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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to provide a review of the benefits of outdoor play for
children, and then to dive deeper into teacher’s perceptions of the different imaginative
experiences that outdoor play offers their students. The ultimate goal of this study was to build
on existing research promoting the imaginative benefits of outdoor play, and to provide teachers
and parents with another reason to get children outside playing. Quantitative and qualitative data
were both collected and analyzed in this study. Recruitment for a 20-question survey was
administered through the Kindergarten Connections Facebook page, where 26 educators
responded from a variety of regions around British Columbia; participants’ indicated a wide
range of teaching experience as well. Teachers were then given the option to complete a 10-
question follow-up questionnaire; one participant additionally chose to take part in this process.
The findings of this research indicate that not only did participants notice enhanced imagination
while their students were playing outside, they also recognized physical, social, emotional, and
other cognitive benefits in their students. The participants in this study are seeing these benefits,

and contributing to their students’ Core Competency development and overall growth as a child.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Background

Throughout the past few years of teaching primary grades, | have noticed an alarming
trend. Students come back to school on Monday, after a weekend with plenty of opportunity to
play outdoors, without having spent any significant time outside. When asked to share about
their weekend, they state that the highlight of their weekend included activities such as watching
television, scanning videos on YouTube, or playing video games with their siblings. This
response causes my heart to sink as Port Hardy has, arguably, some of the richest outdoor
experiences to offer children on VVancouver Island. Even in a town where the outdoors are at our
fingertips, children still do not engage in enough outdoor play. | have also noticed the irony that
students who choose to spend time inside often claim that they are bored, and that there is
nothing to do. It is a shame that they do not feel the desire to get outside in those moments. From
what | have observed in my outdoor Kindergarten class, nothing compares to the constant
stimulus and instant gratification that technology provides, except for unstructured, outdoor free
play.

This story that children tell today is drastically different from my childhood experience.
My sister and I played outside every day in the rain, snow, and sun. It didn’t matter to us what
the weather was doing; we were happy to be outside and completely engaged in our imaginative
play. | was very fortunate that my childhood home was located between a forest and an ocean.
These two landscapes offered me a space to build forts, climb trees, splash in tide pools, and
become familiar with several local pants and animals. Though unbeknownst to me, this outdoor
“play” was providing me with physical, social, emotional, and imaginative benefits that would

impact my development and love for the outdoors from childhood into adulthood. Unfortunately,
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like many other homes located in cities, the forest behind my childhood home has been
developed into housing and no longer exists, limiting the opportunity for children who live in
that area to have the same experience that | had as a child. These all too familiar narratives have
led me to wonder why children aren’t playing outside as much, why we aren’t doing more to
promote play in schools and in students’ home lives, and how a child’s imaginative play changes
from indoors to outdoors.

Justification of the Study

Throughout history, play has been viewed as an important aspect of a child’s life
(Ceciliana & Bortolotti, 2013; Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Fjortoft, 2001). Because of the
physical, social, emotional, and cognitive benefits, the World Health Organization (2019) has
recommended that children get at least sixty minutes of play each day, but surprisingly, only half
of children are reaching these standards (Ceciliani & Bortolotti, 2013). Curricular pressures,
parental fears about safety, and inadequate play areas are only a few of the reasons for this
reduction (Bowdon, 2015; Fleer, 2011; Tovey, 2007; Zamani, 2016).

To reap the benefits of play, children need to be given more opportunity to do so,
especially within the school setting. Ceciliani and Bortolotti (2013) noted that children will play
if given the chance, and that educational action can help to increase this play and bridge the
deficit. Most importantly, Bowdon (2015) stated that developmentally, for young children, play
is learning, and should be viewed as this within schools. Children demonstrate a sense of
curiosity and excitement while playing, which lends itself well to the idea of increasing play
within schools.

Often in the Kindergarten classroom play is achieved through “centres” or prescribed

play stations. However, | believe that outdoor play provides children with a much more enriching
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learning experience than traditional play does within schools. VVolume of voice, walking or
running speed, space, and pre-prescribed toys and centres are only a few of the limiting qualities
to playing indoors, while the unconstructed, natural forest environment provides children with
greater opportunities to stretch and use their imaginations. Fjortoft’s (2001) study found that free
forest play fostered creative and imaginative play because of the “loose parts” and natural
materials, such as pinecones, sticks, and rocks. There are boundaries to play, but these are not
four walls, and children are given free rein to jump, run, and raise their voices to levels that
would not be appropriate while playing indoors.

The imaginative benefits offered during outdoor play outweigh the curricular gain that
could happen during this time indoors, and even help academic concentration and attention when
students return indoors. Nedovic and Morrissey’s (2013) redevelopment of an outdoor
kindergarten found that children had a calm presence about them and were relaxed while in an
outdoor space. They observed more peaceful play, noting that there was less fighting outside and
that children were less agitated than if they were inside. Not only were kids calmer outside, they
carried this calmness with them when they returned to regular school and could focus for longer
periods of time. The time spent outdoors enriches times spent indoors.

Purpose of the Study

Play, and outdoor play specifically, has been declining for children at home and in the
school system (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019). Teaching an outdoor Kindergarten/Gradel class
in a remote community has allowed me to see the rich benefits that play has to offer children.
The wide variety of themes that arise in a child’s imagination while free playing outside is what
stands out for me most. The purpose of this study was to provide a review of the benefits of

outdoor play for children, and then to dive deeper into teacher’s perceptions of the different
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imaginative experiences that outdoor play offers children. My ultimate goal is to build on
existing research promoting the imaginative benefits to outdoor play, providing teachers and
parents with another solid reason to get children outside playing. There are many things that we
teachers cannot control, but getting our students outside should not be one of them.

Research Question. Free play contributes to mental and physical health in early
childhood (BC Handbook, 2019). Though educators may feel pressured to provide structure and
learning goals for play, it is important to allow time for children to take part in this without
direction as it links directly to three of British Columbia’s Core Competencies, which are
Communication, Personal and Social Awareness, and Creative Thinking (BC Curriculum, 2019).

Communication is described as children exploring the world around them while
effectively using communication forms and strategies. Hinkley, Brown, Carson, and Teychenne
(2018) suggested that outdoor play provides children with more opportunity to interact and
connect with peers than indoor play, which in turn, strengthens their communication skills.
While playing outdoors, children are constantly using effective communication with their peers
to describe what is happening in their play, and to solve any problems that may arise in their
play.

Personal and Social Awareness includes understanding connections between personal
behaviour and well-being. Self-regulation falls under this category, which has been discovered as
a benefit to outdoor play in children. Children who play outside are more in control of their
emotions and are able to better navigate conflicts and challenges that arise with peers (Coates &
Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Pyle, DeLuca, & Danniels, 2017). There is something about being
immersed in nature that provides children with a calming effect that is prevalent not only outside

but indoors as well (Nedovic & Morrissey, 2013)
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Lastly, Creative Thinking is stated as the ability for children to generate ideas and
concepts that are novel and innovative. Students who engage in outdoor free play have shown
several creative and imaginative benefits (Bowdon, 2015; Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019;
Nedovic & Morrissey, 2011). Their imaginations seem to flourish in this setting, allowing for a
wide variety of play themes. This Core Competency is one that my study will focus on, as the
research question driving my study is: What do kindergarten teachers’ notice about their
students’ imagination while free playing outside?

Overview

My research expanded upon the known benefits of play with the aim of inspiring more
teachers and parents to get outside with their students and children. A variety of teachers
belonging to Kindergarten Connections group on Facebook voluntarily completed a survey and
an interview questionnaire. These practicing teachers answered questions related to their
observations of student imagination while engaging in outdoor play. The survey responses were
organized, and using a simple statistical analysis, were put into tables and percentages. The
interview questionnaire responses were organized in common themes, highlighting views on
outdoor imagination in children.

Definition of terms. There are terms used in this paper that are specific to kindergarten
and other primary teachers operating in the British Columbia context.

Imagination. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines imagination as “the act or power
of forming a mental image of something not present to the senses or never before wholly
perceived in reality” (Imagination, n.d). In play, this present itself in many ways, including
students being fully submersed and engaged in their imaginative play stories. Imagination also

encompasses children creatively bringing the environment around them into their play.
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Free play. Free play is child directed. Children fully decide what is going on in their
play and where they want to take it based on the environment around them. The job of the adult
or educator is to create time and space for this play, and to observe and reflect. The Play Today
handbook from the BC Ministry of Education (2019) describes play on a continuum, starting
from free play, to inquiry play, collaborative play, playful learning, and finally ending at
structured learning games.

