affect the data, while Clark 

(2004) cautions about childrenôs eagerness to please the researcher and thus 

questions what is truth in the context of research with children. Nevertheless, 

Clark argues that a multi-method approach minimises this possibility. 

5.8.2.2 Child-conferencing/ conversations/ walking tours 

Recognising children as skilful communicators is facilitated through diverse forms 

of expression, the range of methods available aimed to ótune inô to the childrenôs 

ways of communication, and importantly to óadjust our listening to the many 

creative and sometimes non-verbal ways children communicate their views and 

experiencesô (Clark, 2001: 333).  Informal conversations with the children aim to 

provide insights into their friendships, óbest friendsô and ónot my friend anymoreô; 

their interests in preschool and beyond; favourite places, games, skills ï the ólook 

at meô moments; their family and their knowledge of the adult world. Child 

conferencing (Appendix 2) was used infrequently as I realised the children were 

not very interested in talking in this formal way. I became attuned to the ways in 

which the children wanted to engage with me, primarily as they were engaged in 

play. Frequently, the naturalistic setting of their play outdoors afforded 
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opportunities for child-led conversations centred on what was important to them, 

both in preschool and in their wider ecological contexts.  

Clark (2022) suggests that walking tours led by the children prompt adults to 

adjust their speed to the pace of the child as a way of listening. Childrenôs 

engagement in walking tours was sometimes initiated by me and at other times 

by the children or the educators. Asking the children to show me their favourite 

places or activities added a further layer to the childrenôs contributions. 

Occasionally, when new resources had been added since my previous visit, the 

children either took the initiative or were prompted by the educator to show me 

the new equipment/ resource. At times, the children used this opportunity to 

demonstrate a skill they were practising or honing. 

5.8.2.3 Childrenôs photographs and photo elicitation 

Clark (2004: 145) noted Walkerôs (1993) reference to the ósilent voice of the 

cameraô, suggesting it provided a powerful language for children. I used a camera 

from the beginning of the fieldwork, and while I demonstrated to the children how 

to hold and use it early in the research (November 2018), not all the children 

demonstrated sustained an interest in doing so. On reflection, I should have had 

some disposable cameras, as arguments occurred over its use. Despite this, the 

childrenôs use of the camera provided further insights into what was important to 

them. Pink (2013: 75) suggests that the ómeanings of photographs are contingent 

and subjective; they depend on who is looking and when they are lookingô. 

Moreover, Pink further highlights how our biographies, researcher and 

participants, become significant during research. For example, the researcher 

may take a photograph because s/he wishes to capture the childrenôs use of a 

resource outdoors, whereas the children may take photographs because they 

associate them with achieving a new skill or being with friends. Therefore, 

engaging in photo-elicitation sessions provided opportunities for dialogue and 

reflection.  

In addition, the children engaged in photo elicitation on three occasions when I 

printed photographs and asked the children to talk about them. Pink (2013: 92/93) 

discusses photograph interviewing and the importance of the ethnographer 

paying close attention to how participants óuse images to produce and represent 

experiential and affective ways of knowing that might not so easily be expressed 

in words [é] informed by ideas of inviting, co-creating and making knowledge 
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with photographsô. Encouraging discussion in this way aimed to evoke memories 

and provided insights into meanings the children took from photographs taken 

either by the researcher, themselves or their peers. A limitation of these methods 

was that not all the children were interested in participating all the time.  

рΦф 9ŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΥ 5ŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ 

5.9.1 Interview and Conversations 

According to Yin (2018: 118), case-study research interviews can help to explain 

the ñhowsò and ñwhysò of the topic, resembling óguided conversations rather than 

structured questionsô. Similar to the processes with the children, building rapport 

and trust with the educators was central in this research. Sharing insights from 

my previous practice as an ECEC provider and discussing current activities 

happening at the policy and practice level provided a strong foundation for 

ongoing dialogue. Clark (2022) and Blanchet-Cohen and Elliot (2011) provide 

important insights into the central role adults (educators and parents) play in 

nurturing opportunities for outdoor play. Clark (2022: 57) draws attention to 

educatorsô experience of slow practices in outdoor environments, encountered in 

óthe unfolding relationships of place, outdoors.ô Along the same lines, Blanchet-

Cohen and Elliot (2011) suggest that educatorsô relationships with the outdoors 

unfold alongside the children as discoveries are frequently made simultaneously. 

As a participant observer I was able to capture the evolving personal and 

professional discoveries of the educators through interviews, conversations and 

reflections with them, which I recorded as field notes and in my reflective diary. 

In this way I was sensitive to the contexts (Roberts-Holmes, 2011) where 

interactions and relationships were occurring; therefore, I wrote up narratives and 

observations later.   

Atkinson (2015: 95) proposes that óthe interview in everyday life and the interview 

as part of the research process, are both particular kinds of spoken activity. They 

embody speech acts and performances.ô As such, he further argues that, óas 

deliberately designed occasions é they do not constitute ñnaturally occurringò 

sources of dataô (Atkinson, 2015: 95). In order to optimise their value in this study, 

I drew on a reflexive, pragmatic approach (Qu and Dumay, 2011) that suggests 

interviewers develop, adapt and generate follow-up questions reflecting the 

central purpose of the research. This approach allowed the participants to answer 
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freely and, at the same time, share personal reflections, knowledge and 

experiences (Jensen and Laurie, 2016). I endeavoured to minimise any 

perceived a priori knowledge that participants might attribute to my roles as 

researcher, lecturer and ECEC provider.  

I conducted a lengthy semi-structured interview (approximately 90 minutes) with 

the owner and manager (after a morning session) in the first month of my 

fieldwork. Having sought permission from the educators, I recorded the interview 

for later transcription. This approach enabled educators to óset the sceneô for their 

work and role in the preschool. The semi-structured format enabled me to keep 

a focus on the research topic while at the same time it was flexible to allow the 

educators to elaborate on points that were important to them. The overarching 

interview question for the educators, óWhy did you choose outside rather than, 

you know, inside é what is the interest?ô provided a starting point for discussion, 

while also affording opportunities for follow-up, probing questions (Appendix 3) 

when appropriate. In this way, the diverse data collection instruments 

underpinned the process of triangulating/ crystallising the corpus of data. 

рΦмл tŀǊŜƴǘǎΥ 5ŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ 

5.10.1 Focus group and conversations 

The importance of parent-educator partnerships in ECEC is emphasised in the 

practice frameworks (CECDE, 2006; NCCA, 2009). While some parents engaged 

in conversation at drop-off or collection times, or at organised events in the 

setting, I considered focus groups more appropriate as those times are frequently 

busy and carers, e.g. childminders/ grandparents, may attend at drop-off and 

collection times rather than parents. Jensen and Laurie (2016) suggest that 

focus-group interactions potentially illuminate new perspectives and help to 

facilitate the articulation of similar or diverse opinions on a particular issue.   

Nine parents engaged in focus-group discussions, organised over two evenings. 

The majority of them had met previously while some had children who attended 

alternate sessions. These groups comprised all mothers, which was not 

unexpected as mothers frequently take on these roles (OôToole et al., 2019). 

These focus-group sessions were facilitated by the owner, who also cared for the 

children if parents did not have alternative childcare arrangements. These 

sessions were recorded with the permission of the participants. Yin (2018: 120) 
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cautions the interviewer to be sensitive to the conversational nature of focus-

group discussions, as óconversation can lead to a mutual and subtle influence 

between you and the intervieweeô. He suggests that a researcher might 

unwittingly over-influence while intervieweesô responses may also influence the 

researcherôs line of enquiry. To minimise this occurring, I brought the discussion 

back to the research questions (Appendix 4). While OôReilly (2012) highlights how 

meaning can be created in groups and consequently may be creative, she also 

emphasises the importance of being cognisant of power relations within the 

group. On occasion, I invited further comments from parents, allowing time for 

their contributions. 

In addition, when opportunities arose, such as pick-up and drop-off times or 

during organised events to which parents were invited, parents engaged in 

informal conversations. These were recorded in my field notes as soon as 

possible after the preschool sessions. 

рΦмм wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΥ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅκ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴκ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴκ 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘƛŀǊȅ κŦƛŜƭŘ ƴƻǘŜǎκ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

The researcher is part of the research process of gathering and analysing data 

(Clark and Moss, 2001). This does not influence the process; rather, it may add 

a different perspective. An ethnographic approach allowed me to become óa 

temporary partô (Mukherji and Albon, 2015: 59/93) of the setting over time. 

OôReilly (2012: 92/93) highlights the importance of taking cognisance of a 

ónewcomerôs viewô in the early stages, which then alerts the researcher to notice 

changes over time. In addition to the above, I engaged in play with the children, 

at their invitation. While this was not a deliberate decision, I found it difficult to 

remain an óoutsiderô from their daily activities. OôReilly argues that it is only when 

you participate in a group without thinking, that you fully understand the group, 

although this approach may be challenging as it involves being subjective. 

Nevertheless, she further posits that being a participant observer is also a 

strength as it allows the researcher a distinct way of being in and learning about 

the world (OôReilly, 2012). On the other hand, Yin (2018) suggests this may 

impede note-taking. However, I minimised this by writing up my notes in the car 

before I left the setting, reflecting on my journey home in the car and writing up 

more detailed notes. Yin (2018) further cautions about the need to be aware of 

bias; for example, a researcher finding what s/he set out to find. In contrast, Pink 
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(2013) argues that reality is subjective and is personally experienced; thus, 

engaging in reflexive practice focuses attention on how ethnographic knowledge 

is produced. In this way, Pink (2013: 37) suggests it óis not solely the subjectivity 

of the researcher that may shade his or her understanding of reality, but the 

relationship between the subjectivities of researcher and research participants 

that produces a negotiated version of realityô.   

Drawing on NCCAôs (2007: 15) portraiture study,44 I wanted to reassure 

participants that the research focus was to search ófor what is good and healthy 

about the experiences of the participants in the settingsô. This approach allows 

the researcher to listen ófor the storyô, rather than listen to the story. Welty (2003, 

in NCCA, 2007) distinguishes between listening for and listening to the story. The 

former emphasises the active participation and engagement of the óself of the 

researcherô (NCCA, 2007: 15) by effectively conveying the meanings constructed 

in the research. I considered the selection of a case-study design for this 

ethnographic research as a mode of enquiry to listen for the stories of the 

participants ówithout losing the threads of the unfolding processes taking placeô 

(Lynch, 2011: 200). Thus, I actively engaged in identifying and selecting the story 

and helping to shape the storyôs coherence (NCCA, 2007). 

5.11.1 Researcherôs photographs 

Taking photographs provided another insightful layer to explore the outdoors as 

a pedagogical space in the setting. Wall (2017) notes the omission, from BERA 

(2011), of the field of visual methodology and issues associated with researching 

with young children. Drawing on a range of research, Wall (2017: 318) advocates 

the use of visual methods with young children because they remove barriers of 

depending on literacy and being inclusive of óhard to reachô perspectives 

(Thomson, 2008) and are age-appropriate (Cook and Hess, 2007), thus reducing 

potential power dynamics between adult and child (Wall and Higgins, 2006) and 

encouraging thinking time: a óvalued spaceô (Cook-Sather, 2002: 4). Both 

childrenôs and researcherôs photographs were included in the photo-elicitation 

sessions. 

                                                             
44 tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ 
ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 
ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǘ ό[ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜπ[ƛƎƘǘŦƻƻǘ ŀƴŘ IƻŦŦƳŀƴƴ 5ŀǾƛǎΣ мффтΥ мпύΦ  Cǳƭƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ 
ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκƴŎŎŀΦƛŜκƳŜŘƛŀκмммоκƘƻǿπŀƛǎǘŜŀǊπǿŀǎπŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘπŀπǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǳǊŜπǎǘǳŘȅΦǇŘŦ 
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5.11.2 Observation 

Observing children is a routine occurrence in ECEC (CECDE, 2006; NCCA, 

2009). I chose a narrative-style observation. The purpose of observation was to 

gain insights into the childrenôs interests, actions and relationships. While it would 

not be possible to capture all events, I used the skills from my experience as an 

educator, using anecdotal notes as prompts for later writing up full observations. 

These notes also served as precursors for reflective practice.  My intention was 

to focus on different groups of children or individual children in the outdoors. 

Based on my research questions, if I gauged that ócritical moments of insightô 

were occurring, I would then decide to observe and/or engage, if appropriate.   

5.11.3 Participant observation 

Kumar (2014: 173) describes participant observation as participation óin the 

activities of the group being observed, in the same manner as its members, with 

or without their knowing that they are being observed.ô This method of data 

collection was commensurate with the research design as my active participation 

with the children in particular arose naturally enabling me to engage with their 

play, conversations and social activities, such as lunch times.  The educators are 

also inherently part of the research and thus were, at times, involved in the play 

and social activities.  Yin (2018: 125) emphasises that ótrade-offs between the 

opportunities and challenges have to be considered seriously.ô For example, 

opportunities such as gaining access to groups and thus getting an óinsiderô 

perspective must be carefully considered alongside working as an external 

observer and assuming an advocacy role.  The diverse methods drawn on in this 

study meant that I remained aware of how I positioned myself and was positioned 

by others throughout the research process. 

5.11.4 Axiology  

My awareness of my recently relinquished position as a preschool owner/ 

manager influenced how I positioned myself and was positioned by others. For 

example, during the interview with the owner and manager, and during informal 

conversations, I was conscious of empathising in terms of challenges in the 

sector to an extent that risked clouding my ability to listen more carefully and see 

more clearly. At the same time, I was alert to the possibility of what Brannick and 

Coghlan (2007: 70) term óbeing caught between loyalty tugs, behavioral claims 

and identification dilemmasô. With reference to my research, recognising my 
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preference for an interpretivist stance informed the values and approach that 

frame the study. As a result, my research questions are underpinned by a desire 

to listen for the story of the participants (NCCA, 2007: 15), which it is hoped will 

contribute to ECEC policy and practice. 

Corbin Dwyer and Buckle (2009) succinctly explain the layers of meaning 

inherent in the research relationship where there may be assumptions of 

similarity or commonalities between researcher and (educator) participants. They 

argue against the need to adopt either insider or outsider positions, instead 

positing a concept of óthe space betweenô, which eliminates having to choose an 

either/or position. Hence, although I was aware of commonalities in shared 

experiences with the educators, holding various roles also meant I had óan 

appreciation for the fluidity and multilayered complexity of human experience. 

Holding membership in a group does not denote complete sameness within that 

group. Likewise, not being a member of a group does not denote complete 

differenceô (Corbin Dwyer and Buckle, 2009: 60). 

Furthermore, keeping a reflective diary after each visit to the setting served as a 

prompt to evaluate my actions and interactions with the participants. On the one 

hand, insider knowledge of practice in ECEC was advantageous in establishing 

empathy with the educators and children. On the other, a view as an outsider 

may be adopted by participants, whereby my role may be perceived as someone 

who óparachute[s] into peopleôs lives ... and then vanish[es]ô (Gerrard, 1995: 59, 

as cited in Breen, 2007: 163). The owner and manager demonstrated confidence 

in my ability to tell their story as it unfolded, generally continuing with their daily 

routines, leaving me to conduct my research. On one occasion when I enquired 

whether I could invite the children to engage in a photo-elicitation session, asking 

whether they had something else planned, the owner, Mary Jane (laughing), 

replied, ñSure you know itôs not routine, itôs an emergent curriculum!ò (Field notes, 

18 November 2018).   

Frequent sharing of information took place between staff and myself regarding 

current activities and events ongoing in the wider context of ECEC provision, both 

from the perspective of my role as a lecturer and the ownerôs engagement in 

CPD. Reviewing my journal entries brought my role as researcher and confidante 

into sharp relief. One of my first entries had noted the ownerôs enthusiasm at 

being involved in the research, as it coincided with the tenth anniversary of 
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opening the setting and was viewed as a celebration of their ongoing work in it. 

In a highly competitive, private, for-profit arena of the provision of ECEC (Pobal, 

2022), the owner said that she viewed my research at PhD level as validation of 

the use of outdoors as an integral part of their service. While I was aware this 

might impact on their responses to me, and their behaviour might become 

óunnaturalô, I felt confident that the likelihood that this would continue would 

diminish due to my immersion in the preschool over the academic year and the 

use of multiple research methods. In many respects, I felt my roles (as provider, 

lecturer and researcher) gave me more credibility in the preschool. Moments of 

tensions and fun were shared equally; staff appeared eager and anxious to share 

the passions, tensions and vulnerabilities inherent in their work.   

Therefore, in seeking to explore the outdoors as a pedagogical space, and to 

understand the meanings that participants attach to actions and behaviours, it 

was important to adopt research methods that would be sensitive to the 

perspectives of all participants and could draw on the interplay between 

perspectives and context.   

I believe all research is personal in the sense that it is personal to the researcher; 

we must have an interest in the phenomena influencing what we intend to 

investigate. Roberts-Holmes (2011) suggests the importance of choosing a 

research topic that appeals to the researcherôs head and heart, both personally 

and professionally. A central premise of this study is the belief that, in order to 

gain an understanding of the outdoors and its role as a pedagogic space in an 

ECEC setting, a starting point must be that we listen to and really hear the voices 

of many and all stakeholders.   

Schutz (1962, as cited in Byrman, 2004: 14) suggests that understanding a 

setting óhas a specific meaning and relevance structure for the beings living, 

acting, and thinking within itô. Likewise, Dilthey (Biesta, 2011: 186) contends that 

the world of human beings, complete with plans and aims with which to achieve 

those aims, merits understanding rather than explanation. Such understanding, 

he proposes, cannot be generated through observation from the óoutsideô but 

needs interpretation and an insider perspective.  

Christensen (2004: 166) emphasises the significance of the process of 

engagement and óhow we relate to each otherô. She further argues that to enter 
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into childrenôs ócultures of communicationô (Christensen, 1999a; Christensen and 

James, 2000), research practices must be dialogic and reflexive. Thus, when 

children asked, ñWho are you?ò I reflected on how I positioned myself, and how I 

was positioned by the children. Inherent in this relationship is engagement with 

the lives of children and questions that are important to them. Thus, the rationale 

for taking an interpretivist methodology (Flick, 2006) is foregrounded in the 

contention that it is essential to locate the research in naturalistic contexts of an 

ECEC setting.   