Loose Parts. Loose parts can be defined as unprescribed toys or objects. These objects
can be turned into anything a child needs in their play. In the forest this would include materials
such as pinecones, sticks, and rocks (Fjortoft, 2001).

Centres. Kindergarten classrooms traditionally have centres for children to engage in
play. Centres can include building materials, such as play dough, Lego, and blocks, and can also
include dramatic play stations, such as the house centre or puppets. Classrooms may contain a

variety of these centres for play.
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Chapter 2 — Literature Review

This chapter reviewed the existing literature suggesting the physical, social, emotional,
and cognitive benefits of play that encourage outside play-based learning in schools.
Furthermore, the imaginative benefits of outdoor play on children is explored, specifically
investigating how imagination seems to flourish while playing outdoors. Increased overall well-
being of children who engage in outdoor play is a recurring theme throughout each topic
explored in this chapter.
Outdoor Play Through History

The importance put on play in children’s lives has ebbed and flowed throughout history.
The act of playing dates back to primitive peoples from many different cultures, with evidence
showing that people sang, danced, played games, and did crafts (Frost, 2010). Whereas once
children could play freely in the outdoors, it soon became limited and more structured. The many
benefits of play were unknown, so it was not seen as a top priority for children. Frost (2010)
noted that play was so low on the priority list in New York at the beginning of the 1900’s, that it
became illegal for children to play games in the streets. Children were being arrested for doing
something that seemed instinctual to them. Likewise, Lauv (2009) found that play was being
criminalized, but in a different sense. He noted that because of the potential risks involved in
outdoor play, it was becoming less frequent; tree houses were now seen as fire hazards, and
building a beaver dam in a ditch was now seen as a flood hazard. Children were forced to grow
up quickly, with city expansions, technology, and parental fears leading to an outdoor play

deficit (Frost, 2010; Lauv, 2009).
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Over time, society began to realize that children were missing out on several fundamental
skills because of their lack of time outdoors. Nature Deficit Disorder, which is characterized by
decreased use of senses and attention span, and increasing physical and emotional illness is due
to alienation from nature, is becoming more common is young children (Lauv, 2009). The social
pendulum is currently swinging full force back to outdoor, free play in nature, with playgrounds
and schools trying to mimic this experience as best as they can to help children rediscover the
benefits that outdoor, free play has to offer (Frost, 2010). It is becoming very clear, despite some
barriers, how important it is to provide children with outdoor play as it fosters physical, social,
emotional, and cognitive development.

Physical Benefit to Outdoor Play

Researchers have noted several physical benefits to children playing outside. Coates and
Pimlott-Wilson (2019) found that when children are playing in the forest, they are learning how
to navigate challenging terrain, which encourages the use of physical skills. Running, walking,
jumping, climbing, releasing, building, and sliding are examples of the skills used and developed
while exploring a forest setting (Azlina & Zulkiflee, 2012; Fjortoft, 2001). The physical literacy
skills demonstrated in forest play link directly to British Columbia’s Physical and Health
Education Curriculum (2016), which identifies non-locomotor, locomotor, and manipulative
skills as required curricular content.

Fjortoft’s (2001) research explored the physical benefits of outdoor play and concluded
that the forests’ trees, slopes, and undulated floor help to increase balance, mobility, and
coordination in children who are playing within it. He described this natural environment as
being optimal for play as it stimulates motor development in young children. The ever-changing

forest landscape, which cycles and morphs through each season in the year, presents play
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opportunities for children that cannot be found on playgrounds and within the school. The
increased diversity in the environment strengthens physical development, and provides
challenges, which motivate children to explore and be more active than inside or on a playground
(Azlina & Zulkiflee, 2012).

On top of working on their physical literacy skills, children who are exploring outside are
also fighting off cardiovascular disease, maintaining their weight, and increasing their bone
strength (Hinkley et al., 2018). Ceciliani and Bortolotti (2013) are in agreement with the physical
benefits of outdoor play, and found that while children are being active outside they are
improving not only their strength and developmental growth, but their appetite as well. It seems
that when children are active they are more inclined to be healthier.

Social Benefits

Outdoor play is not only beneficial to a child’s physical development, but their social
development as well. Hinkley et al. (2018) found that playing outdoors and being physically
active provides more opportunities for interaction among peers than staying inside, which aids
children’s social skills. These researchers looked closely at indoor screen time versus outdoor
playtime, and noticed that children who play outdoors had stronger social skills, such as
cooperation and management of conflicts between peers. Playing outside in a natural setting
seems to create a social experience for children that cannot be found inside. Nedovic and
Morrissey (2013) concurred that natural settings draw people together and foster deeper
friendships and understanding, which Azlina and Zulkiflee (2012) suggested is due to the
diversity in settings and experiences that happen outdoors. Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) are
also in agreement with these findings, and discovered that there are several social benefits that

happen through play, attributed to children having to adapt to new experience and new ways of
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thinking when outside. Specifically, they noticed that outside forest play helped children to build
and strengthen several core social skills, such as cooperation, collaboration, conflict resolution,
and overall helped them to learn to work with their peers effectively.

Pyle, DelLuca, and Danniels (2017) were also curious about the benefits of the outdoors,
and conducted an extensive literature review that included 168 play-based learning articles. They
concluded that there are four important types of social literacy skills learned through outdoor
play. The first skill was learning to be a leader and follow the rules established in the play. The
second skill found was being able to support the emotional well-being of childrens’ play
partners, and show a caring attitude to their peers. The third skill was the ability to resolve
different types of conflicts by using humor and flexible thinking, and the last skill found was
being able to follow a leader in play instead of being the leader.

Interestingly, Li, Hestenes, and Wang (2016) found very similar findings, but observed
these social benefits not only with children’s peers, but with children’s teachers as well. After
engaging in outdoor play, it was found that the social skills seen between classmates, such as
cooperation, social confidence, and assertiveness were evident in interactions with their teachers
as well. Children who were learning and strengthening their social skills through play were then
able to apply this new knowledge to different contexts, scenarios, and types of people. Social
growth and awareness are important skills to develop at a young age, and as the above research
suggests, playing outside has a large impact on aiding this social development.

Emotional Benefits

The emotional benefits to playing outdoors have also been investigated. A common

research theme reveals that children who play outside have stronger control over their emotions

and also have a clearer sense of identity (Li et al., 2016; Pyle et al., 2017). Nedovic and



OUTDOOR IMAGINATION 11

Morrissey’s (2013) research found that children played more peacefully outdoors and that they
had a calmer presence about them. Children were they able to carry this calmness with them
when they returned to regular school and could focus for longer periods of time. The benefits to
playing outdoors seems to translate back to indoor learning as well.

Ceciliani and Bortolotti (2013) found similar results in their study on outdoor play
benefits, and found that children grow and develop many of their emotions while taking part in
diverse forest play. In addition to this emotional growth, they found that children developed
initiative, and were able to understand and accomplish simple tasks by themselves. Managing
emotions and controlling one’s own behaviour is often termed self-regulation; children who play
outside have demonstrated a strengthening of self-regulation, and have shown that they are more
likely to take turns, share, and grab less while playing (Pyle et al., 2017).

Self-regulation. Self-regulation can be described as the ability to adjust emotions and
level of alertness, as well as adapt behavior appropriately to different situations (Kuypers, 2011).
This adaptive behavior is said to include regulating sensory needs, emotions, and impulses to
meet the demands of the environment and act in a socially appropriate manner (Kuypers, 2011).
Playing outside encompasses many diverse types of games and peer interaction, which help
children become more socially equipped and self-regulated. One theory for the increase in self-
regulation is that when playing, children must negotiate the rules, circumstances, and directions
of their play (Pyle et al., 2017). Children are exposed to differences of opinion and practice
considering these dissimilar ideas. The more experiences one has with this, the more resilient
they are when managing emotions (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019). Another possibility for this
increase in self-regulation could be because of the sense of freedom that being outdoors offers.

Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019) interviewed primary school students to discover their opinion
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of playing outdoors. The children expressed that when they were learning indoors they felt
trapped and found the classroom environment to be quite stressful. On the other hand, when they
were outdoors they felt intrigued, refreshed, and excited because they were taking the learning
outside the four walls of the school. They also articulated a higher sense of autonomy and control
over what they got to do outside, which may have a direct impact to improved self-control of
their emotions. The many types of outdoor play also aid in self-acceptance and identity.
According to Coates and Pimlott-Wilson (2019), children feel more comfortable outside because
of the diverse types of play and the freedom to be themselves when engaging in this kind of play.
There is an enriching experience and several benefits for each child to gain from playing in
nature.

Self-regulation is linked to a program used in many schools, called The Zones of
Regulation (Kuypers, 2011). This program offers lessons and strategies to help children develop
and strengthen their identity and emotional control. Since the research on outdoor play strongly
supports the positive impact on developing and managing emotions, schools should be
supplementing these lessons and strategies with outdoor playful experiences for students.
Cognitive Benefits

Though imagination is often undervalued, it has been needed by society to come up with
solutions to seemingly unsolvable problems, to deal with unexpected situations, and to use and
connect ideas and information in a new way (Duffy, 2006). There are several ways to foster and
develop imagination in children, and playing outdoors is one of them (Bowdon, 2015; Coates &
Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Nedovic & Morrissey, 2011). The forest setting provides diverse play
opportunities, which open the doors to a child’s imagination. While playing in the forest,

children are able to easily draw upon their visual, aural, and tactile experiences to develop rich
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imaginative play, allowing them to detach from reality of the world, pretend, and bring
experiences and perceptions together (Duffy, 2006). Vygotsky (2004) promoted the importance
of imagination in children, and stated in his Theory of Imagination that it is not just an idle
mental amusement, but something that is an essential function to life. Therefore, children should
not be occasionally provided with opportunities to use and stretch their imaginations; it should be
a priority. Fleer’s (2011) study noted the increasing demands for teachers to deliver cognitive
outcomes for young children, and investigated whether imagination could act as a bridge
between play and learning. By observing young children in an outdoor play setting, Fleer found
that by playing, children are making a conscious distinction between reality and their play. This
awareness primes children to work with real objects, and also abstract concepts such as matter, in
a school setting. He confidently linked play with learning, and supported the view that
imagination in the key for building concept formation ability in future settings. Pyle et al. (2017)
believed that imagination is present in all play and suggested that is it important in helping
children to make sense of the real world. Because of this, they stated that there should be a shift
from formal learning to play-based learning in schools.

The unconstructed, natural forest environment provides children with opportunities to
stretch and use their imaginations. Fjortoft’s (2001) study found that free forest play fostered
creative and imaginative play because of the loose parts and natural materials, such as pinecones,
sticks, and rocks. Likewise, Zamani (2016) noted that children actually preferred outdoor play
because of the many modifiable elements, which was found to inspire creative and imaginative
play in children.

The increase of imagination while using loose parts in the forest can be explained by

Vygotsky’s (2004) Theory of Object Substitution, which stated that experienced players can
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select objects, such as sticks, and use them for several different imaginative things, but if they
are given something like a post card, it will stay a post card and become nothing more in their
imagination. Therefore, a child’s imagination can lay dormant if they are not provided with
experiences, such as loose parts, that challenge them to use their imagination. When given
opportunities to play outdoors, a child is able to morph their forest tool into whatever object their
play requires of them. Duffy (2006) boldly stated that though we do not know what the future
holds, we do know that we will need imaginative people to meet the needs and challenges that
may arise.

Reasons for Lack of Play

While there are many benefits to playing outside, there is unfortunately limited
opportunity for children to do so, which has lead to a decline in play (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson,
2019; Fleer, 2011; Pyle at al., 2017; Tovey, 2007). This decline in play is due to several reasons,
including decreased freedom for children, a culture of fear, over organized lives, lack of
tolerance for play, and virtual play spaces being substituted for outdoor play spaces (Tovey,
2007).

Decline in freedom. One reason for the decline in children’s play is the lack of freedom
given for them to play. Previous studies have noted that children will play if given the chance to,
but they are not being presented with the same opportunities that older generations had (Bowdon,
2015). Surprisingly, 3 out of 5 parents claimed that they had more freedom to play outside during
childhood than their own children do now (Valentine, 2006). Tovey (2007) noted that children’s
play areas have shrunk to one-ninth of what they were in the 1970’s. He attributed this partly to

increased traffic and development of homes, which are taking over what was free space to play.
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Children’s access to playing near their homes is decreasing, which has resulted in less freedom to
play.

Culture of fear. As play spaces are increasingly limited, children must travel farther
from their homes to find suitable play spaces, which is unsettling for parents. This parental fear
is unfortunately contributing to the decrease in outdoor play (Pyle et al., 2017; Tovey, 2007,
Valentine, 2006). Tovey’s (2007) research highlighted an unprecedented rise in parental anxiety
when children play outside. He found that parents held back from letting their child play
outdoors due to fear of strangers and abduction, despite abduction being rare and unchanged in
the last 50 years. Likewise, Valentine (2006) noted parents believed primary school aged
children were most likely to be abducted or involved in a traffic accident. Additionally, he noted
that parental fears stemmed from pressures to be a “good parent”, and to balance children’s
freedom to explore with proper parental supervision. As the above researchers suggested, parents
can play a pivotal role in encouraging their child to engage in outdoor play.

Over organized lives. Children’s lives are becoming busier in and after school, leaving
little time for unstructured play. Instead of outdoor free play, Valentine (2006) found that 2 out
of 3 parents opted to put their children in organized sports where supervision can be taken place.
Similarly, Tovey’s (2007) research found that this increase in structured time at home has led to
a decrease in playtime for children, and noted that the same scenario was taking place at school.
There has been an increased pressure for teachers to deliver curriculum to students, which has
taken priority over the rich experience of free play (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Fleer, 2011,
Pyle et al., 2017; Tovey, 2007). Duffy (2006) concurred with these findings, and stated that

society is emerging from a time where we undervalued creativity and imaginative thinking,
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which we are starting to re-evaluate. Like parents, teachers can have an impact on how much
play children are receiving by making it a priority during the school day.

Lack of tolerance. Because of the decrease in freedom, culture of fear, and over
organized lives, children are less likely to be seen playing outside. Tovey (2007) spoke of the
disappearance of children from society. Because there are fewer children playing outdoors, he
suggested people have generally developed misconceptions about children when they are free
playing in a public space. He found that children are viewed negatively, and seen as a nuisance
or criminals, and that the child’s parent is being wrongfully labeled as irresponsible for letting
their child play freely. Though some children innocently engage in outdoor play, they are still
perceived as frightening and a potential threat to public order (Valentine, 2006). Educating the
public on the importance of play for children would increase understanding and tolerance of this
type of play.

Virtual spaces. Lastly, children are less likely to play outside because they are replacing
this real world play with virtual play on video games and other electronic devices (Nedovik and
Morrissey, 2014; Tovey, 2007). This has become a serious problem because, as Tovey (2007)
noted, virtual play does not give children the same type of sensory feedback as real world play,
and children are usually engaging in this virtual play alone. Virtual games do not offer the same
physical, social, emotional, and cognitive benefits being seen in outdoor forest play. He found
that while virtual play is rising, it continues to negatively impact children’s learning, health, and
well-being. Valentine (2006) comparably noted that some parents are using computers, video
games, and other media as a tool to keep children inside where they can be supervised. Though
there are some benefits to using electronic devices, it needs to be thoughtfully balanced with the

several benefits that outdoor free play has to offer children.
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Conclusion

As suggested in this literature review, outdoor play is beneficial to young children for a
variety of reasons. Physical, social, emotional, and cognitive benefits have been found for
children who engage in outdoor play. Alongside these benefits, being outdoors also plays a role
in showing children how society and the world works (Fleer, 2011). If play has been proven to
provide more student learning than traditional, direct instruction, then why aren’t more teachers
heading outside with their classes (Bowdon, 2015)? Though there are sometimes barriers to
playing outside, which include a lack of freedom, over organized lives, decreased tolerance, and
replacement of outdoor play with virtual spaces, there are ways that parents and educators can
help increase outdoor, unstructured play for children (Tovey, 2007). The education system can
help by providing children with the benefits of outdoor play, and have an impact on redefining
what is important in schools. Bowdon (2015) suggested doing this by weaving play into school
Core Competencies and curriculum, stopping test-focused schooling, and refraining from judging
teacher and student efficacy based on these test scores. Ultimately, we must redefine what it
means to be a good teacher or parent based on what research says about a child’s developmental
needs, wants, and how they learn best (Bowdon, 2015). If learning outdoors is so powerful that

children enjoy it and can feel the benefits, then it only makes sense to be doing more of it.
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Chapter 3 — Procedures and Methods

Research Design

The purpose of this study was to provide a review of the benefits of outdoor play for
children, and then to dive deeper into teachers’ perceptions of the different imaginative
experiences that outdoor play offers children. In doing this, the hope is that parents and teachers
will be inspired to take their children outside to reap the several known benefits of outdoor play.
This study utilized a mixed methods approach, using a survey as well as an interview
questionnaire to collect both quantitative and qualitative data. A Convergent Parallel Design,
where the researcher gathers both types of data and then compares them at the end, was used to
collect and analyze the data (Creswell, 2015). The survey was used to gather concise data, while
the follow up interview was used to gather the more in-depth voices of teachers who are engaged
in providing outdoor play opportunities for their students. The participants for this study included
fellow teachers practicing in British Columbia, who were all a part of Kindergarten Connections
Facebook Group. Each participant voluntarily completed the survey and interview questionnaire.
These answers were then coded and analyzed to look for patters and themes.
Sample

The participants for this study were collected from a Facebook group called Kindergarten
Connections. This group is a platform for educators to collaborate, share ideas, and celebrate
learning throughout the school year. The group has 3688 members from all over British
Columbia. Most members, however, are located in the lower mainland, with the top cities being
Surrey, Vancouver, Abbotsford, Coquitlam, and Langley. This group was chosen because it was
the largest sample size to easily access, and it included a variety of teachers practicing

throughout British Columbia. This large sample size, as well as the variety of locations that
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participants are teaching in, were both important in strengthening the validity of the research.
The researcher recruited participants from Kindergarten Connections by making a Facebook post
inviting members to participate in an anonymous survey. The link to the survey was included in
this initial Facebook post. Participants were then invited to contact the researcher if they were
interested in taking part in a follow up questionnaire. The researcher limited this questionnaire to
the first ten respondents.

Of the 3688 members of this group, 26 voluntarily completed the survey, and one
contacted the researcher afterwards to voluntarily complete the follow up questionnaire.
Participants who completed the survey were from all over British Columbia. 12 respondents
were from the Lower Mainland, 4 were from Fraser Valley, 3 were from the interior regions of
B.C, and 6 respondents were from Vancouver Island. Teachers’ experience also varied in this
study: 5 respondents had taught 1-5 years, 5 respondents taught 5-10 years, 6 respondents had
taught 10-15 years, 4 respondents had taught 15-20 years, and 6 respondents had over 20 years of
experience.

Instruments Used

The instruments used in this study gathered both quantitative and qualitative data. There
was a focus on building evidence for an increase in children’s imagination while playing
outdoors, which is supported by current research (Bowdon, 2015; Coates & Pimlott-Wilson,
2019; Nedovic & Morrissey, 2011). Using these tools to collect both types of data provided the
researcher with a deeper and more powerful understanding of the research question and answer
(Creswell, 2015).

Survey. One tool used was an electronic 20-statement survey, which utilized a 5-point

Likert scale (strongly disagree, disagree, unsure, agree, strongly agree), multiple choice and
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open-ended questions. This tool collected concise data while minimizing the time and effort
needed from the participant. The hope in doing this was to increase the response rate from
participants to create a larger sample size. The statements in this survey focused on teachers’
observations of their students’ imagination while playing outside. A consent form, along with
operational definitions, was provided before the participants took the survey to mitigate any
confusion and to increase the reliability of the tool. The questions were strategically arranged to
ensure participants were fully engaged in what each question was asking, and to screen for
potential random selection of answers to complete the survey.

Questionnaire. Participants were invited to take part in a follow up questionnaire after
completing the survey. The first ten participants to respond were to be included in the study;
however only one participant chose to respond. 10 open-ended questions were asked, providing
the participant an opportunity to dive deeper into their students’ experiences with outdoor play
and imagination. The rich dialogue found in the questionnaire added more depth and
understanding to the study (Parsons, Hewson, Adrian, & Day, 2012). Interview questionnaires
demand a larger time commitment from participants. To respect this, and to increase completion
of the survey, only 10 questions were asked. These questions were semi-structured, and provided
the participant an opportunity to voice their opinion and observations on how they believe
outdoor learning impacts their students’ imagination, what their primary intention is for outdoor
play, and how they plan for these experiences. As the interview questionnaire was done via
Word document and by distance, the semi-structured style of the 10 questions was important.
Having structure in the questions elicits more consistent responses, is easier to spot trends, and is
less impacted by researcher-participant relationship (Parsons et al., 2012). The survey and

questionnaire provided the researcher with both quantitative and qualitative data, which was then
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coded and analyzed by themes. Access to the outdoors, school support, training in outdoor
education, and frequency taking students outdoor to free play were all factors that were taken
into consideration during data analysis.
Procedures Followed

The procedures for this study involved obtaining permission for the research, collecting
data from participants, and then analyzing and making sense of the data. The Vancouver Island
University Research Ethics Board granted permission for the research. After this, the researcher
made a post on the Kindergarten Connections Facebook page to gather participants. Members
were asked if they would like to participate in a study focused on imagination in outdoor play for
kindergarteners. The recruitment script included a link to the survey to allow for easy access and
to maintain anonymity for the participants. They were reassured that their identity, names, and
district that they work in would not be directly connected to them. An overview of the study,
consent form, and any operational definitions needed were built into the survey for participants
to access before starting. Participants were thanked at the end of the survey for their time and
contribution to the study.

After the survey was completed, participants were provided an opportunity to take part in
a follow up questionnaire. This meaningful sampling enriched the data collected in the survey.
Participants were also given the option to receive research results when the study concluded by
including an email for the researcher to contact. The research took place over two days,
November 21%t and 22" of 2020. The survey was kept open until February 15" of 2021 to ensure
everyone who wanted to take part in this study had time to do so. School start up in September
and reporting times were considered in the timing of the survey and questionnaire administration.

The researcher wanted to have as little impact on the participants as possible and hoped to
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increase participation by administering the survey and questionnaire during a slower time of the
school year.

The data gathered, along with any other documents related to the research, was stored on
a secure USB, which was password protected. The data was then analyzed and coded, and was
presented in the form of a thesis. The security and safety of the documents were carefully
considered and were destroyed 5 years after the study was completed.

Validity and Reliability

The purpose of this study was to build upon exiting research about the benefits of outdoor
play for children, with a focus on how playing outside impacted children’s imagination. The
research question guiding this study asked: What do kindergarten teachers’ notice about their
students’ imagination while free playing outside?

Strengthening validity was carefully considered throughout the entirety of the study.
Receiving data from various districts around British Columbia strengthened the external validity.
This ensured that the data represented a wide range of teachers’ views, and not just those within
the same district. Triangulation was utilized, with both quantitative and qualitative data being
collected in the study. This allowed the researcher to look at the research question through
multiple lenses, and to search for significance through both modes of data collection. Participants
were given an overview of the study, along with operational definitions before taking part to
ensure that everyone was starting from a common understanding. The questions and statements
in these data collection tools were deeply thought out, and were also peer reviewed to ensure
internal validity of the study. The lay out, language, and text of the tools were also factors

considered to make sure the tools were accessible to all who participated. Anonymity of the
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participants who completed the study was guaranteed and taken seriously with the hopes of
increasing the participation, return rate, and ultimately sample size (Lambert, 2009).

Reliability was also taken into consideration throughout the course of the study.
Participants’ responding honestly was a factor considered. To help with this, they were assured
the study would be anonymous and that they could exit the study at any time without
repercussions. Research instruments were kept as concise as possible to be respectful of
participants’ time and effort, and to ensure participants provided their genuine thoughts and
beliefs. The operational definitions provided, and the content within the research tools, were peer
edited to minimize confusion and create common ground between participants. Survey
statements were strategically placed to make sure participants were fully reading and engaging in
each statement. Participants were also provided an opportunity to declare that they did not feel
outdoor play had any positive effect on their students’ in order to ensure validity.