5.11.5 Reflective diary 

Over the course of my fieldwork, I kept a diary after each visit, recording thoughts 

and feelings, reflecting what Braun and Clarke (2022: 19) suggests prompts 

óquestions that unpack the initial responses you come up withô. In this way, the 

reflective diary also served as a reminder of my axiological position, interrogating 

the research process and helping me to engage more deeply with the data. 

5.11.6 Field notes 

Atkinson (2015: 160) suggests that field notes óare never inert collections of 

information é but things to think with [é] whereby social scenes and social 

worlds are reconstructed (p.52)ô. These notes helped me to revisit events or 

challenges that I encountered with a fresh vision, which I considered beneficial to 

enhance my knowledge, and I felt I could revisit them to clarify thoughts or events 

at a later time.  

5.11.7 Interactions with the children 

From the outset of my fieldwork, I aimed to build a rapport and trust with the 

children. This involved chatting with them as they played and joining in, when 

invited. I shared experiences that I became aware interested the children (e.g. 

farming), and mostly I followed their interests. This was pivotal, as the naturalistic 

surroundings and typical activities in which the children were involved meant that 

interactions were child-led. 

рΦмн 5ŀǘŀ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ 

Roberts-Holmes (2011) suggests that it is not the quantity of data that is 

important, but rather the quality and how it informs the discussion. Pole and 

Hillyard (2016: 125) suggest the task of data analysis is twofold: óto understand 
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and see what is ordered out of what may at first appear messy and chaoticô. 

Furthermore, as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2022), a systematic coding 

process is essential to the analysis process for two reasons: insight and rigour. 

Repeated engagement with the data prompted deeper and more interesting 

analysis, enabling a move towards latent coding, which enabled coding that could 

óbalance precision and inclusivityô (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 62). In addition, 

paying attention to rigour ensured that I interrogated the whole data set, 

separately initially and then across the whole, allowing it to evolve organically, 

shifting in response to my deeper immersion in the process. I used inductive 

coding where codes were developed by reading the data, following the steps 

outlined in Table 5.5, below. 

Braun and Clarke (2022: 5) suggest that reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) 

recognises and values óa subjective, situated, aware and questioning researcher 

[é] where reflexivity involves the practice of critical reflection on your role as a 

researcher and your research practice and processô. Braun and Clarkeôs attention 

to reflexivity resonates with case-study and ethnographic research. Reflecting the 

complexity of discourses on outdoor pedagogy at policy, regulation and 

legislation and also emerging from the review of the literature, the RAPO 

framework (discussed in Chapter Four) provides a lens to discuss and illuminate 

the importance of locating discussions on outdoor pedagogy in a relational 

affordance pedagogical context.   

During my PhD journey, I completed training in the CAQDAS programme, NVivo, 

as in discussions with my supervisors it was suggested it would be helpful and 

assist with the coding and analysis process. However, Braun and Clarke (2022: 

66/67) argue that the óconnecting the dotsô approach, advertised on the NVivo 

website, óis at odds with deep and questioning engagement, and allowing plenty 

of time for reflection and insight to developô (Braun and Clarke, 2013, 2016, 

2021d). Despite this criticism, I valued the process as a reflective and reflexive 

opportunity. Drawing on the steps suggested by Braun and Clarke (2022), I also 

found the process cathartic as I delved deeper into the data repeatedly, either 

confirming interpretations or highlighting new insights. The codebook developed 

in this process is attached in Appendix 5.  

In the context of the researcher-participant relationship built over the course of 

the case study, Kidder and Fine (1987) identify certain skills and orientations that 
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are critical to óqualitative sensibilityô45 (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 7; Braun and 

Clarke, 2013; Kidder and Fine, 1987). Outlining the characteristics of qualitative 

sensibility, Braun and Clarke (2013) include skills and orientations such as an 

interest in process and meaning, a critical and questioning approach to life and 

knowledge, an ability to reflect on the dominant assumptions embedded in a 

cultural context, meaning that the researcher must be a cultural commentator as 

well as a cultural member, as well as having the ability to read and listen to data 

actively and analytically. Braun and Clarke (2022) suggest that a desire to 

understand concepts such as nuance, complexity and contradiction are 

embedded in fully qualitative research, with the researcher looking for depth in 

long answers, as opposed to short answers. Moreover, fully qualitative research 

highlights the importance of tolerating a degree of uncertainty, while also 

embracing the positionality of knowledge rather than singular answers. 

Therefore, reflexivity is integral to all stages of this ethnographic case study.   

Atkinson (2015: 27) emphasises the position of the ethnographer as always 

having an óinteractive effectô, highlighting the importance of acknowledging óthe 

essential character of social research as a series of social, interpersonal eventsô. 

He further highlights the importance of being aware of the bidirectional character 

of ethnographic research: while the researcher aims to make sense of and 

interpret the social actions and events of which s/he is a part, so too are the 

participants of the research. Atkinson (2015: 27) posits that ó[f]ieldwork takes 

place within a mesh of social relations, and in a web of interpretationsô. 

Acknowledging the subjectivity of data analysis, I decided to adopt RTA for data 

analysis. It heightened my awareness of what shapes my analysis (Braun and 

Clarke, 2022), in particular, my previous and current roles as an ECEC provider 

and lecturer.  

In this regard, the work of Saldana (2013) resonated. For example, ECEC is 

characteristically relationship-based, so I considered that paying attention to 

participantsô nuances of voice, body language and values (Saldana, 2013) to be 

important during the coding process. Hence, I discovered that attending to the 

                                                             
45 .Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜ όнлннΥ тύ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ 
ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜ ¢! ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ .ƛƎ v 
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ όYƛŘŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ CƛƴŜΣ мфутύΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ YƛŘŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ CƛƴŜ όмфутύ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ .ƛƎ v ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
ǳǎŜǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳΦ 
Φ 
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emotional aspects of participantsô contributions provided deep and rich insights 

into their experiences. For example, unpacking the data in this way made it 

possible to gain insights into the way in which beliefs and values regarding óriskô 

were played out by the participants. This, in turn, highlighted the complexity of 

the participantsô narratives, which led to assigning data to more than one code. 

In addition, using RTA as an analytic process meant that my interpretation of the 

data was:  

éanchored by the participantsô accounts, that speaks to situated realities, 
and the limits and constraints of the world participants exist within [é] how 
the material world and social structure shapes and constrains peopleôs 
sense-making and might also situate their accounts in the materiality they 
have to negotiate and manage.  

Sims-Schouten et al. (2007), as cited in Braun and Clarke, 2022: 171 

The detailed core assumptions of RTA (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 8), along with 

the six phases of RTA (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 35), also appealed to me during 

the process.  Table 5.5 below and Figure 5.1 illustrate narratively and visually the 

process of interpreting the data and developing the codebook (Appendix 5). At 

times when I felt overwhelmed by the sheer volume of data, I felt reassured at 

each phase that if uncertainties and contradictions arose, I viewed them as 

enabling me to gain nuanced insights into the data by paying deeper attention to 

rigour by interrogating the what, how and why contained in the data, alongside 

explicit or implicit assumptions.    

Working systematically through the corpus of data highlighted how meanings 

were shared by the participants, either explicitly or implicitly. Organising the data 

for each data set in this way enabled me to see the beginning of patterns 

developing, which in turn led to developing similarly coded data into categories. 

Braun and Clarke (2022) emphasise the importance of allowing sufficient time to 

ensure quality analysis that moves beyond description in RTA. Time, in this case, 

they suggest is not hours spent analysing the data, but a óbroader expanse of 

time to think, to reflect, to let ideas percolate; time for moments of clarity, sudden 

insight or inspiration, time to put things down and walk away for a whileô (Braun 

and Clarke, 2022: 272).   
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Table 5.5: Data sets aligned to Braun and Clarke (2022) phases of RTA 

Core 

Assumptions 

Six Phases of 

RTA 

Data Set 1 

(Children) 

Data Set 2 

(Educators) 

Data Set 3 

(Parents) 

  ¶ Child-

conferencing 

(8/11/18) 

¶ Drawing/art 

(6/12/18); 

17and 

18/1/19)  

¶ Group art and 

reflection (8 

and 15/2/19, 

respectively) 

¶ Walking tours 

(7/3/19) and 

1/5/19) 

¶ Photographs 

(opportunistic) 

¶ Photo-

elicitation 

(8/11/18 and 

8/3/19) 

¶ Conversations 

(ongoing) 

¶ Interview 

(29/11/18) 

¶ Conversations 

(ongoing)   

¶ Focus group 

(7 and 

11/12/18) 

¶ Conversations 

(opportunistic) 

Data Set 4 

(Researcher) 

 

¶ Observations 

¶ Field notes 

¶ Reflective 

diary 

¶ Photographs / 

photo 

elicitation 

¶ Interactions ï 

children and 

educators 

 

Researcher 

subjectivity is 

a primary tool, 

as knowledge 

generation is 

inherently 

subjective and 

situated. 

Thus, 

attempts to 

control 

researcher 

bias make 

little sense 

within RTA 

1. Familiarisation 

with the data 

set ï 

becoming 

deeply and 

intimately 

familiar with 

the data set, 

through a 

process of 

immersion 

¶ The child-

conferencing 

session was 

hand-written 

during the 

session.  

During 

transcription, I 

noted points of 

interest in their 

conversation, 

for example, 

talking about 

home or things 

they love 

doing. 

¶ For the 

individual 

drawing 

sessions, I 

asked the 

children to 

draw their 

favourite 

places 

outdoors in the 

preschool. 

Upon finishing 

their drawings 

The initial phase of transcribing the 

educator semi-structured interviews 

and parent focus group interviews, 

and child conferencing provided 

repeated opportunities for 

familiarisation with the data. Before 

and during transcribing (educators and 

parents), I listened to the recordings a 

number of times. On completion of 

transcribing, I replayed the recordings 

as I re-read the typed transcripts, 

ensuring the nuances of pauses and 

clarifications were captured in the 

participantsô transcripts. Reading and 

re-reading of my fieldnotes / 

observations was ongoing throughout 

the data collection and analysis.  In this 

way, I remained aware of my 

epistemological, ontological and 

axiological position. Reviewing the 

photographs and photo elicitation 

sessions also provided time and space 

for reflection and analysis. This 

familiarisation process provided a 

foundation for my coding. 



186 

 

to their 

personal 

fulfilment, I 

asked the 

children to tell 

me about their 

drawings, 

which I noted 

verbatim. If a 

child did not 

comment on 

their drawing, I 

asked óDo you 

want to tell me 

about your 

drawingô?   

¶  During the 

group-art 

session, the 

educators 

assisted me in 

noting the 

childrenôs 

comments, 

also verbatim, 

on their 

personal 

contribution to 

the group 

painting. The 

drawing was 

hung up on the 

wall. When the 

children 

commented on 

it, I recorded 

their 

comments in 

my fieldnotes. 

¶ I accompanied 

the children on 

walking 

tours. They 

held the 

camera (I 

noted in my 

field notes 

which child 

was using the 

camera). I 

noted their 

narratives 

without 

interpretation 
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¶ Photographs. 

I noted which 

child was 

taking 

photographs. 

Sometimes 

they explained 

what they 

were 

photographing, 

for example, 

ñMy friends.ò 

¶ Photo-

elicitation ï 

The educators 

worked with 

me during 

these sessions 

to record the 

childrenôs 

comments 

when they 

chose a 

photograph. 

Analysis and 

interpretation 

of the data 

cannot be 

accurate or 

objective, but 

can be 

weaker or 

stronger 

2. Coding ï 

working 

through the 

data set in a 

fine-grained 

way: identify 

segments of 

data that 

appear 

potentially 

interesting; 

apply code 

labels ï 

coding may 

be semantic 

or latent. 

Collate code 

labels 

Reviewing the 

childrenôs 

narratives 

(recorded during 

art activities, tours 

etc.) as well as 

conversations 

when I joined their 

play or was in 

close proximity to 

their play 

(recorded as 

anecdote notes as 

soon as possible 

after our 

interactions), I 

coded for words or 

phrases that 

resonated with 

being outdoors, for 

example, ñI play 

farming.ò The 

visual data sets 

were coded, either 

based on the 

childrenôs 

accompanying 

narrative or a 

descriptive code: 

for example, for 

I used inductive coding, ótaking the data 

set as the starting point for engaging 

with meaningô (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 

55). Although Braun and Clarke also 

suggest that inductive coding can never 

be ópureô (ibid.), I remained conscious of 

my epistemological and axiological 

views and thus my interpretative 

standpoint throughout.   

Once each data set was transcribed, I 

used the highlighter and óreviewô options 

in Microsoft Word to capture 

participantsô words or phrases at a 

surface ósemanticô level, related to my 

research questions. Braun and Clarkeôs 

(2022:60) guideline to óidentify the 

particular angle of the meaningô was 

useful for analysing at the latent level, 

providing deeper meaning to the data.  
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the trampoline, I 

coded it as 

óphysical activityô. 

The same process 

was used for each 

data set. 

Good quality 

codes and 

themes result 

from dual 

processes: (a) 

immersion 

and depth of 

engagement, 

and (b) giving 

the 

developing 

analysis some 

distance 

3. Generating 

initial themes 

ï identify 

shared 

patterned 

meanings 

across the 

data set. 

Identifying 

potential or 

candidate 

themes that 

capture the 

data and 

address the 

research 

question; 

collate coded 

data relevant 

to candidate 

themes 

Initial themes 

reflected a broad 

view of how the 

children 

experience the 

outdoor 

environments, for 

example, with 

friends 

This stage was challenging due to the 

number of codes generated from each 

data set (see Codebook, Appendix 5). I 

completed this exercise by generating 

thematic tables and maps in Microsoft 

Word, separately initially, and then 

exploring themes across the data sets. I 

used the óreviewô option on Microsoft 

Word to add further notes.  

Themes are 

patterns 

anchored by a 

shared idea, 

meaning or 

concept 

4. Developing 

and reviewing 

themes ï 

Review 

provisional 

candidate 

themes ï this 

is a 

questioning 

process, 

involving 

going back to 

the full data 

set. Be 

prepared to let 

things go. 

Consider 

relationships 

between 

themes, 

existing 

knowledge, 

practice and 

the wider 

context 

Having completed CAQDAS training (NVivo), this provided 

further opportunities to review the entire process again, before 

generating a Codebook (Appendix 5). This meant going 

through all of the steps again. While it was challenging, 

coming to grips with the technology of the coding programme, 

it was also exciting as the intervening time allowed my other 

chapters to continue and stepping away from my own data 

allowed time to reflect and refine themes and subthemes if 

necessary. óDistanceô from data collection also meant that 

while I still felt connected to the topic (through my lecturing 

role) and ongoing reading, I returned to it feeling more 

confident in the process.  Phases 4 and 5  provided 

opportunities to delve even deeper into the data.  In doing so, 

I selected data extracts, visual and textual, that evidenced key 

points in relation to the themes (Braun and Clarke, 2022) 

(discussed in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight).     

Themes are 

analytic 

5. Refining, 

defining and 

I found this stage exciting as producing visuals of the data, 

overarching themes, themes and subthemes, told a story. 
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outputs ï built 

from codes 

and cannot be 

identified 

ahead of the 

analytic 

process 

naming 

themes ï fine-

tuning the 

analysis and 

questioning, 

such as ówhat 

story does this 

theme tell?ô, 

óhow does this 

theme fit into 

my overall 

story about 

the data?ô 

Each phase to this point provided opportunities to do a óvalidity 

checkô (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 97), as well as bringing out 

the richness of the participantsô stories. It was also a time 

when I reflected on being confident that I was being faithful to 

the participantsô stories.    

Themes do 

not passively 

óemergeô ï 

they are 

actively 

produced by 

the 

researcher  

6. Writing up ï 

This may start 

from Phase 3. 

Ultimately, this 

is about 

weaving 

together the 

analytic 

narrative and 

compelling, 

vivid data 

extracts, 

telling the 

reader a 

coherent and 

persuasive 

story about 

the data set 

that 

addresses the 

research 

question. 

This phase comes with many iterations. All of the chapters 

preceding the findings tell a particular story. In setting the 

scene with the Introduction and outlining the wider context in 

which early childhood education and care is located (policy 

and practice), I wanted to ensure that I aimed for a ócuriosity-

fuelled-questioning approachô (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 115).  

Making the decision to write three separate chapters of 

findings for each participant group was pivotal. It meant that 

for each group of participants, and individuals within each 

group, their story was given equal prominence. Bringing the 

óso whatô (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 146) of their stories into 

conversation with the wider literature added richness to the 

tapestry of ECEC and outdoor pedagogy. Completing each 

phase of RTA enabled a broad, in-depth and integrative 

exploration of the findings.  Chapter Nine presents an overall 

interconnected and synthesised  discussion the findings, 

bringing them into conversation with the RAPO framework 

and the literature. 
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Figure 5.1:  Data analysis using RTA (Braun and Clarke (2022) 

5.12.1 Understanding trustworthiness in case-study research    

Yin (2018) suggests that instead of thinking about a case study as a sample, it 

should be viewed as an opportunity to highlight theoretical concepts or principles. 

However, Stahl and King (2020) draw on Lincoln and Guba (1985) to highlight 

the importance of trustworthiness, both in the óstoryô being told and in the person 

telling it. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest four evaluative criteria for 

trustworthiness in research: transferability, credibility, dependability and 

confirmability.  

Thus, the generalisability of findings for this case-study research foregrounds 

similar ópatterns and descriptionsô (Stahl and King, 2020: 27) of other preschool 

settings in Ireland, while also providing rich contextual descriptions of the case-

study site. Therefore, the various processes of crystallisation (Braun and Clarke, 

2022), Section 5.12.2 below, were pivotal in highlighting how the different 

perspectives and understandings of the stakeholders told similar or different 

stories.  

On the other hand, the case study may highlight the extent to which this case is 

different or unusual. Strength, then, must be derived from a clear set of criteria 

documenting the procedures followed and, as Yin (2018: 46) suggests, it is 

important óto conduct research as if someone were looking over your shoulderô. 

Before undertaking this research, I reflected on my role as a researcher. Due to 

my acknowledged passion for availability of the outdoors for children in preschool 

Educatorsô data

6 stages for each data set

1. Familiarisation

2. Coding

3. Generating initial themes

4. Developing and reviewing themes

5. Refining, defining and naming themes

6. Writing up

Childrenôs data

Parentsô data

Researcherôs data
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environments and its potential pedagogical value, I endeavoured to maintain a 

balance on what I wanted to achieve óbetween engaged commitment to the field 

and the capacity to offer an informed and research-based interpretation of itô 

(Edwards, 2010: 162). Punch (2016) further highlights the importance of 

maintaining a balance between rigour in research and care for the participants, 

as qualitative research, by its nature, is immersed in social processes with 

inherent layers of meaning explored by the researcher. As a case study, the 

criteria for reliability, that another investigation would arrive at the same findings 

and conclusions, are difficult to meet (Yin, 2018).   

However, while responsibility lies with the reader to interpret the findings, the 

onus lies on the researcher to provide the necessary information (Denscombe, 

2010) so that the reader can make an informed decision. Drawing on Gibbert et 

al. (2008), the criteria for judging the quality of case-study research are 

emphasised by Yin (2018). They are: construct validity, internal validity, external 

validity and reliability. Each of these criteria is addressed in the research process.   

5.12.1.1 Construct validity 

Construct validity can be tested with reference to the multiple sources of evidence 

garnered during data-collection phases. Steps taken to address this element 

include ensuring a clear definition of what is meant by an outdoor pedagogical 

space in an ECEC setting. The second test to fulfil construct validity is to identify 

appropriate data-collection instruments (detailed above). The third test, to have 

the draft read by key participants of the study, was not possible, due primarily to 

time limitations: the duration of my time in the ECEC setting, completion of writing 

up my findings and the Covid-19 pandemic. While Braun and Clarke (2022) 

suggest that attempts to control researcher bias make little sense within RTA, I 

remained conscious throughout data collection and analysis of suspending any 

preconceptions I held. In-depth and rigorous discussions with my supervisors, 

critical friends, continued engagement with the data and researcher reflexivity 

served to alleviate these concerns. 

5.12.1.2 Internal validity 

Internal validity in case-study research extends to the problem of making 

inferences when events are not or cannot be directly observed (Yin, 2018). This 

was addressed in a number of ways. Validity of ethnographic research involves 

ódirect and sustained contact with human agents, and is collaborative, flexible, 
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iterative and inductiveô (OôReilly, 2012: 227). Blending this approach with a case-

study approach enabled my sustained contact with the educators, and children in 

particular. Yin (2018: 169) suggests that when working data from the óñground upò 

[é] you may now find that some part of the data suggests a useful concept or 

two [é] leading you further into your data and possibly suggesting additional 

relationshipsô. (This process is further discussed in Section 5.12 above and 

Appendix 9.) 

5.12.1.3 External validity 

OôReilly (2012: 227) explores external validity, asking whether what is argued in 

the analysis has óñface validityò, that is to say, on the face of it, does it make 

sense?ô She suggests that if it does not make sense, the researcher must look 

more closely and try to understand why, while also being open to being 

challenged on what we thought made sense. As indicated in Chapter One, the 

findings of this study are not expected to be generalisable. However, Yin (2018: 

38) discusses the concept of óanalytic generalizationsô that go beyond the case-

study setting, whereby the researcher óshould think of your case study as the 

opportunity to shed empirical light on some theoretical concepts or principlesô. I 

addressed this concern by drawing on and combining the theoretical propositions 

of affordances and relational pedagogy that potentially apply to a range of 

studies. 

5.12.1.4 Reliability 

The concept of research reliability from an ethnographic and case study 

perspective is explored by OôReilly (2012) and Yin (2018). Both authors highlight 

the challenges inherent in these research approaches. OôReilly (2012) explores 

the role of the ethnographer and Yin (2018) emphasises research procedures. 

OôReilly argues that the reliability of ethnographic research is enhanced when the 

researcher reflexively examines their own role in the construction of social life, as 

ethnography unfolds by considering whom they are and how they experience the 

world themselves. Yin (2018: 46) suggests the researcher should óconduct 

research as if someone is looking over your shoulderô. While the contextual 

features of ethnographic case study research make replication of the research 

improbable, I addressed these issues in a number of ways, discussed below.   
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5.12.2 Crystallisation 

In a departure from the familiar concept of triangulation, Braun and Clarke (2022) 

propose the metaphor of ócrystallisationô, as proposed by Tracy (2010). Tracy 

(2010: 844) suggests that:  

Crystallization encourages researchers to gather multiple types of data 
and employ various methods, multiple researchers, and numerous 
theoretical frameworks. However, it assumes that the goal of doing so is 
not to provide researchers with a more valid singular truth, but to open up 
a more complex, in-depth, but still thoroughly partial, understanding of the 
issue. 

Thus, while similar to triangulation, crystallisation resonates with the research 

design underpinning this research, which is informed by constructionism, by an 

interpretivist paradigm. Furthermore, Tracy (2010) proposes that multiple and 

varied voices in the research and analysis enable thick descriptions of the data 

from the participantsô viewpoints, which attends to diversity and significance to 

the participants to interpret meaning. She suggests that creditability is enhanced 

when the research signals attention to these possibilities. Crystallisation for this 

study is achieved through the use of multiple methods, as outlined below.  

5.12.2.1 Parents and educators 

As the interview and focus-group discussions were recorded, I listened to them a 

number of times to familiarise myself with the data before I commenced typing 

them up. At this point, I wrote up analytical notes and coded points. During the 

typing-up process, I paid particular attention to hesitations and pauses to ensure 

the context and nuances of discussion were captured. This further allowed me to 

revisit areas of potential interest. The process continued until I had read all the 

transcripts while simultaneously listening to the recordings. In all, this process 

was completed five times. I continued coding as I listened to and re-read the 

transcripts. The preliminary codes from the educator interview and parent focus-

group interviews were then compared to ascertain whether similar topics were 

mentioned. These were then coded further.  

5.12.2.2 Drawings, art and photographs   

Childrenôs participation in this research was central to hearing their voices 

through multimodal tools. OôReilly (2012: 169) draws on Crang and Cookôs (2007) 

research whereby participants used video and photography to tell stories about 

their own lives, which they called óautophotographyô. She suggests that, for some 
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ethnographers, óthe use of the visual is more emancipatory and powerful than the 

use of text é to give over the production of the story to the participantô.   

Pink (2013: 153) argues that óto place an image in a single category denies the 

richness of its potential for facilitating and communicating ethnographic 

understandingsô. Nevertheless, they were useful on a number of levels. I viewed 

the childrenôs interest in taking photographs or engaging in drawing/art as a way 

for them to analyse and interpret what was important to them. As a result, 

interpretations were shared rather than relying on adultsô interpretations. I also 

took guidance from research by Huser (2015) when viewing the photographs, 

whereby I compared or contrasted photographs with my observations of the 

childrenôs actions outdoors, walking tours and our ongoing conversations. The 

childrenôs narratives also provided important insights into óhow visual meanings 

are relational to other materials and ways of knowingô (Pink, 2013: 143) during 

the photo-elicitation sessions, when they commented on photographs they had 

taken and also photographs I had taken. In addition, the photo-elicitation 

sessions, which were recorded manually at the time by educators and myself, 

added further opportunities to analyse the meanings attributed to them at a 

particular moment in time.  

рΦмо 9ǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

As per the Maynooth University Ethics Policy, section 3.1, I have a primary ethical 

obligation to the participant group in question. As a lecturer on ECEC degree 

programmes, I undertook certified training in 2016 in my HEI workplace in child 

protection in accordance with Children First: National Guidance for the Protection 

and Welfare of Children (DCYA, 2015).   

Denscombe (2010: 331) proposes three underpinning ethical principles when 

conducting research, with the overarching principle being that the ends do not 

justify the means in the pursuit of knowledge (original emphasis). Maynooth 

University Ethics Policy, BERA Guidelines (2011), Children First Guidance 

(Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2017) and the UN Guidelines 

on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) also informed the ethical 

considerations of this study. Approval, see Appendix 1, was obtained from the 

Social Research Ethics Sub-Committee in October 2018.  
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Punch (2016: 23) suggests that óethical issues in planning and executing the 

research centre on access, consent and participantsô protectionô. As the research 

involves children, informed consent is crucial. Christensen and Prout (2002, as 

cited in Mukherji and Albon, 2015: 45) propose the concept of óethical symmetryô 

to explain how adults and children should be afforded equal consideration in 

research as human beings. Thus, while adjustments may need to be made in 

practice to suit the abilities and interests of the participants, key ethical principles 

are the same for adults and children, but may look different in practice (ibid.). 

Christensen (2004) suggests that research with children is primarily like all 

research, insofar as ethical standards and the research process should be 

commensurate. Einarsdóttir (2007) concurs, emphasising that children are 

different from adults and, consequently, acknowledges the requirement to ensure 

appropriate methods are used, while also acknowledging the inherent 

challenges. 

5.13.1 Assent 

Harcourt and Conroy (2005: 573), writing about studentsô engagement with 

children in research in Singapore, assert that ó[I]n seeking to empower children 

by ensuring informed consent, students must explore ways of deconstructing 

their request to observe. [é] This involves thoughtful consideration about the 

language, or other forms of communication, which will be used to support the 

childôs understanding.ô They further argue that in respecting children as thinkers, 

óthe dialogue must not be trivializedô (ibid.)ô. Having gained consent from 

educators and parents to conduct the research, I attended the setting on two 

occasions prior to the commencement of gathering data. This allowed me to 

familiarise myself with the routine and, importantly, to introduce myself, and for 

the children to ask questions if they wished. The children were accustomed to 

visitors coming to the setting, as visitors included mentors from the QAP 

programme, the inspectorate (DE and Tusla), the AIM co-ordinator and people 

from the community, for example, a member of the Gardaí came to speak with 

them. Also, the children were familiar with the use of a digital camera, as 

photographs in the portfolio submitted as part of the QAP accreditation process 

were taken by the children.  

Children chose to participate on their terms. I had prepared a colourful poster that 

depicted emoji pictures whereby the children could indicate at any time their 
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willingness or not to participate on any given day or move away/ re-join. This 

poster was displayed in a prominent position at child level in the setting for the 

duration of my fieldwork. I also had a letter with my photograph and a colourful 

poster that I could use if and when children asked me about my research or why 

I was in their preschool. I showed the children a visual of the ways in which we 

could collect information about the outdoors in their playschool. I informed the 

children that I would give them a certificate before I said goodbye at the end of 

my research (see Appendix 6). 

Throughout the ethics application process and during fieldwork sessions, I 

ensured that I engaged with the children in a child-appropriate way. I did this in a 

number of ways. I worked closely with staff during fieldwork sessions in order to 

get a sense of childrenôs well-being and, crucially, sought the childrenôs continued 

assent. Being cognisant of the adult-child power imbalance, and childrenôs verbal 

willingness to please, I also observed their non-verbal cues as indicators of their 

decisions whether or not to participate. 

I also focused on building a rapport with both staff and children in the setting 

during fieldwork. For example, throughout the research, the children made clear 

choices as to whether they wanted to be photographed, either by me or their 

peers, for example, by putting their hands over their faces if they did not want to 

be photographed. I respected their choice to refuse and also to change their 

minds. When their peers took photographs, I did not include photographs where 

children had indicated they did not want to be photographed.   

As both adults and children were involved in this research, Jensen and Laurie 

(2016) propose two methods by which consent may be achieved: written and oral. 

Written and verbal consent was received from staff and parents. Childrenôs 

assent was in the power of the child to invoke or revoke. Through building 

relationships with the educators and children, I was attuned to the childrenôs 

verbal and non-verbal cues. For example, I observed childrenôs verbal and non-

verbal cues, such as tone of voice, body language, facial expressions, arms 

crossed and emotional cues. If I was unsure whether to continue engaging with 

the children, I checked with the educators who were more familiar with them. 

Important also is an awareness of ómethodological reflexivityô (Stokes. 2019: 1), 

which acts as a prompt in the encounters with participants. Drawing on a study 
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by Guillemin and Gillam (2004), Stokes highlights a focus on óethically important 

momentsô, which emphasise ethical considerations that may emerge throughout 

the research process. Therefore, I used my previous experience to draw on 

knowledge gained from working with this age group over a period of 20 years to 

build rapport and trust. In doing so, I was cognisant of potential power imbalances 

in the research relationship. Detailing encounters in the research process, Stokes 

(ibid.) concludes that óany research project undertaken in a classroom with 

children generates ethical encounters in its iteration, which merit reflection and 

analysisô. I minimised the risk of this by respecting childrenôs dignity in 

representations of their contributions and the provision of ópotential addition for 

further layers beyond the rudimentary research cycle and processô (p.10) in order 

to support the individual needs of children engaged in the research process.   

In a similar vein, Harcourt and Einarsdottir (2011) draw attention to research that 

recognises children as competent and capable thinkers and communicators. 

Dockett and Perry (2011: 231) suggest that conducting research with children 

rather than on children reflects a paradigm shift, whereby children are 

acknowledged as ócompetent social agents within social and cultural settingsô. 

The definition of agency, offered by Sancar and Severcan (2010: 277), is 

referenced as óthe power to make decisions that impact on self and others and 

act on themô (Dockett and Perry, 2011: 232). However, Kellett (2014: 142) further 

offers a critique of the concept of agency, cautioning that it is more than a 

consideration of something that children have a right to or something adults 

support; rather, it óhas to be something that happensô.   

5.13.1.2 An ethic of listening 

Acknowledging a paradigm shift in childrenôs active participation in research, 

Barley and Russell (2018: 223/224) suggest that visual research methods reveal 

óhow nuanced grass-root data surfaces in unexpected ways while in situô. They 

further suggest that jointly produced visual data empower participants as they 

have direct control over data that are intended to depict their lives or cultures. 

Rinaldi identifies listening as: (i) that which connects us to others, (ii) 

acknowledging knowledge as integrated; (iii) open and sensitive; (iv) involving 

both to listen and to be listened to with all our senses; (v) and listening to óthe 

hundred, the thousand languages, symbols and codes we use to express 

ourselves and communicate é a time full of silences é an interior time é 
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listening to ourselves é as an element that generates listening to others but, in 

turn, is generated by listening that others gives usô (Rinaldi, 2006: 65). In my 

study, multimodal methods facilitated diverse ways of listening to the childrenôs 

stories. 

рΦмоΦн /ƻƴǎŜƴǘ  

I arranged a meeting with the owner and staff and was invited to attend during 

session time, while the children were present. I considered that an essential part 

of this initial process was to meet with staff working directly with the children to 

secure their co-operation too. This also allowed me to provide details of my 

research, discuss mutual expectations, parentsô and childrenôs engagement, 

Garda-vetting and ethical approval. Burgess (1989: 60, as cited in Punch, 2016: 

32) notes that agreement from management does not necessarily suggest all staff 

had the choice whether or not to participate. Staff in this preschool expressed 

their interest in the research and written informed consent was obtained from 

them (Jensen and Laurie, 2016). See Appendix 7 for Owner/Educator Information 

Letter and Consent Form. 

Meetings with parents were organised through the owner, who acted as the initial 

gatekeeper (Jensen and Laurie, 2016; Punch, 2016). I visited the setting on two 

mornings to meet parents at drop-off and collection times, pre-arranged by the 

owner. I introduced myself and explained in detail the purpose of the research, 

verbally and in writing. I explained the expected duration, their childrenôs potential 

involvement and also answered any questions. Parents were reassured that 

ethical approval had been obtained, that their and their childrenôs involvement 

was completely voluntary and they could leave the research at any time. Parents 

were asked to sign a consent form, which was returned to me by the gatekeeper 

(Appendix 8). Gaining access is not a one-off event; it must be negotiated 

throughout the research (OôReilly, 2012; Pole and Hillyard, 2016). I explained to 

parents and educators that I would be available to answer questions both before 

commencement and during the research. Finally, once parental participation was 

secured, times/days were agreed with the owner to complete the fieldwork.   

From the outset, I ensured that the owner was made aware that my research 

aimed to be a voyage of discovery, rather than an examination (OôReilly, 2012) 

of practice. Drawing on my experience of owning a sessional preschool was 
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pivotal in this regard. As the research progressed and the researcher-owner 

relationship developed, shared experiences created a sense of empathy. Aspects 

of practice such as inspectorate, funding and CPD were areas where there was 

a sense of a lack of agency and opportunity to inform practice, based on her daily/ 

routine experiences. For example, the owner had previously purchased high 

quality outdoor clothing and boots for the children. However, purchasing outdoor 

clothing was a criterion of funding received; funding (correctly audited), she felt, 

that would have been beneficial elsewhere, and her knowledge of her own 

practice should have informed how it was spent.   

5.13.3 Child protection and welfare 

Ahmad Aliyu, Musa Singhry, Adamu and Muhammad Abubakari (2015: 13) 

propose epistemology, ontology and axiology concern óhow one thinks about and 

consequently sees the world that helps one to act in inquiry and practiceô. The 

best interests of the child were my primary concern throughout my research and 

all participants were granted the right to express their views freely in all matters 

affecting them, commensurate with their age and maturity (BERA, 2011). 

Children are rights-holders, and hold personal views and perspectives, 

recognised in The Irish Constitution, by the ratification of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1992 (www.childrensrights.ie). 

Therefore, my study is foregrounded by a recognition of these rights, based on 

Lundyôs (2012) conceptualisation of participation, which encapsulates an 

inclusive research process whereby all children have equal opportunities to 

participate. My study facilitated childrenôs right to express their views and have 

those views given due weight, using the conceptualisation of Article 12 as space, 

voice, influence and audience, and will be appropriately supported to do so. 

Figure 5.2 below illustrates Lundyôs conceptualisation of Article 12.   

http://www.childrensrights.ie/
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Figure 5.2: Conceptualisation of Article 12 (Lundy, 2012) 

5.13.4 Confidentiality and anonymity 

To protect participantsô confidentiality, transcript data comments/ identifiable data 

from discussions were anonymised. The ECEC sector is relatively small in 

Ireland, with consequent difficulties in complete anonymisation. Therefore, I 

explained to the children that they could choose a different name if they wished. 