One limitation to this study’s validity includes researcher bias. Though it was not
indicated in the study, the fact that the researcher was pro-outdoor learning, and believed that
outdoor learning positively impacted children’s imagination, could have influenced participants
to respond to the survey and interview in a certain manner. Though the researcher carefully
considered ways to increase participation in the study, another factor influencing the validity of
this study is the small sample size that the data was collected from. This small sample size limits
the credibility of the study. It is suggested that future research on the ways that outdoor play
impacts children’s imagination be conducted with a larger sample to yield stronger, more valid
results. Lastly, another limiting factor in this study was that outdoor educators who are

passionate about the benefits of outdoor learning were more likely to respond to my Facebook
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post in Kindergarten Connections and take part in this study. This factor may have impacted the
results.
Analysis Techniques

The research tools used in this study collected data on kindergarten teachers’ views on
how outdoor play affects imagination in their students’. The researcher was inspired by an
emergent coding system, where a grounded theory lens was taken to find themes within the study
instead of developing pre-existing themes (Blair, 2015). After the data was collected, it was
organized and prepared so the researcher could begin to code it and look for themes. The
quantitative section of the survey was analyzed using simple statistics, and was displayed in
tables. The qualitative data collected from semi-structured questions was analyzed for emergent
themes and organized into categories. The researcher looked for similar language, events, and
experiences that teachers’ observed of their students while playing outdoors. Triangulation of
both qualitative and quantitative data provided rich results and a deeper understanding of the

research question. Further discussion of data analysis is presented in Chapter 4 of this study.
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Chapter 4 — Results
Introduction

The purpose of this study was to provide a review of the benefits of outdoor play for
children, and then to dive deeper into teacher’s perceptions of the different imaginative
experiences that outdoor play offers children. The researcher hoped that this study would help to
better understand the positive impact that outdoor play has on kindergarten students. There is
new wave of outdoor learning in education, and adding to this research base will help to promote
teachers and parents to take part in this movement. Outdoor, play-based learning has several
known benefits and fosters the development of British Columbia’s Core Competencies in the
curriculum (BC Curriculum, 2019; Bowdon, 2015; Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Nedovic &
Morrissey, 2011). This research will add to the existing knowledge on outdoor play and will help
parents and educators understand why it is important to make it a priority in their children’s or
students’ lives.

Quantitative and qualitative data were both collected and analyzed in this study.
Recruitment for a 20-question survey (Appendix A) was administered through the Kindergarten
Connections Facebook page. 26 educators responded from a variety of regions around British
Columbia; participants’ indicated a wide range of teaching experience as well. Teachers were
then given the option to complete a 10-question follow-up questionnaire; one participant
additionally chose to take part in this (Appendix B).

Qualitative Data Analysis

The survey was administered electronically through Survey Monkey, with the link being

embedded in the recruitment Facebook post on Kindergarten Connections. The first survey

question gathered consent from participants, while the next two gathered demographic data from
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participants. In this study, participants’ indicated a variety of teaching experience, from
beginning to veteran, and a variety of locations in British Columbia. The survey and responses
were divided into three themes, which were accessibility, intentions, and impact on imagination.

Demographics. The first demographic question asked, “What region of British Columbia
do you teach in? Table 1 shows that participants in this study teach in a variety of places from all
over British Columbia. 12 (46.15%) respondents were from the Lower Mainland, 4 (15.38%)
were from Fraser Valley, 3 (11.54%) were from the interior regions of B.C, and 6 (23.08%)

respondents were from Vancouver Island. One person chose not to answer this question.

Table 1
Location of teachers in British Columbia

Frequency %
Lower Mainland 12 46.15
Fraser Valley 4 15.38
Interior 3 11.54
Vancouver Island 6 23.08
Northern B.C 0 0
No response 1 3.85
Base 26

The second demographic question asked, “How many years have you been teaching?”
Table 2 shows that participants who took part in this study had a wide variety of teacher
experience. 6 (23.1%) participants responded 10-15 years, 6 (23.1) answered 20+ years, 5
(19.23%) said 1-5 years, 5 (19.23%) responded 5-10 years, and 4 (15.38%) responded 15-20

years.



OUTDOOR IMAGINATION
Table 2
Years of teaching experience

Frequency %

1-5 years 5 19.23
5-10 years 5 19.23
10-15 years 6 23.1
15-20 years 4 15.38
20+ years 6 23.1
Base 26

The above tables display the demographic data of participants in this study. Participants
identified being from a variety of regions around British Columbia, and also possess a wide
range of teaching experience. This variety in location and teaching experience helps to provide
more depth and validity to this study.

Accessibility. Three questions of the survey focused on teacher accessibility to outdoor
learning, and four focused on student access to outdoor play.

The first question for teachers asked “Have you taken any training or professional
development on outdoor learning?” Table 3 shows that of the 26 participants, 11 (42.3%)
teachers responded “Yes” to having had some type of formal training or professional
development on outdoor education, while 14 (58.85%) responded “No”. 1 (3.85%) participant

chose to skip this question.

Table 3

Teacher professional development on outdoor learning

Frequency %
Yes 11 42.3
No 14 53.85
No response 1 3.85

Base 26

27
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The second question inquired, “Does your school have any natural forested areas nearby
that you and your students can access? Table 4 demonstrates that 12 (46.15%) or the majority, of
teachers responded “Yes”, 9 (34.62%) teachers did not have access to any natural forested area

near their schools and responded “No”, and 5 (19.23%) chose to skip this question.

Table 4

Access to natural outdoor area

Frequency %
Yes 12 46.15
No 9 34.62
No response 5 19.23
Base 26

The last question related to teacher outdoor accessibility asked participants, “Does your
school promote outdoor play and learning?” 9 (34.62 %) participants responded “A little”, 7
(29.17%) responded “A lot”, 3 of respondents (11.54 %) chose “A great deal”, 3 (11.54 %) chose
“A moderate amount”, , and 2 (7.69%) chose “Not at all”. 2 (7.69 %) participants chose to skip

this question.

Table 5
School promotion of outdoor play and learning
Frequency %
A great deal 3 11.54
A lot 7 26.92
A moderate amount 3 11.54
A little 9 34.62
Not at all 2 7.69
No response 2 7.69
Base 26
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The above data sheds light on teacher accessibility to outdoor play and learning
opportunities for their students. Overall, the data suggests that most teachers have had some
training, and have access to outdoor areas that their students can play and learn in. Likewise, the
majority of teachers claim to have at least a little to a lot of support from their school to pursue
outdoor play and learning with their classes.

The next question asked participants “How many times a week, on average, do you take
your students outside to play?” Table 6 shows that of the 26 participants, 9 (34.62%) responded
“More than five times”, 7 (26.92%) responded “Three times”, 4 (15.38%) responded “Once”, 3
(11.54%%) responded “Twice”, and 1 (3.85%) responded “More than five times” per week. 0
participants chose “Zero times” per week, which is significant as this shows all teachers who
participated in this study take their students outside at least once per week. However, this could
be due to this study attracting teachers who are passionate about outdoor play, and therefor are

currently using it in their practice. 2 (7.69%) chose not to respond to this question.

Table 6
Frequency of outdoor play per week

Frequency %
Zero 0 0
Once 4 15.38
Twice 3 11.54
Three times 7 26.92
Five times 9 34.62
More than five
times 1 3.85
No response 2 7.69
Base 26

The table below highlights the impact that access to natural outdoor areas has on teachers

taking their students outdoors to free play. As shown in Table 7, of the participants who have
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access to natural areas, 42.86% are taking their students out five times per week. This is
contrasted by participants who do not have access to natural areas, with only 22.22% taking their
students out 5 times per week. This data demonstrates the importance of access to these natural

areas, and the impact that this can have on children given the chance to play outdoors.

Table 7

Effect of access to outdoor space on giving students outdoor play

Times per week outdoors Has access to natural area Does not have access to natural area
Zero 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Once 0 (0.00%) 3 (33.33%)

Twice 1 (7.14%) 2 (22.22%)

Three times 5 (35.71%) 2 (22.22%)

Five times 6 (42.86%) 2 (22.22%)

More than 5 times 1 (7.14%) 0 (0.00%)

This next question inquired, “Do you allow your students to free play outside without
direct guidance or set curricular outcomes from the teacher?” Table 8 shows that 11 (42.30%)
participant responded “A lot”, 7 (26.92%) participants responded “A great deal”, 4 (15.38%)
responded “A little”, 2 (7.69%) responded “A moderate amount”, and 0 (0%) responded “None

at all”. 2 (7.69%) participants chose not to respond to this question.