They did so with the assistance of staff.   

The advancement of methodologies such as visual research and ethnography 

(Atkinson, 2015; OôReilly, 2012; Pink, 2013) further highlights the importance of 

paying attention to ethical considerations in research. As this research study 

explores the lived experiences of educators and children in the ECEC setting, the 

use of visual images, in addition to traditional data collection methods, aims to 

support the inclusion of children and the adults in telling their individual and 

collective stories. 

As outlined in the ethics application, photographs of the ECEC setting and 

educators and children involved in the daily routine form an integral part of this 

study. Photographs of the children and their play spaces can be used in the body 

of the thesis and permission was also given for this in subsequent publications or 

conference proceedings. Parents were made aware of this in letters of consent 

(Appendix 6), outlining the possibility that participants could be identified from the 

photographs in any publications or conference proceedings. All parents who 

participated in this research signed a letter of consent, which included this 

information.  



201 

 

рΦмп [ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

This study is limited in a number of ways. While an ethnographic approach is a 

valuable research methodology, it also carries a number of limitations.  

Firstly, I attended the preschool only twice per fortnight over the course of the 

academic year, usually towards the end of the week. As such, there were many 

events, learning experiences and conversations that I missed, as those occurred 

at other times, not only because of the frequency of my visits, but also on different 

days of the week. 

Secondly, the research was conducted in a small, rural preschool, with a relatively 

small sample size of participants, based in one area. All of the adult participants 

were female: three educators and nine parents. This is limiting in that there are 

no male perspectives included in the data. Furthermore, the majority of parents 

were from the local area and knew each other over an extended period of time, 

as their older children had attended the preschool. In addition, all parents whose 

children were attending were happy with their choice of preschool. 

Thirdly, the findings from the research cannot be generalised, as each ECEC 

setting is unique, óin the sense that a host of different stories could be told about 

any situation, each one placing it in a different temporal and spatial contextô 

(Hammersley, 2006: 7).  

Fourthly, as noted by Ryder (2021), ethics entail relationships and honesty. There 

is a possibility that the participants may say what they think I want to hear. There 

is also a potential for bias in the interpretation of findings. 

With these limitations in mind, I believe I have been honest in the processes of 

my research. Throughout the research process, I have illustrated how I collected 

and interpreted the data, drawing on Braun and Clarkeôs (2022) RTA and Yinôs 

(2018) guidelines for quality in case study research: construct validity, internal 

validity, external validity and reliability. 

By keeping a reflective diary following each visit to the preschool, I was able to 

identify potential biases as well as areas where I felt I might feel challenged. In 

particular, I was conscious of my previous and current roles in the ECEC 

profession; being aware of empathy or judgement. 
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5.15 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided a detailed account of the research process. I have 

included a rationale for the research, which adopts a qualitative methodology. A 

single-site case study, adopting an ethnographic research design and using the 

Mosaic approach best suited the research questions and was deemed most 

effective for achieving the aims and objectives of the study. Reflexive Thematic 

Analysis (RTA) provided a robust process, which guided the analytic journey and 

captured participantsô perspectives and experiences, while also recognising and 

acknowledging how the context shapes these.  Table 5.1 and Figure 5.1 provided 

a detailed account of this process, outlining how each phase was carried out. 

These are presented to assist and support the reader to further understand my 

approach to the analysis and discussion of the findings of this research. 

As previously indicated in Chapter 3, the active role of educators in this research 

has the potential to expand our knowledge and understanding of practice. The 

engagement of children, educators and parents in this evidence-based research 

aims to contribute to relational affordances pedagogy in the outdoors by providing 

creative and dialogic platforms that acknowledge their complexity and the 

interplay of converging and diverging perspectives and experiences. 

The methodological choices I made in relation to the research study are inevitably 

interconnected with the research findings. While the data collection methods 

enabled me to become immersed in the routines of the ECEC setting over the 

preschool year, they also enabled me to build relationships with the children and 

educators. Importantly, the research design allowed me to access the stories of 

the participants, visually and narratively, as well as on individual and collective 

levels. This approach allowed me to develop themes relevant to each group of 

participants, which in turn highlights the layers of meanings attributed to 

understanding(s) and experiencing of the outdoors in the preschool setting. 

Additionally, it also illuminates how the themes are interconnected. An 

overarching theme was developed for each group of participants, with a number 

of sub-themes for each group, presented in tables in each of the following 

chapters.  
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These are discussed in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight. Chapter Six presents the 

findings from data pertaining to parents, Chapter Seven focuses on the analysis 

of findings from children. Findings from the data for parents are presented in 

Chapter Eight.  
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ {ƛȄΥ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ς ¢ƘŜ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ 

сΦм LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

This chapter presents the findings of this research study relating to the educators. 

Data presented were gathered from educators, children and parents, involved in 

the day-to-day provision of ECEC in a rural sessional preschool in the midlands 

of Ireland. Chapters Seven and Eight present the findings from the data for 

children and parents, respectively. By separating the data analysis for each group 

of participants, it provides a space for the perspectives and experiences of 

individual participants in each group, as well as for each group of participants. 

Furthermore, it illuminates common and divergent themes across the data sets.  

Table 6.1 provides an outline of the overarching theme and subthemes.  

Table 6.1: Themes and sub-themes for educators 

 

сΦн LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

Chapter Five introduced the research design and methodology respectively for 

this study. This chapter provides an in-depth detail of considerations made in 

order to capture and provide a deep understanding of the real-life context, 

process and practice of pedagogy in the outdoors in the ECEC setting. A study 

of the educators and children in the ECEC setting fits well with an ethnographic 

approach, allowing me time and space to build rapport and engage with the 

educators. Furthermore, the research methods drawn from Mosaic approach 

empower the educators to participate in a range of ways over a period of time. 

Photographic and narrative contributions are core features of their contributions. 

My initial introduction to the preschool was facilitated by an ECI mentor. 

Conscious of the need to engage with all of the staff in the setting, following a 

Participant 

Group 

Overarching 

theme 

Sub-theme Sub-theme Sub-theme Sub-theme 

Educators  Opening the 

doors towards 

pedagogical 

change 

Relationships 

and 

interactions  

Educational 

encounters 

in an indoor-

outdoor 

continuum 

Reciprocal 

engagement ï 

mind, body 

and 

environment 

School 

readiness 
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telephone call to the owner, my visit to the preschool was organised to take place 

during a preschool session.  This provided an opportunity to also meet the staff 

and be introduced to the children. I also wanted to inform the staff, as well as the 

owner, of the value of their participation in providing personal, professional and 

authentic insights into exploring pedagogy in the outdoors in ECEC. I was 

reassured that they were both willing and enthusiastic to participate.  

Throughout this chapter, findings from the perspectives and experiences of the 

educators are underpinned by a core theme, (developed through RTA and 

presented in the Codebook, Appendix 5), namely that through opening the doors 

to the outdoor environments in the ECEC setting benefitted both themselves and 

the children on a number of levels. The educators refer to enhanced relationships 

with the children, an enriched curriculum, a view of the children as agentic 

participants in their learning and development, and improved well-being for 

themselves and the children reinforced by the affordances of the outdoor 

environments. Nevertheless, tensions remain as educators navigate policy and 

legislative requirements and, at times, professional uncertainty and sustainability. 

The following sections discuss the themes developed from the educator data, 

supported with interview quotes, photographs, researcher-educator 

conversations and my reflections and fieldnotes. 

сΦо hǾŜǊŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŜΥ hǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 

Embarking on a journey towards pedagogical change, Mary Jane (owner) and 

Jane (manager) described their pedagogical approach as a trajectory from a 

controlled, adult-led indoor environment to a more relaxed atmosphere that 

permeates both the indoor and outdoor environments, as a result of being 

outdoors.   

The daily routine and transition points during the day indoors appeared to impact 

negatively on educatorsô sense of well-being. While Jane describes the routine 

as being óalways inside, around tablesô, Mary Jane strongly expressed how she 

felt: óI hated it, absolutely hated it.ô Nevertheless, it appears that the outdoor 

environments were not initially considered to be part of the routine. Jane explains: 

When I came here first, like I mean, this is how I knew playschools to be 
anyway, so I wouldnôt have known any different. [é] But it was sitting 
around tables, learning this, trying to think of what to do next, do this, do 
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this, do this, do this, and you have a sort of a plan to do, like okay after 
this, now Iôll get the kids to do this and it was hard, the transitions were 
really hard.  

Mary Jane: Oh, the transitions were hard. 

Jane: It was really hard. 

Environmental and human noise levels further exacerbated their sense of well-

being: 

é and I have huge space in here, but theyôre more confined in here; 
thereôs restrictions, they even put their own restrictions on themselves [é] 
And thatôs why we moved, and thatôs why we reflect all the time in the 
evenings, and we do our observations, and we reflect all the time, óem, 
thatôs not workingô óoh, okay, well, right, letôs move it somewhere elseô; 
óthatôs not workingô ótheyôre too loud, theyôre too noisyô. Like in, this 
morning, they were too noisy, they were just é and you know, you know 
by the kids, ócos you know the kids, itôs a case of you pass a certain pitch, 
somethingôs going to é and then you just open the door, and the door is 
usually always open, but like, okay, weôll go to the big garden then. 

External (inspectorate/regulation) requirements further negatively impacted on 

the adultsô and childrenôs well-being. Mary Jane suggested: 

é if you put too much up on the walls, the children will (inaudible). It gives 
you a headache. And thatôs what I find, too, having to have all this stuff, 
and I was going, I come in and I go óOh God, Jane, you need to take some 
stuff down!ô (Imitating Jane (laughing) (inaudible) and itôs getting a little bit 
busy in here Jane! 

Furthermore, Mary Jane adopted a holistic approach to supporting the childrenôs 

learning and development while they were in preschool. She expressed a sense 

of responsibility towards the provision of outdoor experiences for the children for 

a number of reasons.   

First, due to childrenôs organised activities and parentsô work schedules, Mary 

Jane considered that the childrenôs access to, and their time in, the outdoor 

environments are both limited and restricted, as evident in the excerpt below: 

éthey all have proof that being outdoors is so much better for the kids, 
AND, they donôt go outdoors any more, all that is left to us as the 
practitioners. Children are scheduled from 9 oôclock ótil 8 oôclock or 7 
oôclock when theyôre collected from the childminder and more and more of 
that is being left for the early years to provide the outdoors é Em é outlet 
for them. I mean, when we remember things, how it was é I have the 
facility to do it, so itôs great. 
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Second, Mary Jane and Jane explained that the outdoors supports childrenôs 

language and social and emotional development. Mary Jane contrasts childrenôs 

interactions when they are indoors and outdoors: 

And all of them, they talk, and weôve had the two little é kids46é they were 

non-verbal here, but outside they talked to each other, like language (sic) 
isnôt their first language, itôs their second language. They observe a lot, so 
theyôre usually very quiet. They understand exactly what youôre saying, but 
when youôre outside, theyôre conversing with their peers. 

Jane suggested that children develop self-regulation skills and manage conflict 

independently when they are outdoors: 

Outside, when they have a conflict, I find if youôre out there, they tend to 
look at you and go óehhhô [a whining sound], whereas if youôre in here, and 
they canôt really see you, they sort of, okay, and they sort it out themselves. 
Yeah, so, itôs not really, I think itôs a good thing that weôre not (out there). 

Searching for solutions through engagement with ECEC literature and various 

pedagogic approaches did not appear to yield practical results. Educators in the 

setting participated in the Síolta quality assurance programme (QAP), facilitated 

by ECI. During this time, a professional conversation with Hannah,47 the Síolta 

mentor, was pivotal in helping the educators arrive at a solution, evident in the 

excerpt from Mary Jane below: 

We were working off HighScope and Steiner and it was all outdoor 
provocations, em, and I was, I was really leaning toward the outside and 
Hannah came down and she just looked and she says óWould you not, ah, 
maybe you know, move the tables (laughs) [é] She said óWould you not 
leave the door open and, you know, let the children kind of come in and 
out?ô [é] And I said óEm, em no, because we need, you know, when weôre 
doing this and weôre doing that, and em. And then I said, óOh okay, right, 
okay, so letôs do that.ô We made that room kind of table top and we made 
this room the area for the toys ï and the difference! This was just an open 
room (laughing) where they could kind of go from area to area and, oh my 
God, the difference already! 

In addition, the benefits of educators participating in the QAP programme in 

creating a harmonious atmosphere, are evident in Mary Janeôs excerpt below: 

We all say, the difference is, the difference in Síolta is, a Síolta premises 
and somewhere else, I mean you can spot it a mile away. Itôs like, you 
know Iôm like óIf you had read your S²olta!ô (laughs), óyou know, this 
wouldnôt be a problem!ô You wouldnôt have these issues.   

                                                             
46 aŀǊȅ WŀƴŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƘƻǎŜ нƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΦ 
47 IŀƴƴŀƘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳΦ 
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[é] 

There was no uniformity, there was no mirror between every interaction 
between parents, between practitioners, between the children, between 
everybody, between their peers, between, you know, even the Síolta one 
that goes óadult-adult; child-child; adult-childô. 

However, Mary Jane also expressed frustration at the relevancy of the content of 

ECEC degree courses: 

You know whereas, this is the bit that bugs me now, I suppose itôs my 
bugbear, now Iôm doing S²olta and thereôs such a change in the politics 
and the environment and the regulations and thereôs such a heave-ho in 
childcare, but they still want us to write a million essays on a particular 
subject and they never come from a child-led curriculum. They donôt come 
in and say óHow are you doing today, and where are you with your learning 
and who has a Level 5, who has a Level 6, letôs motor on through this, 
have you done this before, yeah, just read that and go on then, sure you 
donôt need it, youôve done it a million times, youôve done it here, youôve 
done it there, weôre just ticking the boxes, letôs just move on.ô 

Mary Jane and Jane highlighted their attention to the childrenôs interests, thus 

providing outdoor environments that are flexible and respond to them. Mary Jane 

also referred to the potential and diversity of learning inherent in the natural 

environment:  

Mary Jane: Because, the kids get bored, they, you know, you canôt have 
the same kids coming in doing the same thing all the time. 

Researcher: And I suppose the fact that theyôre outside. 

Mary Jane: And theyôre outside, yeah, the environment changes. 

Researcher: The environment is changing.   

Mary Jane: And naturally. 

The value of outdoor environments is further acknowledged as a social and 

educational space. Jane observed positive changes at pedagogic and 

professional levels in her interactions with the children, as the outdoor 

environments afforded the childrenôs diverse experiences, opportunities, 

autonomy and choice in their engagement, evident in the excerpt below: 

But, even outside, itôs like, like, youôre stepping back, you know and if 
youôre going óround, and they want to come up and talk to you, they come 
up and talk to you. If theyôre doing something, you could interact by saying, 
like you know óWell how did you do that, and howô to extend what theyôre 
doing, but, other than that, it was like, youôre more relaxed in yourself, 
youôre not uptight about getting things done, getting this done, getting that 
done, you know, itôs just always centred around the child. The child is the 
totalé [unfinished sentence]. 
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Similarly, Mary Jane captured opportunities for teaching moments: 

So, we observe and facilitate their learning, so, if theyôre, if theyôre in 
something and theyôre struggling to put a word on it or they need extension 
on the learning, like, so, theyôll find a worm and weôll go, like today, if you 
find a worm, weôll go, óWhoop! How do you know itôs a worm?ô óWell, I just 
do.ô óWell, whatôs the difference between a worm and a snail?ô óWell, a snail 
has a shell on his back.ô So, we might dig up more worms or we might do 
something more about worms, or we might do a wormery, or we might get 
the, em, worm hut or the worm hotel out again and start doing stuff like 
that.  

For Jane, the change in her relationship and interactions with the children, 

emanating from going and being outdoors, also appeared to be reflected in her 

approach to curriculum planning:  

Even when youôre writing down stuff, itôs completely different. Itôs not all 
about, you know, óOkay, we need to do this tomorrow, this has to be done 
and that has to be done,ô itôs more like Ciar§n, itôs all about the child and 
what they want to do and how we can extend their learning and how we 
can facilitate them and things like that, so itôs completely different. 

In addition, Jane also suggested her personal and professional pedagogic 

relationship with the children changed as a result of being outdoors, evident in 

the excerpt below:  

Well it felt a whole lot different. I wasnôt telling the children what to do. 
Theyôre more or less telling me what to do. Itôs like the roles are reversed, 
you know like, instead of sitting down at tables, óOkay you do this, you do 
that,ô if a child comes in to us and says óWill you do this, will you do that?ô 
So, we were facilitating them, we were more into a facilitator then (sic) a 
dictator [role], more or less. You know, I dictated what to do and, you know 
we are more or less helping them to do what they want to do. [é] I think 
itôs because youôre now an older friend, itôs the way I look at it, more than 
a teacher [é] yeah, yeah, because I donôt see myself as a teacher, not at 
all. 

The educators and children appeared to enjoy sharing experiences beyond the 

setting, which were incorporated into the curriculum. For example, over the 

course of my fieldwork, Mary Jane shared her interest in hill-walking with the 

children, which provided opportunities to share and create resources. I noted in 

my field notes: 

Mary Jane had her compass that she uses during mountain-climbing and 
Johnny Farmer had shown great interest. He brought in his own compass 
and the discussion/ learning experience developed from there. The 
children engage in map-making indoors, which is carried on outdoors as 
the children draw the sandpit and swings; Johnny Farmer tells what heôs 
drawn, óthe house, the river é what elseô? Francis is very precise in his 
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drawing; drawing a line with a ódipô in it, telling me óItôs the pothole at the 
school.ô We put the childrenôs homes onto the map. 

       Field notes, 08.03.2019 

Pat, prompted by his mum also shared his experience: 

Mary Janeôs interest in mountain-climbing is included in the curriculum 
planning. Using a compass was previously a topic for discussion. At 
different times while Iôm there Mary Jane talks about climbing 
Carrauntoohil in County Kerry. Pat, smiling, tells Mary Jane that he has 
been to Kerry and Carrauntoohil. The slope in the large garden provides 
an opportunity for teamwork as the children and Jane enjoy 
mountaineering. Real maps provide further opportunities for staff and 
children to explore the world beyond the preschool, while the children 
engage in individual and group work, map-making of the outdoor 
environment in the preschool. 

                  Field notes, 25.5.2019 

Photographs of these sessions further highlighted the adultsô and childrenôs 

engagement and enjoyment. Reading maps and map-making indoors and 

outdoors below: 
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 сΦм aŀǇπǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

  сΦн 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƳŀǇǎ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ 

  

 сΦо DǊƻǳǇ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ƭƛǾŜΩ όƛƴŘƻƻǊǎύ 
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 сΦп aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ  

 

6.3.1 Relationships and interactions  

Mary Jane and Jane noticed how being outdoors influenced relationships and 

interactions. Janeôs observations of the children, both indoors and outdoors, 

highlight how being outdoors supports the childrenôs peer interactions and well-

being: 

Itôs so different than inside. ôCos you have the quiet ones that sort of tend 
to stick to themselves. But outside they play with everyone. Itôs just totally, 
totally, they run around with everybody. They all have their little groups I 
think, but it just sparks one interest or one, em, activity and they all sort of 
go in together, like theyôre all so interacting with each other so well, like, it 
just takes one little, like the worm, it takes one little thing like that to get 
everybody involved. 

An enjoyable part of my fieldwork was sharing the childrenôs enjoyment in various 

experiences and occasionally assisting them in their endeavours. This aspect of 

the fieldwork allowed me to observe how, on the one hand, the children 

deliberately excluded the adults from their play, and at other times, they invited 

them to be play partners. The following is an example of how the children exercise 

control over their play, and endeavoured to exclude Ciara, recorded in my field 

notes: 

Getting off the trampoline, she comes over to where Iôm observing the boys 

digging, laughing and saying that Francis said to her óSee that writing 

there, that says ñNo adults!òô   

Field notes, 25.10.2018 

Jane builds fun relationships with the children outdoors as she tried out the new 

resources, closely observed by the children: 
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 сΦр WŀƴŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƪŜȅ ōŀǊǎ 

 

The children also demonstrated affection towards the staff and myself. During 

one of the photo-elicitation sessions, I noted Ciarán chose a picture of Lauren 

and one taken of the educators and me before we left for a walk to the local park. 

The photograph below shows the interaction between me and Ciarán: 

Smiling, Ciarán is encouraged by Jane to show me the picture. He points 
me out in the picture. Ciarán is clearly delighted, and with a big smile on 
his face he goes to Jane where he is embraced in a tight hug, which he 
reciprocates. He stays in this embrace and Jane, laughing, says, óThatôs 
the biggest hug Iôve got from you!ô  

   Photo elicitation, 8.11.2018   

 сΦс wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ /ƛŀǊłƴ  

 

While acknowledging the value of the large indoor space, the educators 

highlighted the benefits for the childrenôs emotional, cognitive and physical health 

through their engagement with the outdoor environments. Mary Jane explained: 

Yes, there are different interactions. But, theyôre not, em, theyôre aided, 
theyôre better. Whatôs the way to say it, theyôre better inside if theyôve been 
outside. So, the biggest learning, in my observation, in what we do, is the 
learning would be outside; the biggest learning comes from outside, from 
being outside, and having that space, because theyôre (pause) and I have 
huge space in here, but theyôre more confined in here; thereôs restrictions, 
they even put their own restrictions on themselves. 
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Despite having a large indoor space, Mary Jane suggested being outdoors 

enhanced the childrenôs well-being, the reciprocal benefit for the adults was also 

acknowledged:   

Mary Jane: The difference in me, the difference in them, it was much more 
pleasant, wasnôt it?   

In addition, conversations between the children and adults became more 

sustained, as explained in the excerpt below: 

 Mary Jane: you were just talking at them, telling them almost. 

Jane: Yeah. 

Mary Jane: Almost what to do. Donôt do that, donôté . 

Jane: Children never really actually get a chance to tell you what theyôre 
interested in [é] even when I was sitting down and say óOkay, you do thisô 
and if a child didnôt want to do it, I used to say óWell you have to do it, 
everybody else is doing itô and óif you donôt do it, then you know, you have 
to do it.ô 

Mary Jane: Yeah, there was no conversations. 

Jane: No. 

Mary Jane: There was no free, no conversations. 

Jane: It was all, weôre sitting down and weôre doing this and the kids would 
keep talking away but you never really óOh yeah, thatôs nice, thatôs nice,ô 
but now weôre more (sentence left unfinished by Jane). 

Outdoors provided unique opportunities for conversations. Mary Jane explained: 

And Iôve often had a parent coming down to the river, you know where the 
river is, [an area in the large garden with a well structure and the oyster 
shells fixed along the óbedô of the river]. [There is no flowing water] and Iôd 
be sitting in the river, and youôd be cleaning out or youôd be brushing it and 
(inaudible) would go óWhat the hell are you doing sitting in the river?ô And 
I said óWell, youôd be surprised, if I sit down, they come and sit beside me 
and they ask me what Iôm doing, and they tell me all about their day and 
they tell me whatôs going on and you sit down, you never call anybody 
over, you just sit down and start going with the yokes, and, em, theyôll just 
come running over óCan I help, can I help?ô óGo get your tools, go get the 
sweeping brush, come on and weôll find a sweeping brush,ô and weôll 
sweep out the stones, and when theyôre sweeping out the stones, always 
you know óLook at the worms, look at the shells, look at thisô and óoh my 
daddy saidô and ómy daddy didô and óI did thisô and ówe did thatô and óoh my 
goodnessô and ódo you rememberô and ócan we do that?ô and, and then we 
find out all this lovely valuable lessons. 
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6.3.2 Educational encounters on an indoor-outdoor continuum 

It appeared that the educators, despite acknowledging the benefits of the 

outdoors for themselves and the children, were also unsure of how it was valued 

by parents. I noted this in my field notes, following a conversation with Mary Jane: 

Mary Jane welcomed the opportunity to participate in the research, 
suggesting that research on outdoor education at PhD level would help to 
promote her approach to the outdoors with the parents and at the same 
time provide wider societal validation for her focus on the children being 
outdoors in the preschool.  

Field notes, 5.10.2018 

At the same time, being outdoors appeared to have increased the value placed 

on the indoor environment, too. Incorporating the outdoors into their pedagogy 

also prompted a review of the indoor environment. Mary Jane explained during 

our interview: 

So, then we moved all the tables into that little room there [the second of 
three rooms from the main door], which is only that little room and that 
room [the third room] wasnôt there, so it was just that room and we made 
that room kind of table top and we made this room the area for the toys ï 
and the difference! This was just an open room (laughing) where they 
could kind of go from area to area and, oh my God, the difference already! 
And it was just one or two little tables in the back room and we did the 
books and anything, pegs or marla [playdough] whatever and the door was 
open all the time.  

Jane described how being outdoors created positive feelings for the adults and 

children, while being outdoors also promoted a child-centred pedagogic approach 

in the indoor environment: 

I think itôs more, ôcos the more youôre outside, you was, the more relaxed 
the children were, the more relaxed I was. You know, what I mean, itôs 
more that, I took a step back, so I found that, you know, if they didnôt want 
to do it then, fair enough, I changed and said óOkay, if you donôt want to do 
it then, itôs fine.ô You know. 

This was further endorsed by Mary Jane: 

Because we were doing, at that point I was doing, I wanted to do planting 
and nature and all that kind of stuff and we just loved it.  

The educators observed positive changes in the childrenôs holistic development 

on a number of levels. Childrenôs social and emotional development was aided, 

as being outdoors supported peer interaction both indoors and outdoors. Mary 

Jane explained: 
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Mary Jane: You know, thereôs the likelihood of two or three of them being 
in the same little circle is unlikely ôcos theyôd be running to catch up with 
somebody who is down the end of the field. So, they donôt, they donôt 
whinge about it, they just get up and run on to find the next person they 
were running after or chasing. 

In addition, suggesting that childrenôs peer groups are more flexible outdoors, 

thus benefiting their language development and independence, Mary Jane and 

Jane explain how they observe that access to both indoor and outdoor 

environments supports Ciaranôs holistic development: 

Mary Jane: So, weôre standing back and weôre like óOkay, Ciar§n, put on 
your own jacket, youôre well capable.ô Heôs not getting frustrated because 
heôs non-verbal. Heôs quite happy with it, heôs quite happy with the level of 
communication, heôs able to get through to us and heôs very happy. [é] 
Itôs not frustrating him enough to stop him getting involved. 

Jane: Well, yesterday, now, it was really, really nice ôcos he was standing, 
he came in and the three boys were playing with the cars and the train set, 
he stood there, just looking at them. Now he took in everything, just stood 
there. So, I just whispered to Jack óAsk Ciar§n would he like to play, just 
to see would he like to playô (says quietly). He goes óCiar§n, would you like 
to play with us?ô and it was like you had given Ciar§n a é he jumped, 
jumped like this é and he got down beside Jack and he was playing with 
them for ages. Which was lovely, ôcos you know, it was like, it was like that 
little bit of a é with Jack, you know. ôCos even Jack now, he understands 
Ciarán so well. 

Furthermore, Mary Jane suggests that being outdoors helps to build childrenôs 

resilience and well-being: 

So, the learning comes from outside, and then when they come in and they 
do fall over or they hit their knee, or whatever, they just go óYeah, itôs fineô 
and then somebody comes up and says óYeah, youôre fine, come on, come 
on, itôs fine! Come on, or will I get the first aid box, or will I call an 
ambulance? 

Planning the daily routine incorporated both indoor and outdoor environments. 

Drawing on the childrenôs interests meant that it was flexible and subject to 

change. Mary Jane explains:  

No, we plan for outside. Our plan is é okay, thatôs probably wrong. We 
just plan, there is no inside-outside, we donôt see it as a difference, as an 
inside-outside job. [é] We follow the emergent interest. So, the emergent 
interest will be the child and therefore, if the child has the interest, and itôs 
an indoor interest, then weôll plan for that. If the child has the interest, like 
the tools that I got this week, em, and added that to them, ôcos theyôre mad 
to dig holes and theyôre mad to fix things and theyôre mad to do everything. 
Then, thatôs what weôre planning for. So, to say we plan for inside or 
outside, we donôt, we plan for the child. 



217 

 

However, following the childrenôs interests only may also serve to limit their 

choice. This is evident in the excerpt below: 

Mary Jane: Weôre not going to put in a big, huge construction area if thereôs 
nobody interested. I have, we have, what, four big buckets of tracks, train 
tracks down there, because over the years, every child has been mad into 
trains, do you think any of them are into trains? 

Jane: No, no interest whatsoever. 

Mary Jane: Not one of them is into trains. So thatôs in the shed. Thereôs no 
point in taking, that, literally, last year, the train track took up that whole 
shed, the concrete, that was on the ground, on the concrete ground, every 
day, they came out, built that train track, put it back together, put it back, 
you know the wooden ones? 

Researcher: Yes, yes. 

Mary Jane: It took up the full 30ô down at the end of the garden and itôs in 
a box there. They havenôt even looked at it sideways this year. 

Researcher: Yes, so you just work on their interests. 

Jane: Yes, hmmm. 

The aspiration of being outdoors at times conflicted with the reality, while also 

demonstrating uncertainty about the pedagogic approach in the preschool, as 

evident in the excerpts below: 

Mary Jane: My aim is for the kids to be outdoors 80% of the time, to build 
up to that. I suppose weôre outside 70ï75% of the time. I wonder what the 
parents would say about that?  

[é] 

Mary Jane: And thereôs benefits from inside, of course thereôs benefits, but 
the studies have all proven, (laughs), what the benefits are for inside, but 
if you donôt give them the choice at that age, I think you are doing them a 
massive disservice and itôs mostly the adults, and I would have always 
said, that they [the children] are not the ones to go inside, so if the adults 
are outside, theyôll be outside. [é] And itôs not the child, itôs very rarely the 
child. Why do we want the children to change, we have to change to suit 
the children; itôs an emergent child curriculum. 

I also noted in my field notes how the resistance to this ideology was played out 

on one occasion in the preschool: 

The weather changed and it began to rain. Immediately, Ciara asked the 
children to go into the open-ended shed in order to change their clothes to 
go back indoors. Jane helped some of the children to change. I was 
outside with Francis, who was watching a worm in the soil. He told me he 
didnôt want to go indoors; I said that Ciara has asked that we go back 
inside. However, Francis continued to resist and I asked him would I ask 
Ciara for permission to say out for 5 minutes more. Ciara said ï ó3 minutes.ô 
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Francis remained where he was and explained óI only wanted to see if the 
worm came back out again.ô Reluctantly, Francis changed his clothes and 
returned indoors after all of the children had done so. Ciara explained that 
he should have come indoors when asked to do so. 

         Field notes, 1.5.2019 

While the weather was a factor in being brought indoors on that occasion, the 

educators also controlled the opening of the door to the outdoors. I noted in my 

field notes:  

Ciarán attempts to open the sliding door to the concrete backyard. Jane 
notices him and says, óOh, weôre not going out there today,ô gently bringing 
him away from the door. Ciarán looks around and chooses the blocks to 
play with.  

        Field notes, 7.12.2018 

On the other hand, childrenôs choice appears to be an important factor in the daily 

routine, as explained by Jane in the interview excerpt below:  

If they want to stay in, just like, Lorraine and Lauren and stuff, wanting to 
do art, ôcos like their interests change, like they do become, they want to 
colour and do pretty stuff, they want to cut. 

Parental expectations, at times, also conflicted with practice in the setting, as 

noted by Mary Jane in the interview excerpt below: 

Parents will say, sometimes, the parents and I, and when this happens, 
each and every time, because it happened only last week, and one of the 
parents came in with one of the children and he goes óDonôt let him outside 
today, heôs not feeling the best.ô I wasnôt there, I wasnôt at the door, I didnôt 
do the greetings, so weôre óWho wants to go outside, whoôs coming out, 
yeah, come on, come on, letôs get your boots and suits and letôs go,ô and 
Ciara turns round and says óé (child is not named) is not going outside 
today ôcos mammy said so and I said óSorry?ô And she goes, óMammy said 
he had to stay inside,ô and I was like óFrancis, do you want to go outside? 
Yep, grand, well I donôt care what the parent says.ô  

 

 6.3.3 Reciprocal engagement ï mind, body and environment 

As previously mentioned, over the course of my fieldwork, Mary Jane continued 

to develop both outdoor environments. Occasionally resources were moved from 

one area to another. On one occasion, a steel ladder was laid on the ground in 

the front yard, inviting and affording the childrenôs engagement in diverse ways, 

while enhancing their skills and abilities. The childrenôs embodied engagement 

with negotiating the steps is supported by Jane, who verbally and physically 
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demonstrated the technique. Some children attempt it themselves and others 

observe without participating. The ladder was moved to the backyard, and the 

children attempt it independently, at times stepping on the rungs while at other 

times stepping between them or balancing along the length of the ladder, evident 

in the two photographs below: 

  

сΦт bŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŘŘŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

 сΦу bŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŘŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪȅŀǊŘ 

 

Mary Janeôs engagement in continued professional development (CPD) was one 

aspect of the decision to transition to a focus of learning and development in the 

outdoor environments. She noted: 

Well, thereôs so much outside é I mean the values of going outside are 
stimulating curiosity, the thought-provoking, imagination. They have é 
conflict resolution; theyôre é itôs proven in all the academics that they é it 
reduces stress, it reduces their behaviour, any kind of troubling behaviour, 
even ADHD, thereôs a é I was doing it yesterday, Frost and somebody 
else, Smith and Frost (I was looking for the reference, (laughs), 2007. [é] 
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and theyôre talking all the time, and itôs like what you saw this morning, itôs 
one interest spawns the other and then conversation goes; the conflict 
resolution.  

Similar to the narratives of the children, Mary Jane highlighted the value of the 

resources in the outdoor environments for the childrenôs physical development 

and play. Explaining the affordances to parents, she suggested: 

And I said óThis is what weôre doing,ô and everybody was on board. But I 
did it with, like, óOh my God, this is going to be fabulous, look at all the 
space we have, the learning weôre going to have,ô and this is before I even 
knew I had all the academics to back it up. And itôs just, enthused, the kids 
are going to love it, look at the slides we have, the trampoline, trampolines 
were only coming in, you know, we have this ten years, so, itôs, they were 
óOh my God, this is great, this is great.ô   

Development plans for the outdoor environments aim to support the childrenôs 

continuous interaction with those, enabling them to develop their theories through 

embodied engagement with the environment. Mary Jane noted: 

We donôt define our areas, we have general areas where we do stuff, and 
now we have, weôre working with the, em, weôre making, Iôm making, 
thereôs a new big plan I have for outdoors that we have to finish. I had a 
guy coming to look at it, with the outdoor grant that weôre getting. So, weôll 
be developing more ideas on the childrenôs emergent interests. 

[é] 

And, if weôre there, weôre running after them, so weôre chasing them and 
we leave them, and they follow us. Where if theyôre é theyôre not really 
running in here ôcos itôs set up that they canôt run in here ôcos itôs not for 
running, itôs not for running. 

The pedagogic approach is shaped by a view of educators as facilitators, 

observing and interacting with the children as they engage with the outdoor 

environments and orchestrating environment affordances to enable and stimulate 

current and emergent interests and abilities.  Manufactured materials, e.g. a 

toolbox and tools and builderôs red-and-white tape were added to the natural 

environment to enhance the childrenôs play. Mary Jane further explains: 

Yeah, yeah and that, that all came from, thatôs all stemmed from the 
children, so that curriculum, like we did plan that so that they, you know, 
enhance all those learnings and to enhance all those little bits and pieces. 
Like the tape [builderôs, red-and-white tape used on sites to cordon-off 
areas] ôcos we talked about the construction, wouldnôt it be lovely to have 
the construction site and now with theé . [unfinished sentence]. 
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 сΦф .ǳƛƭŘŜǊΩǎ ǘŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƭōƻȄ  

 

Natural and unexpected occurrences in the preschool further enhance the mind-

body-environment paradigm. Prior to the commencement of my fieldwork, a swan 

had arrived in the garden in the preschool. Mary Jane learned that the swans 

were on the lake beside the local park and organised a walk around the lake. 