Table 8
Undirected outdoor free play per week

Frequency %
A great deal 7 26.92
A lot 11 42.3
A moderate amount 2 7.69
A little 4 15.38
None at all 0 0
No response 2 7.69
Base 26
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This data above demonstrates that the majority of teachers who took part in this study are
providing undirected, outdoor free play “a lot” during an average week. It also significant that all
of the teachers who participated in this study are taking their students outdoors for free play at
least once per week, with the majority of participants taking their student outside five times per
week. All students are getting some amount of outdoor free play, which is in misalignment the
current research stating play is on the decline for children.

Participants were then asked to reflect on when and where they provide this outdoor free
play for their students. They were asked, “When do you provide outdoor playtime for your
students? 21 participants responded that they provide this playtime “During academic
instructional time”, 19 responded “during recess/lunch”, 16 provide it “During Physical
Education”, 14 responded “During centre time”, and 8 participants provided this play “At
another time during the school day”. 2 participants chose to skip this question.

Table 9 shows that there does not seem to be a time in the day when outdoor play is more
prevalent than other times. There is a balance between providing play both during recess and
instructional time; the data below suggests that teachers who participated in this study are

making it a priority to include this play during academic instructional time.

Table 9

When is outdoor play given to students?

Frequency
During academic instructional time 21
During Physical Education 16
During recess/lunch 19
During centre time 14
At another time during the school day 8

No response 2
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Participants were then asked, “If you allow your students to free play outdoors during
academic instructional time, where does this take place?” 17 participants selected
“Forested/natural area on school grounds”, 15 allow their students to play on the “Playground”,
and 11 selected “Forested/natural area off school grounds”. 4 responded “Beach”, 4 responded
“Designated outdoor classroom”, 1 participant chose “City park™, 1 chose “Neighborhood”, and

1 chose “River”.

Table 10
Where is outdoor play taking place?

Frequency
Playground 15
Forested/natural area on school
grounds 17
Forested/natural area off school
grounds 11
Beach 4
Designated outdoor classroom 4
City park 1
Neighbourhood 1
River 1

The data collected from these two questions suggest that children are playing outdoors at a
various times in the school day. It also shows that students are being exposed to several different
spaces while participating in outdoor, free play.

Intentions. Two questioned focused on teachers’ values and intentions of outdoor play
for kindergarten students. The following question sought to understand more about teachers’
intentions for taking their students outside to play. Participants were first asked, “What is your
primary reason for taking students outside to engage in play?”” Table 11 shows that 9 (34.62%)
participants responded that their primary for providing play for students was “To enhance

imagination and creative thinking”. 6 (23.10%) participants selected “All of the above”, 5
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(19.23%) responded “Social development”, 3 (11.54%) responded “Physical development”, and
1 (3.85%) responded “Emotional development”. 0 (0%) participants chose “academic
development” as their primary reason to provide outdoor play for students. 2 (7.69%) chose not

to respond to this question.

Table 11
Primary reason for providing outdoor play

Frequency 0

%

To enhance Imagination and creative thinking 9 34.62
All of the above 6 23.1
Social development 5 19.23
Physical development 3 11.54
No response 2 7.69
Emotional development 1 3.85
Academic development 0 0
Base 26

The above data suggests that most teachers who participated in this study are seeing
outdoor learning as a way to develop creative thinking, which is a Core Competency in British
Columbia’s curriculum. It is interesting to note that not one participant connected their primary
reason to academic development despite this play being provided during academic time, and
despite having the “Creative Thinking” Core Competency as part of the curriculum. The data
also highlights that even though the primary reason for providing play for students is to enhance
imagination and creative thinking, participants are recognizing several other benefits to play.

The following question was an open-ended question for participants to express what they
believed the value of outdoor play was for their students. The question asked, “What do you see
as the value of outdoor play for kindergarten students?” 19 participants responded to this

question, and 7 chose to skip this question. There were 5 main themes that emerged in
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participants’ responses, Which is highlighted in Table 12. These themes were social/emotional

regulation and development, connection to place, physical development, imagination

development, and creativity development. 10 participants mentioned Social/emotional

34

development, 9 mentioned connection to place, 7 mentioned physical development, 6 mentioned

imagination development, and 4 mentioned creativity development as the value for taking their

students outdoors to free play.

Table 12

Value of outdoor play

Value Identified Frequency Sample of participant responses
Social/emotional - “regulating feelings, promotes social skill development”
development 10 - “developing empathy and practice empathetic care”
Connection to - “promotes connection to natural world and place-based
place 9 learning”

- “to connect with their natural place and to learn from nature”
Physical - “able to take risks, develop their gross motor skills, listen to
development 7 their bodies- meet needs for running, spinning”

- “gross motor development”
Imagination - “use their imagination without being dependent on toys or
development 6 electronics”

- “developing imaginative play with classmates”
Creativity - “develop questioning, thinking, problem-solving”
development 4 - "students use their creativity to play”
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The previous two questions gathered data that shows that teachers who took part in this
study find outdoor education important and don’t feel pressure to prioritize content curriculum.
Participants seem to value outdoor play as it relates to the Core Competencies in British
Columbia’s newly developed curriculum. The data above also suggests that the teachers who
participated in this study are putting “academic pressure” aside to focus on the development of
the whole child.

Impact on imagination. The following 7 questions focused on teachers’ perceptions of
their student’s imagination while playing both inside and outside. A 5-point Likert Scale was
used to gather this data, with participants asked to state their belief as “Strongly agree”, “Agree”,
“Neither agree nor disagree”, “Disagree”, or “Strongly disagree”.

The first Likert scale item stated, “Taking students outside to play enhances student
imagination.” Table 13 highlights that 18 (69.23%) participants replied that they “Strongly
agree”, and 4 (15.39%) participants stated that they “agree”. 4 (15.39%) participants chose not to
respond to this question. This data suggests that the majority of participants who took part in this

study strongly agree that outdoor play opportunities enhance student imagination.

Table 13
Outside play enhances imagination

Frequency %
Strongly agree 18 69.23
Agree 4 15.39
Neither agree nor disagree 0 0
Disagree 0 0
Strongly disagree 0 0
No response 4 15.39
Base 26

A variable was added in to this question to see how the frequency of outdoor time

impacted teachers’ perceptions of enhanced student imagination while playing outside. Table 14
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shows that participants who took their students outside to play zero, once, or twice in a week,
66.67% strongly agreed and 33.33% agree that student imagination was enhanced in this outdoor
setting. This is contrasted by participants who take their students out three, five, or over five
times in a week; of these participants, 87.50% strongly agree and 12.50% agree that student
imagination increased in this outdoor setting. Though participants who are taking their students
out to play less frequently are seeing enhanced imagination, this data suggests that teachers who
are taking their children outside to play more frequently are seeing a larger enhancement in their

students imagination.

Table 14

Frequency going outside and views on imagination

Outside play enhanced imagination  Zero/once/twice Three/five/above five times
Strongly agree 4 (66.67%) 14 (87.50%)
Agree 2 (33.33%) 2 (12.50%)

The second Likert scale item stated, “Students seem more engaged in their play when
outside.” 16 (61.54%) participants indicated they “Strongly agree”, 5 (19.23%) stated they
“Agree”, and 1 (3.85%) participants responded that they “Neither agree nor disagree”. 4
(15.39%) participants chose to skip this question. Table 15 displays that the majority of
participants strongly agree that students seem to be more engaged in their play while playing

outside.
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Table 15
Outside play engagement

Freguency %
Strongly agree 16 61.54
Agree 5 19.23
Neither agree nor disagree 1 3.85
Disagree 0 0
Strongly disagree 0 0
No response 4 15.39
Base 26

The third Likert scale item stated, “Structured indoor play engages students more than
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unstructured outdoor play.” 10 (38.46%) participants “Disagree” with this statement, 7 (26.92%)

participants “neither agree nor disagree” with this statement, and 5 (19.23%) participants

“Strongly disagree” with this statement. 4 (15.39%) participants chose not to respond to this

Likert statement. Table 16 highlights participants’ views that unstructured, outdoor play seems to

be more engaging to students than structured indoor play, though some voiced an indifference to

these two settings of play for students.