Watching the swans drawing near to the children, Johnny Farmer spontaneously 

models the wingspan of the swans. 

The following are excerpts from my field notes and photographs of the trip: 

Today is the planned walk. Mary Jane informed the group óWeôre going to 
the lake ôcos the swan that landed here (she pointed to the artwork the 
children had done on the wall). óDo you remember ï you made the swans?ô 
Weôre going to see them. 

                 Field notes, 26.10.2018 
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сΦмл WƻƘƴƴȅ CŀǊƳŜǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǿŀƴǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 

  сΦмм WƻƘƴƴȅ CŀǊƳŜǊ ŜƳǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǿŀƴǎΩ ǿƛƴƎ ǎǇŀƴ 

 

The childrenôs discussions indoors were, at times, played out with full body 

engagement outdoors (also referred to in the discussion): 

The children, on occasion, embodied their interpretation of their learning 
indoors. In addition to the adults planning on the childrenôs emerging 
interests, the childrenôs interpretation of learning that occurred in the 
indoor environment was enacted in the outdoor environment.  I was aware 
that hibernation was a topic of discussion during circle time in the 
preschool. One day while having lunch outdoors with the children, Lorraine 
tells me she is cold, saying óIôm like an ice cube!ô our conversation moving 
on to hibernating. Later on, in the garden, I notice Francis crouched down 
in the shed. When I asked him óWhat are you doing?ô He said óRolling up 
in a ball, hibernating!ô  

Field notes, 9,11.2018   

 6.3.4 School readiness 

The preschool where I conducted my research operates as a private, for-profit 

enterprise. Thus, it operates in a competitive market with not-for-profit 

organisations making up just 26% (Pobal, 2022). In addition, the discourse on 

what early childhood education means heightens the tensions regarding how it is 

provided. This occurs from a range of perceptions, namely, parental 

expectations, childrenôs social and emotional development, a play versus 
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learning discourse, a pedagogic approach that influences childrenôs academic 

readiness (which may include childrenôs ability to concentrate, sit down for long 

periods of time, hold a pen, write) and so on. 

Hence, providing ECEC with a primary focus on the outdoor environment, and 

considering that this practice is at an early stage of development in Ireland and 

thus subject to uncertainty regarding school readiness in a traditional sense, may 

be challenging. 

Nevertheless, Mary Jane emphasises the importance of diversity in curriculum 

planning, which supports the childrenôs holistic development, irrespective of 

indoor or outdoor environments: 

And then what I found is the second year, is the year now, that theyôre, 
because thereôs two free years, theyôre going óOh well Iôll have a year in 
that playschool and Iôll have a year in that playschoolô and that theyôll get 
the social thing, theyôll get the, I donôt know. Again, that would kind of a 
little bit upset me because we put such groundwork into the social 
enhancing of the children, that by the time theyôre ready for the second 
year, we never do the same curriculum twice. And other schools do, they 
repeat the same curriculum over and over again because they have the 
same toys, itôs the same table, itôs the same playground, the same 
playschool, itôs the same everything. They donôt change the environment, 
ever, and I know that for a fact. We never have the same environment, we 
never have the same furniture. Thatôs (inaudible) furniture, thatôs new 
furniture [pointing to furniture in the first room from main door] (laughs).   

Despite providing evidence as to the childrenôs progress while attending the 

preschool, Mary Jane suggests the outdoor environment does not attract the 

same educational value as being indoors. When parents are registering their 

children in the preschool, Mary Jane ensures her approach is made explicit to 

potential parents: 

Theyôre not like me, if, I will, I donôt have a problem, if you want, if thatôs 
what you want do, but donôt put your name down here unless youôre 
absolutely confident thatôs what you want.   

Working in the competitive area of ECEC provision locally, Mary Jane further 

suggested: 

é they started to come with, but I do think this is a little bit of propaganda 
from the other school, in that theyôre using, theyôre kind of using our 
strengths against us as in that, eh, óTheyôre outdoor, they donôt do anything 
else. So, they donôt do academics, they donôt do sitting at the table, they 
donôt do this, they donôt do this.ô So, while it would have always been an 
even field, thereôs a little bit of comparison and then theyôre using it against 
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us to get their bits and pieces. Whereas, I would always say óWe do 
academics, we do literacy, we do literacy, we do it all through play and I 
do it outside. Look at our boards, look at our easels, look at our art.ô 

Nevertheless, tensions also appeared to exist. Following a drawing experience I 

conducted with the children indoors, I went outdoors with the children and Jane. 

On returning indoors, Mary Jane had changed the biodiversity/art room, making 

the writing materials more prominent. Briefly mentioning this to Mary Jane, she 

had observed the childrenôs ready engagement in the session with me, also 

mentioning óschool readinessô.  

The following day when I mentioned the topic of school readiness to Mary Jane, 

she said  

She didnôt intend that, óbut you just get drawn in. 

 Reflection, 18.1.2019 

Perhaps also linked to getting ódrawn inô, as Mary Jane suggested above, is the 

financial uncertainty if parents choose not to send their children to an ECEC 

setting where there is a focus on children being outdoors. I noted in my field notes 

and reflective diary, respectively (15.2.2019): 

Speaking with Mary Jane today, she was very despondent as she spoke 
about playschool operational costs and sustainability in terms of its 
financial future.   

The uncertainty of the preschool was brought into focus today, eased by 
the delivery of resources (suits and boots) and pending financial grant 
received to develop the outdoors. Mary Janeôs enthusiasm and belief in 
the outdoors appeared to be revived while, at the same time, she would 
have been happier to be able to spend the grant fully on developing the 
garden, as she said that her plans would exceed the grant. This was a 
source of some frustration as Mary Jane explained that she had spent a 
lot of money on the warm outdoor suits and didnôt really need any more, 
while the children also brought in their own wellington boots. 

Mary Jane appears to adopt a pragmatic approach that also prepared the children 

for emotional challenges they may encounter in primary school. This is evident in 

the excerpt below: 

Mary Jane: Because you canôt baby them, youôre not supposed to be 
molly-coddling them that much.  

Jane: No. 
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Mary Jane: We donôt encourage that, ôcos theyôre going to school, and the 
teacher is not going to sit down with one out of 30.  

Researcher: No, probably not. 

Mary Jane: And we donôt pick é we do pick them up and we do hug them 
if they really need it, but, on the whole, after Christmas, nobody gets picked 
up.  

In addition, the educators propose that the outdoor environments promote the 

childrenôs emotional development and supports their independence and problem-

solving skills, as evident in the excerpt below: 

Mary Jane: And the doors are opened.  At the beginning, you have to be 
out there, yes, because you have to make sure nobody is killing each other 
with the toys, em, but now, you could easily be here and theyôre quite able 
and independent to be out there and theyôre very é very good at doing 
their own conflict resolution, and their own, kind of, their own curiosities, 
their own interests, and they know where all the toys are, they know they 
can bring anything out as long as they bring it back in and they put it back 
where it belongs. And thatôs the wayé . 

сΦп /ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

This chapter has presented the findings relating to the educators. Findings 

indicate that for adults and children, going and being outdoors enhances their 

relationships and sense of well-being. The change in pedagogic approach 

appears to be an emotional as well as a professional shift, which promotes 

enjoyment in their role and embodies more sustained physical, social and 

pedagogical interactions with the children. The educatorsô orchestration of the 

outdoor environments underpins an enriching an emergent curriculum as the 

natural and manufactured affordances of the environment motivates and ignites 

the childrenôs curiosity, providing opportunities for them to improve their skills and 

abilities. However, findings have also demonstrated that control over access to 

and engagement with the outdoors is both positively and negatively exercised. 

Tensions also exist as educators navigate regulatory requirements, parental 

expectations and sustainability in a market-driven profession. 

The next chapter presents the findings relating to the children. 
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ {ŜǾŜƴΥ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ς ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 
 

тΦм LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

This chapter presents the analysis of data pertaining to the childrenôs voices, 

through narrative, drawings, art and photographs (researcherôs and childrenôs). 

Ten boys and five girls, ranging in ages from two years and six months to four 

years and six months participated to a greater or lesser extent in my fieldwork 

over the course of the academic year, (see Table 5.3) (October 2018 to June 

2019).   

As the children made choices around their engagement, I decided to allow 

interactions to develop organically, that is, that interactions were initiated either 

by the children or myself, depending on the context. This occurred, for example, 

when the children asked me to participate in their play or if, when observing them 

and writing my field notes, they engaged in conversation with me. I reflected on 

this as the research progressed, conscious that the two younger children, a boy 

and girl, were not always in the setting during my fieldwork. Therefore, the data 

analysed primarily involved 13 children, nine boys and four girls, while including 

both younger children as appropriate. 

For the children, the educatorsô interactions with and observations of the children 

mean that the affordances of the outdoor environments are frequently shaped by 

their current and emergent interests and intentional pedagogic opportunities. The 

educatorsô intentional pedagogical affordances, as they orchestrate the outdoor 

environments for the children, for example, by providing resources that climb-on-

able, are invitational.  Furthermore, the children act autonomously as they 

navigate the affordances, alone, with their peers and educators, in traditional and 

indeterminate ways. Thus, the children demonstrate agency, building on their 

skills and abilities, motivated by the affordances of the physical and social 

environment. Drawing on the Mosaic approach, the childrenôs stories and 

experiences are presented using a range of methods: conversations, play, 

physical movement, photographs, drawing and art. Excerpts from my fieldnotes 

are also included. 



227 

 

The introduction to the chapter outlines my initial contact with the preschool. The 

following sections present the findings under the overarching theme and 

subthemes, outlined in Table 7.1, below.  

Table 7.1: Overarching theme and sub-themes for Children 

тΦн LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

My initial meeting with the children occurred briefly during my introductory visit to 

the preschool. While going through the documentation with the owner, Mary Jane, 

she introduced me to the children who were waiting to be collected from the 

preschool session. I also met some parents at this time. The welcome from the 

educators extended to the children, as I noted in my reflective diary: 

I visited the preschool today. The staff and children were aware of my 
impending visit and I was warmly greeted. I went through my 
documentation with Mary Jane and left letters of introduction and consent 
forms with her for distribution to parents and return. As the children were 
collected, brief introductions were made, along with a reminder to parents 
as to the purpose of my visit. As Lauren was awaiting collection, she 
showed me the journal recording Big Bird's48 visit to her home. She was 
joined by her older brother and mum, who were collecting her. 

       Field notes, 5.10.2018 

7.2.1 Establishing relationships 

From this initial visit, I became aware that my attentive engagement potentially 

allowed me access to their stories, both within the preschool and beyond, i.e. 

their homes. Despite being nervous as to how to interact with the children at the 

beginning of my fieldwork, I felt confident in drawing on my experiences as an 

ECEC educator. As outlined in my ethics application, building trust with the 

children and adults was pivotal in this endeavour. Thus, initially, observing the 

                                                             
48 Big Bird accompanied the children home over the weekend.  Families usually recorded his 
visit to their home, in pictures and narrative. 

Participant 

Group 

Overarching 

theme 

Sub-

theme 

Sub-theme Sub-

theme 

Sub-theme Sub-theme 

Children  Playful 

spaces and 

places 

Playing 

workers 

Talking 

about 

outdoors 

and home 

Physical 

activity 

Owning this 

space 

Childrenôs 

friendships 
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routines, chatting with children and adults and following their lead allowed me to 

minimise any disruption to their routine. In addition, I aimed to minimise the 

childrenôs perception of my authority as an adult in the preschool setting by 

deferring to the staff in situations of minor disagreement; instead positioning 

myself as an observer or play partner.49  

For example, I noticed Ciarán observing me, seeming to remember me from my 

previous visits (Field notes, 18.10.2018). So, when it came to going outdoors into 

the backyard, I explained to Ciarán that I was going to get my coat and he did 

likewise. Similarly, in the backyard, I joined in a game of football with Mary Jane 

and two of the boys. This appeared to provide an opportunity for some of the 

children to engage my attention and also set the scene for my engagement with 

them at other times. I noted in my field notes:  

Johnny Farmer and Pat explained to me how the digger worked. Johnny 
Farmer showed me the back-loader and explained a part of the digger was 
broken, óYou have to hold it with your handô. Grant joins and proceeds to 
dig ï having attached the back-loader, and explained he was digging a 
hole. Pat was playing in the front while Johnny Farmer looked on. I asked 
Pat, óDid you fall into it? He replied óNo, itôs not deep enough.ô.  

Field notes, 18.10.2018 

Furthermore, when a disagreement arose between Ger and Pat over the space 

they were both digging, and Pat looked over towards me, I assumed for guidance, 

I decided to allow the situation to unfold without commenting (Field notes, 

25.10.2018). I also respected the childrenôs ownership of their play and spaces, 

and their decision to prevent my engagement (taking photographs), evident in the 

excerpt below:  

Johnny Farmer, Jack and Pat are busy digging near the tunnel (this is not 
specifically a ódesignatedô digging area, but appears to be created by the 
children for digging). Pat explains, óWeôre digging, see the big pile here.ô I 
ask whether I can take a picture, Johnny Farmer, pointing, says óNo, see 
over there, that sign says ñNo picturesò.ô Jack and Pat look at me and Pat 
says óYou can take a picture when weôre finished.ô Johnny Farmer says óIôll 
change the sign.ô  

Later on, I try again: 

                                                             
49 hǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ŀǎ ƻǳǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘΣ L ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 
ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜ ƳƛƴƻǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ƛŦ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƳΦ 
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Observing Johnny Farmer and Pat digging, I ask again óCan I take a 
picture now?ô Johnny Farmer replies óNo, I havenôt got the sign yet, Iôll have 
to order it online.ô 

Field notes, 25.10.2018 

These occasions, both indoors and outdoors, set the context for our relationship 

over the course of my fieldwork. Taking my lead from the children enabled me to 

be responsive to their interests and to observe their playful engagement in and 

with the outdoor preschool environments.   

The following sections explore the themes that I developed from the corpus of 

data, relevant to the research questions, aims and objectives.   

тΦо tƭŀȅŦǳƭ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ 

As the overarching theme for the childrenôs data, this theme introduces places 

and spaces created for children, and places and spaces created by the children 

themselves. Reflecting Rasmussenôs (2004) idea of adult-designed childrenôs 

places and spaces, she suggests children will be creative in how they use these 

places, while also acknowledging adults may not always óseeô what the children 

see. This theme is also threaded through the sub-themes explored below.  

The physical environments in this setting, previously described and also included 

in this theme, were prepared and developed by the educators (primarily the 

owner). From my observations, each area was used extensively by the children. 

Nevertheless, they created their own places and spaces, as evident in the 

photographs below. The topography, weather and the resources supported 

childrenôs creative, challenging, imaginative and playful experiences. 

Hiding places were popular, such as under the climbing frame and behind the 

shelter, pictured below:  
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  тΦм IƛŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛƳōƛƴƎ ŦǊŀƳŜ 

 тΦн IƛŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ 

 

Although there were designated digging areas, the children created their own 

spaces, pictured below: 

 тΦо /ǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀ  

 

The children also found new places to climb, pictured below: 



231 

 

тΦп CƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŎƭƛƳō 

 

7.3.1 Playing workers 

The outdoor environments provided the stimulus for the childrenôs enactment of 

the world of work. Having observed the children for a number of weeks, which 

allowed me to be familiar with the general routine and build a rapport with them, 

I organised a child-conferencing session. Nine children, six boys and three girls, 

were present for this session. The childrenôs narratives provide a unique insight 

into the overlap and merging of the preschool and home environments and how 

these encounters inform their thoughts and actions during their play.   

During the child-conferencing session, I asked the children what they liked best 

about being outdoors, two boys and one girl referred to engaging in real work, 

evident in the excerpts below: 

 Jack: I love doinô é I love playing workers.  

Researcher: You love playing workers. 

Jack: And I get real work done too. And I play farming but I do that as well 
as well é thatôs all I do é and I love éand I help.  

Researcher: And you help, who do you help? 

Jack: I help everyone. you know. 

      Child conferencing, 8.11.2018 

When asked what they liked about being outdoors in preschool, the children 

further connected their enjoyment of being outdoors with their home and the 

preschool. Outdoors at home were enjoyable places and activities for Johnny 

Farmer and Lorraine to engage with real-world experiences and spend time with 

family, illustrated in the extracts below: 
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 Johnny Farmer: I sometime hop on to my ôgator50. And drive around. [é] 

Lorraine: I like to help gardening with my daddy.  

Researcher: You like to help your daddy gardening, is it? 

Lorraine: And working with him outside.  

Researcher: And working with him outside, do you? And what do you do 
when you are gardening? 

Lorraine: And we plant é we plant flowers.  

      Child-conferencing, 8.11.2018 

The outdoor environments in the preschool setting afforded and extended these 

experiences for the children. Introduction to these scenarios occasionally 

occurred indoors. Thus, real work was planned as part of the curriculum as the 

children were afforded opportunities to engage in adult-initiated experiences, 

such as planting daffodils, raking leaves and planting potatoes. This is captured 

in my field notes below: 

During circle time, Mary Jane (owner) discussed planting daffodils in the 
paddling pool outdoors. Outdoors, she took a net of daffodils out of the 
shed. She called the children (no one in particular) over to help. Ciarán, 
Pat and Jack joined in. Co-operative play was observed as shovels were 
retrieved to pile the existing compost in the centre. Mary Jane explained 
to all of the group, óWe have to put the compost in the centre and recyclable 
materials around the edges so the frost wonôt get at the bulbs.ô   

Field notes, 18.10.2018 

The hands-on experiences stimulated the childrenôs sensory, language, cognitive 

and embodied learning: 

[é] Lauren settled herself at an edge and continued to quietly shovel the soil into 
the pool area. Lorraine joined the group, selecting a small shovel. Mary Jane 
asked the children to choose the daffodil bulbs, the soft ones in the bucket 
óTheyôre no goodô, and the hard ones for planting. I observed the children feel the 
bulbs, deciding which went where, pool or bucket. Mary Jane was instructing the 
group to óPush them downô. I said óPush them down until they disappearô. Jake 
asked ówhat does disappear mean?ô Lorraine answered, óTill you canôt see it!ô  

Field notes, 18.10.2018 

The childrenôs eagerness to engage, creativity and sense of fun are also evident 

in our interactions, as illustrated below: 

                                                             
50 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƪ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ς WŀƴŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳǳƳΦ 
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We chatted as we were working, with Pat asking me óHow do you know 
our names?ô I said óMary Jane told me,ô and asked him did he remember 
my name? He hesitated briefly, then said óAnna Rosary!ô  

       Field notes, 18.10.2018 

Mary Jane also incorporated caring for the environment into the curriculum. Real 

work references also arose in conversations. She encouraged Pat to explain to 

me that the salt in the cracked concrete in the backyard helped to kill the weeds 

without using weed killers (Field notes, 6.4.2019). The children worked alongside 

Mary Jane as well as independently, raking the leaves and emptying them onto 

the compost heap, evident in the photographs below: 

 тΦр /ŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ 

 

 тΦс /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘƭȅ 

 

In addition, the children themselves engaged in conversations concerning real 

work activities, evident in the excerpt from my field notes below: 

Jack talked about the Deutz tractor, óItôs the best; itôs blue and black, and 
the John Deere, thatôs another one.ô Isla then told me óMy daddy is a 
farmer, we have chickens and sheep (listing them out on her fingers). 
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Grant said óMy daddyôs not a farmer, heôs a workerô and Jack joined in, 
saying, óMy daddyôs a worker, too.ô Isla says, óWell, my daddyôs a farmer, 
ôcos thatôs what he is.ô  

       Field notes, 18.10.2018 

Independently, they frequently anchored their interpretation of real-world 

experiences in thematic props provided in the outdoor environment. As indicated 

previously, staff in the preschool assumed a facilitator role, observing the children 

as they walk around with the notebooks (Mary Jane, Interview, 29.11.2018). This 

is then translated into the planned, and flexible, curriculum.  

Reflecting the concept of keen observation (Rinaldi, 2006; Dalli, 2014), the 

educators provided resources to encourage and expand childrenôs interests. 

Thus, preparation of both outdoor environments reflected the educatorsô focus on 

the childrenôs interest in real work.  

Although the garden was in the process of being developed, it still provided 

affordances for the children to play. Mary Jane explained that she used 

provocations51 (Interview, 29.11.2018) to facilitate the childrenôs engagement in 

real work, described below in the excerpt from my field notes and evident in the 

photograph: 

I observe the building site activities from a distance so as not to distract 
the children. Instead, the photographs below show the children working 
independently and together, their deep concentration and bodily 
engagement with the tasks at hand. I am also interested in how the 
developing areas are used as provocations in the interim. The site where 
the new shed will be located is cordoned off with builderôs tape and the 
children use it as part of their digging activities  

       Field notes, 11.4.2019 

                                                             
51 tǊƻǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀ ǎǘƛƳǳƭǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ƻƴŜ 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜ ƻǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ όYƛƴƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ ²ƘŀǊǘƻƴΣ 
нллуΥ тύΦ aŀǊȅ WŀƴŜΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ /t5 ǿŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǳǎŜŘΦ 
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 тΦт !ŘŘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǎƘŜŘ 

 

The children and Mary Jane explore the new digging area, photographed below: 

 тΦу 9ȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀ ǿƛǘƘ 

aŀǊȅ WŀƴŜ 
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New resources are added to the new digging area, provoking the childrenôs 

interest, evident in the two photographs below:  

  

тΦф ¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ 

 

 тΦмл /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀ 

 

Nevertheless, the children appeared to make a distinction between playing 

workers and real work expectations, from Mary Jane, when it came to helping to 

spread the bark mulch in the new area. Mary Jane explains: 

I thought theyôd be really interested in helping out, but after a while they 
just went off. 

          In conversation with Mary Jane, field notes, 11.4.2019 

As one of the childrenôs favourite places, Johnny Farmer took the photo of the 

toolbox and builderôs tape (referred to also by Mary Jane) below. During the 

drawing session, Johnny Farmer also chose the building site as his favourite 

place outdoors, illustrated in the drawing below: 
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 тΦмм WƻƘƴƴȅ CŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊƛǘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƭǎ  

 

 тΦм WƻƘƴƴȅ CŀǊƳŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΥ ΨLϥƳ 

ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭōƻȄΦ !ƴŘ ƘŜǊŜϥǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǊƛōōƻƴΦΩ  

 

Noah explores loose parts alongside the static shed: 
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  тΦмн bƻŀƘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ  

 

The topography of the outdoor environments promotes different kinds of 

exploration. The childrenôs awareness of seasonal work is facilitated as two of the 

boys engage me in making silage, described in my field notes and illustrated in 

the photographs below, and further discussed in Chapter Nine: 

Jack and Pat are busy making silage. Over the course of my fieldwork, the 
children are aware of my knowledge of farming. Tractors and trailers are 
used for cutting the silage and drawing it to the 'pit' in the farmyard. I ask 
them who is going to 'buck up' the silage in the pit (the children asked me 
to explain what this means ï this involves driving the tractor over the grass 
in the pit to get the air out of it before it is covered with plastic). Jack and 
Pat seem happy with my knowledge and talk about bucking up the silage 
during our play. This work continues for about a half hour, the boys 
strategically driving the tractor cutting the silage and then emptying it into 
the trailer. The boys then decide we should have our lunch!  

  Field notes, 1.5.2019 
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тΦмо ŀƴŘ тΦмп ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƭŀƎŜπƳŀƪƛƴƎ 

 

The large garden space facilitated the childrenôs engagement with different 

resources, along and with their peers, evident in the photographs below: 

Real work can be undertaken alone: 
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  тΦмр bƻŀƘ Ƴƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿƴ   

  тΦмс 5ƻƛƴƎ ǊŜǇŀƛǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜŜǊǎ 

 

Sometimes the children brought resources from indoors to the outdoor spaces 

 тΦмтΦ aǳǎƛŎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǊƪΗ 

 

Finally, in this section, real work becomes a game. The open-ended resource, 

the plank of wood, drew the boysô attention, described in my field notes below 

and further discussed in Chapter Nine: 

There is a plank of wood laid on the cement. Johnny Farmer and Pat pick 
it up and lay it against the fence (it is almost the same height as the fence). 
Pat goes off and returns with a plastic screwdriver. They work together to 
place it flat against the fence and use the screwdriver as if to screw it to 
the wall. As they walk away, the plank falls away from the fence. They 
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laugh. They are joined by Jake and it becomes a game as they place the 
plank against the fence and race away, avoiding it falling on them. They 
repeat the game. 

Field notes, 16.11.2018 

 The next section turns to the children talking about the outdoors at home. 

7.3.2 Talking about outdoors and home 

Over the course of my research, I noted on many occasions childrenôs reference 

to family and their connections to the wider community. Thus, the interplay 

between the childrenôs environments afforded playful and relational experiences 

and learning contexts for the children. The varied resources in the outdoor 

environments help to shape the childrenôs play interactions. Moreover, the 

children bring their own knowledge to their play experiences, as noted in the 

examples below. Lorraineôs interest in physical activities appears to be closely 

linked with activities she does with her dad at home (gardening) and in the 

community: 

Chatting with and observing Lorraine to date, I notice she is frequently 
drawn to physical activity, also wearing soccer or GAA sports shorts and 
jersey. I enquire from Lorraine who plays football, she tells me óI go with 
my daddy to training.ô  

 Field notes, 5.4.2019 

Gareth highlights the connection to outdoor experiences at home still further, 

enjoying opportunities to talk about home. Moreover, engaging with various data-

collection methods provided greater insights into the childrenôs engagement in 

outdoor experiences and the interplay between home and preschool.  Hence, the 

drawing session and accompanying narrative provided Gareth with diverse ways 

to express a sense of excitement, adventure and security with his experiences of 

outdoors, evident in the excerpt and drawing below:   
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тΦн DŀǊŜǘƘ ŘǊŀǿǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭƭǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊȅ  

 

As he is drawing, Gareth explains:    

I was running around and then I fell. Then I goed inside and then I told 
mammy and Iôm going to jump on my castle, then I fell again. Then I told 
my mammy and then I cried in my bed. Then I runned around so fast. Now 
Iôm using the yellow ones to do something else outside. Then I runned 
around so fast, runned around so fast. Then Iôll put the colours away again. 
Runned around so fast and then shot down and you know who shot me 
then, my sister Darcey!52 

       Field notes, 18.6.2019 

In another example, the unique features of the natural outdoor environment 

further facilitated Garethôs focus on family and entanglements of human and 

                                                             
52 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳΦ 
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more-than-human, evident in the excerpt from my field notes below and further 

discussed in Chapter Nine: 

Gareth enjoyed digging in the soil and happily showed me a worm. He 
then found a leaf, telling me it was the wormôs food. Gareth spent time 
looking for the snailôs family, finally coming back to tell me he could not 
find it.   

       Field notes, 11.4.2019 

Working outdoors in the natural environment also provides opportunities for 

conversations about family, the local community and beyond. Digging in the 

garden prompts Jack to recall various events, evident in the excerpt from my field 

notes below: 

Ongoing conversation between Pat and Jack ï óIôm in the dump truck ï 
youôre giving me slurry, arenôt ya? There is digging going on, filling and 
emptying trailer loads in different piles around the ósiteô. Jack says óAll over 
the land ï in Dublin fields. ôCos our field is in Dublin.ô  

As Jack continues to dig, he engages in conversation with me:  

óItôs the site near the pub ï theyôre digging out dirt to make houses. Thereôs 
a house being built in Wolf Hill.ô53 Jack also talks a lot about family/ 
activities outside of preschool. óThereôs óbuild a bearô workshop in Dublin. 
And my brother is going to college in Dublin ï you werenôt here when my 
brother collected meô.   

Jack shows me something sharp ï we ponder what it could be: 

 óMy dad would knowô. Jack drifts away from the site.  

        Field notes, 07.03.2019 

My field notes reflect a similar opportunity with Lauren, and we are later joined by 

Grant and Ciarán. Spontaneously, the conversation turns into a game, as the 

ferry is sinking.   

Lauren is standing at the steering wheel in the bath (see photo below, 
Ciarán is doing repairs) and I walk over and join her. As we start chatting, 
Lauren tells me she is on a ferry (the bath). This appeared to stem from 
her experience as she relayed her recent experience of being on a ferry, 
going to the Aran Islands, for a wedding with her family. Lauren talked at 
length about the journey, also telling me she was a bridesmaid. (Her mum 
also referred to this experience in the focus-group interview.) As Lauren 
relayed her experience, we are joined by Grant and Ciarán. The journey 

                                                             
53 ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƛǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ 
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turns into an adventure as the ferry is sinking. Grant goes off to get a 
bucket to empty out the water while Ciarán repairs the wheel.  

       Field notes, 29.11.2018 

  тΦму /ƛŀǊłƴ ǊŜǇŀƛǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƘŜŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǊǊȅ 

 

Spending time with the children offered conversational opportunities. For Lauren, 

thoughts about big school were apparent as we neared the end of the school 

year, evident in an excerpt from my field notes and reflection below: 

As I sit on the bench in the back yard observing the different play activities 
going on, Lauren sits down beside me. As the children were running 
around, Lauren told me about big school: óIôll be in a different yard to Felix54 
(her older brother), you canôt play in the same yard as the big boys and 
girls. Weôll have two lunch breaks.ô  

I reflected on the conversation with Lauren and how primary school must 
be a topic of conversation at home as she will be going in September. Over 
the course of my research, Iôve come to know Lauren as a pensive little 
girl both indoors and outdoors. Her initiation of the conversation about big 
school appeared to highlight its importance to her and her parents and 
how it was explained (and interpreted by Lauren).  I thought about Laurenôs 
understanding of new environment which appeared to be viewed through 
a rules-focused lens. I got a sense of playschool being a place of freedom 
and adventures, which appeared to be contrasted in Laurenôs narrative of 
big school. I also got a sense of playschool giving Lauren a sense of 
confidence, also evident in how our relationship evolved over the course 
of the school year.                        
       Field notes, 2.6.2019 

Finally, excursions beyond the preschool setting afforded the children a range of 

opportunities. The planned walk around the lake near the village was preceded 

                                                             
54 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳΦ 
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by a discussion on health and safety during the walk and while at the destination. 

In addition, the journey and destination, sounds and sights, appeared to remind 

the children about people and events, evident in the excerpt from my field notes: 

This path takes us out onto the footpath beside the main road. Pat remarks 
óItôs a busy roadô. Isla and Pat chatter as we walk along, talking about the 
noisy road and the colours of the cars. As we turn left, Isla says óI live on 
this road.ô When I say óOh, do you?ô Isla doesnôt reply. I notice a lorry going 
past and ask what type of lorry is it, Pat says, óItôs Glanbia ï my dad works 
there é no itôs just a bin lorry.ô [é] 

Ger came over and as he stood watching the flowing water, he said óThat 
goes to Stacey's55 house and the ducks.ô (When I spoke to his mum later, 
she confirmed that it does!) 

 

 тΦмф ²ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ Ŧƭƻǿǎ 

 

This event reminded me of a study trip I undertook to Reggio Emilia, as I noted 

in my reflective diary: 

Again, I reflect on the relaxed atmosphere of the outdoors. [é] Walking 
alongside the children, I was taken by their easy chatter with me as we 
went through the village. The staff are quite relaxed on the walk, changing 
groups of children. Once in the park, they meet some local people and 
have a quick conversation. I am reminded of my trip to Reggio and the 
importance they attach to the visibility of the preschools in the community.  

       Field notes, 26.10.2018 

The following section explores the outdoor environments with reference to the 

childrenôs engagement in physical activities. The continued development of the 

                                                             
55 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳΦ 
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outdoors, in addition to existing natural and man-made resources, highlighted the 

childrenôs innovative and creative uses of these resources.   

тΦоΦо tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ 

Physical activity appears to be a favourite play activity for the children. The child-

conferencing session highlights the childrenôs enjoyment of the whole-body 

exercise, excitement and exhilaration, afforded by the trampoline. Seven of the 

children cited the trampoline as being their favourite play activity outdoors, 

examples of which are illustrated in the excerpts below: 

  Researcher: And can you tell me Francis, what do you like doing outside? 

Francis: The trampoline. 

Researcher: The trampoline, is that your favourite? 

[é]  

Francis: Because é it bounces 

[é] 

Researcher: And Isla, what do you love about being outside? 

Isla: Trampoline. 

Researcher: The trampoline as well! 

Jack interjects ï And I love the trampoline as well, ôcos it bounces é that 
is my favourite é because it jumps me up. 

 

This is further evident in the childrenôs drawings below: 
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  тΦо WŀŎƪ ŘǊŀǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƳǇƻƭƛƴŜ  

 

During the art session (17ï18 January, 2019) Jack draws the trampoline, saying: 

óMy favourite is the trampoline, cos it has 2 xôs.ô Pat recalls the treasure hunt 

(Halloween, after the planned walk to the river) in his drawing and includes the 

trampoline in his recollection, saying óItôs about Halloweenô: 

   

тΦп tŀǘ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜπƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƳǇƻƭƛƴŜ  
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The trampoline also appears to provide a point of transition and perhaps a sense 

of freedom for the children between the indoors and the outdoors: 

I observe as the children walk to the open-fronted shed some of them 
leave the gravel path to bounce on the trampoline in the centre of the 
garden and then continue down to change into their outdoor clothes. 

       Field notes, 16.11.2018 

Other resources in each outdoor area in the preschool were used by the children 

for physical activity. The dry óriverô spontaneously afforded Pat an opportunity to 

test his jumping skills, closely watched by Ger, who then imitates the action. Mary 

Jane stood in close proximity, quietly observing the children. 

  

тΦнл tŀǘ ƧǳƳǇǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨŘǊȅΩ ǊƛǾŜǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ DŜǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

тΦнм DŜǊ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƛǘ ŀ ƎƻΗ 
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The childrenôs peer-learning and innovative and creative interpretation of their 

environments are further evident in the following excerpt and accompanying 

photographs. 

I observe Lauren as she demonstrates her skills climbing onto and jumping 
off the tyres onto the grass in the garden. Grant is calling her to play with 
him. Lauren continues climbing onto the largest tyre. Gareth observes 
Lauren and attempts this himself. He uses his whole body to slide over. 
Grant says óYouôre only sliding over it, Lauren is jumping off.ô Lauren 
continues a number of times, with Grant joining her. Gareth then takes the 
rocking horse over to the smallest tyre, climbing onto it and balancing 
before jumping off it. After two successful attempts at this, he brings the 
rocking horse over to the biggest tyre and jumps off. 

       Field notes, 6.12.2018 

The following photographs capture the sequence of events: 
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тΦннπтΦнр [ŀǳǊŜƴ ǎƘƻǿǎ ƻŦŦ ƘŜǊ ƧǳƳǇƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ DǊŀƴǘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎ 
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тΦнсπтΦнтDǊŀƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƎƻΣ [ŀǳǊŜƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎ 

 

  

тΦнуπтΦнф DŀǊŜǘƘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƭƛƳō ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǊŜΣ [ŀǳǊŜƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎ 

  

тΦолπтΦом DŀǊŜǘƘ ƳƻǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǎǘ ǘȅǊŜΣ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪƛƴƎ ƘƻǊǎŜ 
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тΦонπтΦоо DŀǊŜǘƘ ŎƭƛƳōǎ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǎǘ ǘȅǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƧǳƳǇǎ ƻŦŦΣ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōȅ [ŀǳǊŜƴ 

   

тΦопπтΦор DŀǊŜǘƘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǘȅǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪƛƴƎ ƘƻǊǎŜΣ ŎƭƛƳōǎ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƧǳƳǇǎ ƻŦŦΗ 

 

I also noted in my reflective diary about the above sequence of events: 

When I observed the scenario above happening, I decided to concentrate 
it on its outplaying. As I was driving home and reflecting on this, and 
looking forward to reviewing the photos, I realised that experiencing a risk-
benefit approach, from an outsider perspective, was really beneficial. Staff 
were in close proximity. I wondered about how much I used to think, in my 
role as owner of preschool, about potential rather than actual accidents. 
Gareth, who is 3 years and 11 months, demonstrated creative skills in 
working out how he could navigate Laurenôs skills. Also, I reflected on my 
review of literature on the relationship of mind, body and environment in 
childrenôs cognitive development. I felt this experience, which I had 
observed, was evidence of the synergy between mind, body and 
environment and how Garethôs body and mind guided his learning in the 
outdoor environment. 