Table 16

Structured indoor play engages students more than unstructured outdoor play
Frequency %

Strongly agree 0 0

Agree 0 0

Neither agree nor disagree 7 26.92

Disagree 10 38.46

Strongly disagree 5 19.23

No response 4 15.39

Base 26

The fourth Likert scale item stated, “Themes in play vary more while playing outside

than playing inside.” Table 17 displays that 13 (50%) “Agree” with this statement, 7 (26.92%)
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“Neither agree nor disagree”, 1 (3.85%) participant “Strongly agrees” with this statement, and 1
(3.85%) participant stated they “Disagree”. 4 (15.39%) participants chose not to respond to this
Likert statement. The majority of participants believe that there are a greater variety of themes in

students playing outside rather than inside. Some participants voiced an indifference to these two

settings.
Table 17
Themes vary more while playing outside

Frequency %

Strongly agree 1 3.85
Agree 13 50
Neither agree nor disagree 7 26.92
Disagree 1 3.85
Strongly disagree 0 0
No response 4 15.39
Base 26

The fifth Likert scale item stated, “Students often appear to be bored while the class is
playing outside.” 13 (50%) Disagree with this statement, 6 (23.08%) “Strongly disagree”, and 3
(11.54%) participants “Neither agree nor disagree” with this statement. 4 (15.39%) chose not to
respond to this Likert statement. Table 18 demonstrates that the majority of participants believed
none of their students seem bored while paying outside. Most participants disagree with this

statement, implying that students are mostly engaged in their play when outdoors.
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Table 18
Students appear bored while playing outdoors

Frequency %
Strongly agree 0 0
Agree 0 0
Neither agree nor disagree 3 11.54
Disagree 13 50
Strongly disagree 6 23.08
No response 4 15.39
Base 26

The sixth Likert scale item stated, “Students are more creative with their surrounding
while playing outside.” 11 (42.31%) participants “Agree” with this statement, 5 (19.23%)
participants “Strongly agree” with this statement, 5 (19.23%) “Neither agree nor disagree”, and 1
(3.85%) participant “Disagrees” with this statement. 4 (15.39%) participants chose not to
respond. This highlights that most teachers who took part in this survey agree that students are

more creative with their surrounding and environment while playing outside.

Table 19
Students are more creative with surroundings outside
Frequency %
Strongly agree 5 19.23
Agree 11 42.31
Neither agree nor disagree 5 19.23
Disagree 1 3.85
Strongly disagree 0 0
No response 4 15.39
Base 26

The last Likert scale item stated, “While playing outside, students are more likely to use
unprescribed toys in their play (eg. Sticks for swords).” 12 (46.15%) participants “Strongly
agree” with this statement, 9 (34.62%) “Agree”, and 1 (3.85%) participant “Neither agrees nor

disagrees” with this statement. 4 (15.39%) participants chose not to respond. The data collected



OUTDOOR IMAGINATION 40

in this Likert statement suggest that most participants have witnessed an increase use of
unprescribed toys when students are engaging in free play outdoors. This implies that teachers

are observing their students utilizing loose parts in the natural environment as toys in their play.

Table 20
Increased use of unprescribed toys while playing outdoors
Frequency %
Strongly agree 12 46.15
Agree 9 34.62
Neither agree nor disagree 1 3.85
Disagree 0 0
Strongly disagree 0 0
No response 4 15.39
Base 26

The quantitative data collected on teacher perceptions on student imagination during
outdoor play overwhelmingly supports the idea of the imagination flourishing more while
playing outdoors than indoors. Teachers who participated in this study are in agreement with the
benefits of outdoor play on children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development.
Participants also seem to be teaching to the whole child as it links to British Columbia’s core
competencies instead of feeling pressure to teach curriculum only.

Qualitative Data Analysis

The follow-up questionnaire was designed to better understand teachers’ experiences
using outdoor play as a part of an instructional program. One participant from the survey
contacted the researcher indicating that they were interested in taking part in the follow-up
questionnaire. Once consent was received, the participant was reminded to avoid using
identifying information such as names of colleagues, districts, or schools. Similarly, they were

asked to avoid directly naming and discussing specific students in their responses.
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10 questions were asked in the follow-up questionnaire (Appendix B). In the responses to
these 10 questions 3 main themes emerged; emergent planning, enhanced imagination and
challenges.

Responsive planning. One theme that emerged from the questionnaire was the benefit of
“responsive planning” instead of having set curricular outcomes in mind for students who are
taken outside to play. The participant’s process for this involved allowing students to engage in
uninterrupted free play. After this, the teacher observes what themes arise in the students play,
and finally ties in curricular outcomes in future play that are based on those themes. For

example, the participant stated:

A few years ago | had a class who loved to play imaginary games about animals, wolves in
particular, so | found stories about wolves to read outside. They learned facts about
wolves, began to look for places to build wolf dens...it became a mini animal study...at
times | lead the learning for part of our time outside and the rest is truly just play- the

children learn to use their imaginations and be with one another.

This participant suggests that if teachers are wanting to tie in specific curricular outcomes
to their students play, they should first observe what if happening in their students play, and then
build off of themes that arise to ensure an authentic experience for students. The participant also
suggests that the same process can be done indoors as well, and believes “open-ended free play
centers can be compared directly with the outside play in that both are authentic play that is
child centered and child directed.” Though the participant occasionally used responsive planning

to add specific learning outcomes for students, it is important to note that most of student play
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outdoors was still focused on uninterrupted free play. The key to an authentic play experience
seems to involve adults taking a step back and allowing child-centered and child-directed play.
Enhanced Imagination. The second theme that arose in the questionnaire was students’
enhanced imagination while playing outdoors. Though there were several benefits mentioned,
such as social, emotional, and physical development, the participant passionately shared their
belief that outdoor play allows for richer imaginative experience for students. The participant
suggests this is due to the lack of dictated toys or games that can be found inside the classroom.
The participant shared that because of the many “loose parts” that can be found outdoors,
students need to use their imaginations to fully bring these natural toys to life in their play
(Fjortoft, 2001). It was noted that:
Rocks are commonly used in the river as building material, to build dams and bridges.
Sticks are used for many things. They build forts with them, they use them as digging tools,
fishing rods, swords, guns, magic wands, horses, and walking sticks...A bent cedar branch
is only a branch until in the hands of a child sitting beside a river. It is the child’s
imagination that bobs it up and down, then pulls it up sharply with excitement, yelling to

their friend to come see the ““fish” they have caught.

As suggested above, the unstructured environment of the outdoors seems to challenge
students to use their imaginations to bring natural elements to life.

Challenges. The third theme that arose while analyzing the participant’s questionnaire
responses was the challenges that needed to be overcome in order to run an outdoor program
with students. The first challenge shared was “getting [the] school and parents on board with the

idea of going outside daily. ” Because this is a new wave in education, some people may not fully
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understand the benefits of play and how they directly relate to British Columbia’s Core
Competencies. The participant needed to get permission from parents to allow children to leave
school grounds, and permission from administration to run this specific outdoor program in the
forest located next to the school. Another challenge this participant faced while building the
outdoor program was weather and clothing. This teacher lives in a rainforest community where
rain is abundant and some families might not have the means to dress their children appropriately
for extended periods of time in the forest. The participant had to get the school and the Parent
Advisory Committee (PAC) involved; they provided funding to ensure each child had proper
rain gear to stay dry and clean. Though there were challenges mentioned, the participant
overcame them all to now have a fully running outdoor kindergarten program.

When asked if the participant would like to note anything else about children’s play and
how it affects imagination, the participant poignantly shared “in the words of Piaget, ‘play is the
work of childhood’ and how we value and understand the different principles and types of
outdoor play will help us better understand how children learn, develop and grow.” Play is
essential to a child’s learning, development, and growth.