Attaching loose parts to static structures provided other opportunities as the 

children engaged in a play tug-of-war: 

 тΦос ! ǊƻǇŜ ƛǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅƘƻǳǎŜ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǳƎπƻŦπǿŀǊ 

 

As previously noted, the trampoline featured regularly in the childrenôs play. 

Combining the small plastic slide with the trampoline became a regular 
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occurrence with the children, with the slide balanced on the slide of the trampoline 

and the children jumping or somersaulting off the slide onto the trampoline. 

Initially observed closely by Mary Jane, the children continued without close adult 

supervision afterwards. I recorded in my field notes:  

Ger attempted this exercise, guided by Johnny Farmer; however, he 
became upset and although Mary Jane encourages him, he continues to 
cry. Mary Jane asks him óWhat do you want to do?ô while taking his hand. 
Ger climbs back down the steps. Ger continues to observe as a queue 
forms to take turns.   

I am conflicted with the childrenôs engagement in risk-taking. While it does 
not appear to be an issue for this particular setting, I reflected on the 
tensions between this approach and the regulations. 

        Field notes, 5.4.2019 

 

 тΦот ¢ƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎƭƛŘŜ ƛǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǊŀƳǇƻƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ƧǳƳǇƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ 

 

Although this chapter focuses on the children, I am including here a comment 

from a parent who observed this activity, included in an excerpt from my field 

notes and reflection respectively, below: 

The children engaged in their usual activities, with the slide alongside the 
trampoline still a popular choice. I was standing alongside, observing the 
children, when one of the childrenôs dads came up to me and briefly 
commented that he thought the game was too risky, before walking away. 

I reflected also on how risk / safety are communicated to parents; on the 
one hand, staff in the setting were confident in their practice (noting from 
earlier how new resources/ activities were closely supervised ï what I 
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observed and what staff indicated in their interview) and, in this case, how 
this parent chose to voice their concern to me as opposed to the staff. 

     Field notes and reflection, 09.05.2019 

Physical activity appeared to be an important feature in Lorraineôs life, in 

preschool and beyond, with family and in the community. Frequently arriving to 

the preschool in a sports jersey (and sports shorts in the summer), a casual 

conversation (and observations), while out in the garden with Lorraine, revealed 

her favourite thing in the garden was óAnything I can climb on!ô The environments 

also encouraged these preferences, illustrated in the photographs below. 

Lorraine demonstrated her physical skills and abilities on the monkey bars: 
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:   

тΦоуπтΦпл [ƻǊǊŀƛƴŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ƘŜǊ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƪŜȅ ōŀǊǎ ƛƴ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǾŜƭ ǿŀȅǎ 

 

Inviting the children to take photographs of their favourite places reveals their 

interests in collaborative physical play, evident also in their narratives below: 

Francis shows an interest in the camera. I ask him to take photos of his 
favourite places. He takes photos of the swings ï the tyre, trampoline and 
handle swing. He tells me óI took a picture of the trampoline ôcos itôs my 
favourite place. Now Iôm just going to take more pictures. I took a picture 
of the light away over there.ô He tells me óThis is the building place.ô He 
also takes photos of some of the children, saying óMy friends.ô We are 
accompanied by Lorraine, who also provides a commentary. At the slide, 
Lorraine says óMe and Francis always go thereô and at the bars óme and 
Lauren always hold onto these and fall off!ô Also, Lorraine tells me she 
likes sitting up on the tyre.  Lauren joins in, climbing up the side of the 
climbing frame, laughing, saying óLike a monkey.ô  

       Field notes, 4.04.2019 

The series of photographs below, taken by Francis, reflect his diverse interests, 

his observations of the environment around him and places he spends time with 

his peers. 

тΦнπтΦт CǊŀƴŎƛǎΩ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊƛǘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΦ 

    



256 

 

7.2 The tyre     7.3 The slide 

         

7.4 The swing handle           7.5 The trampoline 

       

7.6 The swings    7.7 The building place 

 

Resources added in the spring/early summer also encouraged the childrenôs 

creativity and fun. The bridge in the backyard appeared to provide diverse 

affordances for the childrenôs movement and mastery of various physical 

activities: 

 тΦпм [ƻǊǊŀƛƴŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ƘŜǊ ōŀƭŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ 
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тΦпн ! ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƘƛŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ 

 

Jake demonstrates his balancing skills, using different resources in novel ways: 

  тΦпо WŀƪŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŜ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘ    

  тΦпп WŀƪŜ ǿŀƭƪǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴƪ 

 

The transferability of resources between both play areas appears to draw the 

childrenôs attention to their diverse play potential, illustrated in the excerpts and 

photographs below: 

Francis enjoyed taking photographs previously. He said his mum bought 
him his own camera. He asks for the camera again, walking around taking 



258 

 

photos. When I reviewed the photographs, he had another photo of 
trampoline, Lorraine playing with the hula hoop and the new garden shed.  

       Field notes, 5.4.2019 

 

  тΦу CǊŀƴŎƛǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŘ 

   

тΦф CǊŀƴŎƛǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƻŦ [ƻǊǊŀƛƴŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ƙǳƭŀ ƘƻƻǇ 

 

In the backyard, the hula hoops also featured in the childrenôs playful endeavours 

and sense of fun. The children demonstrate the diverse uses of the hula hoops. 

The diverse environments offered different challenges, as the children observed 

each other, then endeavoured to emulate and extend each otherôs experiences, 

illustrated in the photographs below. Lorraineôs engagement could be 

characterised as leading the play, which appears to be followed by imitation, 

innovation, fun and excitement.   
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тΦпр [ƻǊǊŀƛƴŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǿƛƴƎǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ Ƙǳƭŀ ƘƻƻǇǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊ ōƻŘȅ 

      тΦпс WŀŎƪ ǎǿƛƴƎǎ ƻƴŜ Ƙǳƭŀ ƘƻƻǇǎ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƳ 

 

  

тΦпт tŀǘ Ǌƻƭƭǎ ŦƻǳǊ Ƙǳƭŀ ƘƻƻǇǎ ŀƭƻƴƎΣ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƳ   
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тΦпу [ŀǳǊŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǿǎ ƘŜǊ ŀǊƳǎ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƙǳƭŀ ƘƻƻǇǎ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ 

ŀǿŀȅ 

   

тΦпф /ƛŀǊłƴ ǎǇǊŜŀŘǎ Ƙƛǎ ƭŜƎǎ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǿŀǘŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƙǳƭŀ ƘƻƻǇǎ Ǌƻƭƭ ŀǿŀȅ 

 

The following photographs and excerpts demonstrate childrenôs enthusiasm to 

engage with me in the preschool. At times they sought my help, just for fun, as 

demonstrated in the photograph (7.1) taken by Mary Jane below.   

 7.1 Having fun and helping hands  
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At other times, they were eager to demonstrate new skills, evident in the excerpt 

from my field notes and accompanying photographs below: 

The day is sunny and immediately, on going outdoors, the children put on 
the trousers only of their wet-gear suits. Francis calls me over to the house 
in the garden, saying óWatch what I can do Anna Rose.ô Francis climbs 
through the window frame and climbs to sit on the right-angled frame of 
the house (First Picture). I say óthatôs brilliant, Francisô. Francis replies óNo, 
lookô as he tentatively lifts his hands off the frame (Second Picture). 
Francisô level of concentration was clear, followed by his satisfaction, 
evident in his smile, as he accomplished this new skill (Third Picture).  
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 тΦрл CǊŀƴŎƛǎ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘπŀƴƎƭŜ ŦǊŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜǎΦ Iƛǎ ƘŜŀŘ ƛǎ ƭƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŜǎǘ 

  тΦрм 5ŜŜǇ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ CǊŀƴŎƛǎ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ƭƛŦǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

ŦǊŀƳŜΦ IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛŦǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ 

  тΦрн CǊŀƴŎƛǎ ƭƛŦǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘΣ ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƳƛƭŜ 

I further noted in my reflective diary: 

I almost missed the most important part for Francis. He showed great 
confidence and his body language, holding his head down in 
concentration, then lifting his hands slowly off the frame. His smile 
revealed a great sense of achievement. 

                  Field notes, 11.6.2019 
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Finally, in this section, the natural outdoor environment provides an opportunity 

for Isla to play a game. During our walk to the park, Isla and I walked along 

together for part of the journey. The sun was shining and I noted in my field 

notes: 

The group walk steadily on as I walk along with Isla. She stops frequently 
and it becomes a game to encourage her to continue walking. She steps 
on the shadow of my head, óIôm walking on your headô, she says, 
laughing. I run on and she follows, trying to step on my head again. 
Occasionally, she calls to the group, óWait for us!ô 

       Field notes, 26.10.2018 

The next section presents data relating to the sub-theme of children owning this 

space. This sub-theme refers to how the concrete (backyard) and mixed 

environments (garden with natural and manufactured resources) provide diverse 

affordances for the children's play.  

тΦоΦп hǿƴƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇŀŎŜ 

The children frequently created their own places and spaces. For example, they 

transformed a space that originally held a small tyre (similar to that referred to 

above) and appeared to enjoy an opportunity for digging as well as rough-and-

tumble play. This is evident in the excerpt from my field notes and photographs 

below: 

[é] thereôs a hole in the ground (a tyre had been embedded in it). Iôve 
noticed over a couple of days that the children often use this muddy area 
for digging. Lorraine sits into the hole, digging with her gloved hands. She 
is joined by Grant, Johnny Farmer and Pat, with their shovels, and they 
are digging. Francis and Lorraine engage in rough-and-tumble play. 

       Field notes, 16.11.2018 
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    тΦро ! ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōǳǎȅ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ƘƻƭŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ 

ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ǘȅǊŜ ŎŀƳŜ ƭƻƻǎŜ 

    тΦрп !ƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǊƻǳƎƘπŀƴŘπǘǳƳōƭŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ 

 

Jack and Pat attempted to restrict the girlsô entry onto their building site. However, 

the girls negotiated terms, evident in the excerpts from my field notes: 

As some of the girls try to negotiate getting onto the site, Jack says óNo 
girls allowed.ô When I ask why, Jack says óôCos girls take too much breaks. 
Itôs too solid for girls é you could fall in the hole.ô I explain to Ciara that 
Jack says óNo girls allowed because the girls take too much breaksô and 
Jack says óItôs ôcos girls take no breaks and the boys want to take breaks!ô 
Ciar§n falls into the hole, Jack comments óThatôs why weôre not letting girls 
in here!ô   

Pat continues with his game ï he continues to dig, load and empty the 
trucks. Saying to me óYou have to list the jobs that are done. Iôm bringing 
away the slurry, so take that off the list.ô óNo girls allowed,ô he shouts at 
Isla 

Isla: Pat, do you want this? (hands him a plastic yellow phone/ calculator 
with numbers on it). Pat: Oh, that can be a builderôs phone. Will you mind 
it (he asks me)? 

Isla continues onto the building site: 

 Lorraine joins in, asking Pat ï is Ger allowed to play here Pat? 

Pat says óIôm going to show you how to dig Lorraine (heôs using his whole 
body to demonstrate), youôre going to have to dig really hard ï get your 



265 

 

muscle. Lorraine digs (laughs), youôll have to get a bit more; get your 
muscle,ô says Pat. 

Pat: You take things off the list. 

Lorraine: I canôt dig ôcos youôre in my way.   

Lorraine digs óAlready dug slurryô ï óNo! says Pat, thatôs my slurry. Lorraine 
goes to other area, óWill I dig here?ô 

As I observe, it is interesting to notice how Lorraine is using her negotiation skills 

in order to gain and maintain entry onto the building site space. 

Field notes, 7.3.2019 

The outdoor environment itself appeared to provide inspiration for Patôs interest 

in farming. Physical resources are not required as Pat orchestrates the scene, 

noted in the excerpt from my field notes below: 

In the large garden, I get instructions immediately from Pat that he needs 
to get a rope. Iôm instructed óStand over thereô (near the fence) with the 
imaginary rope. Pat runs the length of the garden. Iôm unsure what to do. 
I follow him down and I am instructed óGo back up in case of the bull!ô 
Again, Pat instructs me where to stand as he puts the cattle óin the fieldô 
(he does this by throwing them (hand movements) over the gate. He 
leaves me standing there momentarily while he goes indoors to the 
bathroom. As he returns, I immediately receive further instructions óThe 
cattle are coming, open the gate.ô As he walks away from me, Pat is using 
his mobile phone (his hand to his ear) I can hear him saying óé the car é 
jeep.ô We are joined by Isla, who helps Pat herd the cattle towards the 
gate. 

I am called away by one of the children and as I go to walk away, Pat calls 
after me óGive me the rope!ô I hand the imaginary rope back to Pat.  

       Field notes, 18.11.2018 

 тΦрр IŜǊŘƛƴƎ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ  
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Opportunities for childrenôs engagement with the outdoors are not limited to 

earthly surfaces. The netted swing provides opportunities to explore the 

expansiveness of the sky and fuels the childrenôs imagination, illustrated in the 

excerpt from my field notes below: 

Jack é asks me to push him on the netted swing. As I do so, he is joined 
by Lorraine and Grant. Jack says óHigher, higherô. I ask, óAs high as the 
sky?ô óAs high as the sky,ô he repeats. We begin to talk about space and 
Jack says óThereôs aliens on the moon.ô I ask óWhat do they look like?ô he 
replies, óTheyôve two eyes, the children have two eyes and the mammies 
and daddies have three eyes. And theyôre green.ô 

          Field notes, 18.11.2018 

There are opportunities for quiet time in the garden, with books in the nearby 

shed, which the children independently choose. Gareth takes time to quietly 

read a book: 

 тΦрс DŀǊŜǘƘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ǉǳƛŜǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ƎŀǊŘŜƴ 

 

The childrenôs ownership of their play spaces manifested itself in different ways. 

Grant engages in imaginary play around dinosaurs. His knowledge of and interest 

in dinosaurs appears to allow him to control the space. I noted in my field notes: 

In the large garden, Grant is digging beside the fence. He holds up a stone, 
saying óThis is the T Rex egg.ô He lays it down, continuing to dig. He has 
a plank which he lays down on its side, leaning against the shed and fence. 
He says óThatôs the nest.ô Grant and Johnny Farmer continue their game. 
He controls this game, making the rules around what is happening with the 
scenario. When Johnny Farmer attempts to dig, Grant says óThis is the 
raking area!ô Jack joins and is instructed óDonôt walk there, thatôs where the 
nest is.ô  

       Field notes, 9.11.2018

  



267 

 

  тΦрт 5ƛƴƻǎŀǳǊ Ǉƭŀȅ  

The final section concerns the childrenôs friendships. While the childrenôs 

friendships and interactions permeate the previous subthemes, it is worth 

dedicating a subtheme to highlight how the outdoor environment stimulates their 

friendships. 

тΦоΦр /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇǎ 

Over the course of my fieldwork, I observed the fluidity and stability of the 

childrenôs friendships. For example, the interplay between the children and the 

environment at a given time occasionally led to spontaneous activities. A sense 

of adventure appeared to attract their engagement, evident in the excerpt below: 

  

I noticed Grant and three others racing from a blue wooden (with lathes) 
long bench (they used to sit on it) occasionally. Iôd noticed earlier how 
Grant had discovered/ realised the trampoline is slippery. He goes to the 
blue bench and races to the trampoline and slides along it. He was joined 
by three boys56 who continued in this fashion, standing by the bench, 
racing and then sliding and falling. After a few repetitions of this, Grant 
declared óTime for a rest.ô  

Field notes, 18.10.2018 

While the transient weather conditions may be a contributory factor to the game 

outlined above, the permanent fixture of the tyre swing also attracted the children 

to use it in diverse ways. The children appear to be keen observers of each other 

as they attempt to replicate manoeuvres, evident in my field notes and 

photographs below: 

There are squeals as Lauren manages to climb onto the top of the tyre, 

sitting on it and holding onto the rope while Lorraine lays her body through 

the centre of the tyre and swings. Susi observes this and then manages to 

climb onto the tyre to sit on it while Lauren lays her body through it. Francis 

joins and as the tyre wobbles, he says óLorraine will show me.ô He calls 

                                                             
56 !ǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ L ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ ƳŜƳƻǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜǎΦ 
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Lorraine and she demonstrates how to get onto the tyre, which Francis 

then manages.  

       Field notes, 23.5.2019 

 тΦру [ŀǳǊŜƴ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǊŜ 

  тΦрф [ŀǳǊŜƴ ǎƛǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǊŜ 

 

  тΦсл [ŀǳǊŜƴ ƭƛŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǊŜ 

 

The trampoline further engaged the childrenôs playful friendships as they played 

games. óCracking the eggô was a popular game, involving a child or a number of 
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children jumping on the trampoline and succeeding in causing the child/ children 

lying curled up on the trampoline to uncurl. The game sometimes started with two 

children, others joined, which appeared to add to the fun and excitement. As 

younger children joined over the course of the year, this game also highlighted 

the childrenôs caring nature. Occasionally they also invited me to join, illustrated 

in the photographs below, taken at various times by the researcher and Mary 

Jane:     

 тΦсм DŀǊŜǘƘ ŀƴŘ WŀŎƪ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƎƎ 

 

  тΦсн DŀǊŜǘƘ ŀƴŘ WŀŎƪ ŀǊŜ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ ōȅ WƻƘƴƴȅ CŀǊƳŜǊ 

 






































































































































































































































