Overall, teachers who participated in this study have demonstrated an overwhelming
support for outdoor, free play in kindergarten. The survey responses highlighted several social,
emotional, physical, and cognitive benefits to providing outdoor free play to kindergarten
students. They also outlined participants’ belief that outdoor play enhanced imagination for their
students. The follow-up questionnaire helped to probe deeper into the participant’s views on the
benefits of outdoor play and providing this time to kindergarten students. It provided rich

dialogue and concrete recollections of imagination and play at work.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
Brief Summary of the Findings of the Study

The purpose of this study was to provide a review of the benefits of outdoor play for
children, and then to dive deeper into teacher’s perceptions of the different imaginative
experiences that outdoor play offers children. Quantitative and qualitative data were gathered
through a 20-question survey and a 10-question follow-up questionnaire. The participants of this
study were all members of Kindergarten Connections Facebook page. They were from various
regions around British Columbia, and had a variety of experience teaching.

The survey had 26 participants, and responses were divided into three themes:
accessibility, intentions, and impact on imagination. Most participants responded that they had
access to a natural outdoor area to take their students to free play. This study found that the more
access participants had to natural, outdoor spaces, the more frequently they took students
outdoors to free play. There were a variety of places where outdoor free play took place,
including forests, rivers, parks, and the beach. The time of day that this free play was being given
to students also varied; participants stated it happened during academic instructional time,
physical education, recess or lunch, and during centres playtime. The majority of teachers who
took part in this study felt supported by their school and administrators to take their students
outdoor to free play.

Teacher intentions for providing outdoor free play was then explored, and participants
voiced several intentions, with the top reason being to enhance imagination and creative
thinking. Connection to place, and the development of social, emotional, and physical aspects

were also benefits mentioned by participants.
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Impact on imagination was the next theme explored, with participants overwhelmingly
stating that they observe enhanced imagination in their students while engaging in outdoor, free
play. Responses captured teachers’ perceptions of students appearing more creative and engaged
in their play when it was taking place outdoors compared to indoors. It was also noted that
participants observed a great variety of themes in students play when it took part outdoors. The
study found that the more participants are taking their students outdoor for free play, the larger
imagination enhancement they are seeing in their students play.

One participant expressed interest in the 10-question follow-up questionnaire. Three
themes emerged from the participant’s responses, which were responsive planning, enhanced
imagination, and challenges. The participant strongly supported uninterrupted, free play for
students, and provided this time for students each day. If curricular outcomes were attached to
play, the participant used a responsive planning technique, where the teacher watched for themes
that emerged in students play, and then tied in curricular outcomes that were inspired by those
themes. This allowed for students to continue with their uninterrupted free play, and also tied in
topics that students were interested in learning about.

The participant echoed the beliefs that student imagination seemed to be enhanced while
playing outdoors. This was said to be due to the variety of open-ended objects that can be found
in the forest, such as pinecones, sticks, and rocks. It was suggested that students are forced to use
their imagination more outside to bring these tools to life.

The last theme that emerged was the challenges that this teacher faced when starting up
an outdoor education program. Support and permission was needed from administration and
parents to take students outdoors and off school grounds every day to take part in outdoor, free

play. Another challenge that this participant faced was ensuring all students had access to proper
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clothing for outdoor play. Funding and support was required by PAC in order to supply each
student with proper rain jackets and pants.
Discussion of the Implications of the Findings

The findings of this study have several important implications for the educational system
and views on outdoor free play. Four main implications were found: free play’s connections to
British Columbia’s Core Competencies, accessible outdoor space leading to more frequent
outdoor play, increased frequency of outdoor play leading to enhanced imagination, and the need
to minimize barriers for teachers wanting to engage their students in these learning opportunities.

Connections to competencies. This study gathered data that contradicts the current
research stating that there has been an increased pressure for teachers to deliver curriculum to
students, which has taken priority over the rich experience of free play (Coates & Pimlott-
Wilson, 2019; Fleer, 2011; Pyle et al., 2017; Tovey, 2007). This contradiction could be due to
participants who responded to this study being passionate about the benefits to providing outdoor
play opportunities for their students. However, this study provides concrete support for teachers
who may feel that curriculum can only be delivered in the classroom to instead take their
students outdoors to free play, as the benefits connect to British Columbia’s Core Competencies,
Communication, Personal and Social Awareness, and Creative Thinking (BC Curriculum, 2019).
Participants in this study claimed to observe several benefits in their students who engage in
outdoor play, including social, emotional, and creative development. Because the Core
Competencies are part of British Columbia’s curriculum, teachers are obligated to develop these
qualities in students just as they are to develop literacy and math skills in students. Engaging in
outdoor, free play is a very easy, mostly accessible way for teachers to provide this space to

develop Core Competencies. It is an authentic opportunity for children to develop these skills,
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which they may not be given the time to do at home due to over organized lives, technology, lack
of space, and parental fear (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Fleer, 2011; Pyle at al., 2017,
Tovey, 2007). Teachers have a responsibility to aid in student’s Core Competency development,
and there seems to be evidence that free play can support this development.

Accessible outdoor space leading to more frequent outdoor play. This study found
that the more accessible, outdoor space around a school, the more likely teachers are to take their
students out to free play. This finding is significant as it outlines the need for schools and
communities to maintain the outdoor space they currently have, and to resist pressures to develop
this untouched land for other uses. It is also significant for schools who do not have access to
outdoor spaces as it shows the need for simulated outdoor, natural spaces, such as growing a
forest on school grounds or building nature inspired playgrounds. Students need to be provided
with the opportunity to reap the physical, social, emotional and cognitive benefits that outdoor
play has to offer. The more a child plays outside, the more beneficial it will be for them
(Bowdon, 2015; Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Nedovic & Morrissey, 2011).

Increased frequency of outdoor play leading to enhanced imagination. Another
significant finding in this study was that the more frequently teachers take their students outdoors
to free play, the more teachers observed enhanced imagination in their students. Though the
findings cannot prove cause and effect, it does suggest that the more outdoor play a child
receives, the more their imagination seems to flourish. Current research suggests that children’s
play is declining (Coates & Pimlott-Wilson, 2019; Fleer, 2011; Pyle at al., 2017; Tovey, 2007).
Teachers can be instrumental in turning this downward trend around by providing their students
the opportunity to play. The findings of this study suggest that providing this opportunity could

possibly lead to enhanced imagination in children.
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Minimizing barriers. The last implication of this study’s findings highlights the need to
minimize barriers to outdoor play through full community, parental, and school support for these
outdoor programs to run successfully. The participant who took part in the follow-up
questionnaire described several challenges that needed to be overcome in order to run an outdoor
program. These challenges included getting parental and administrative support, as well as PAC
support and funding. Schools and their overarching educational system should be trying to
minimize these challenges for teachers in order to allow for more students to engage in outdoor
free play. These decisions would be backed by the many physical, social, emotional, and
cognitive benefits of play that are well known and well researched. Additionally, for British
Columbia, the findings of this study link the benefits that are achieved through outdoor play to
British Columbia’s Core Competencies. Funding for outdoor gear, protection and maintenance of
outdoor, natural spaces around schools, and opportunities for the community and schools to learn
more about the benefits of outdoor play are just a few ways that British Columbia’s education
system and provincial government could support outdoor play in schools.

The central implication from this study was that teachers can play a pivotal role in
providing students with opportunities to free play. Children will only reap the benefits of free
play if provided with these opportunities.

Limitations

Though the data from this study provided rich findings, there were limitations that the
researcher faced. One of these limitations was the relatively small sample size; 26 people
completed the survey, with only one participant volunteering to complete the follow-up
questionnaire. Though the survey was strategically given at the beginning of October, which can

be a less stressful time in the school year for teachers, the low completion rate could be due to



OUTDOOR IMAGINATION 49

the added stress that the COVID-19 pandemic forced on teachers. Some teachers may have been
feeling too overwhelmed to complete this study. Because of the small sample size, the study’s
findings cannot necessarily be generalized to all kindergarten teachers’ views on outdoor play.

Another limitation of this study was that the participants who volunteered to participate
may have made time to complete the survey and questionnaire because they are passionate about,
and understand the many benefits of, outdoor play for children. This passion could have
impacted findings, which showed an overwhelming support for outdoor free play in
kindergarten. The participants may have also felt undue pressure to answer positively about
outdoor play and it’s effects on imagination because they felt that the researcher wanted them to
respond this way.

A final limitation identified by the researcher was the fact that imagination is hard to
define and quantify. The Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary definition of imagination was used in
this study, which defines it as “the act or power of forming a mental image of something not
present to the senses or never before wholly perceived in reality” (Imagination, n.d). Though this
definition was provided to mitigate confusion and have participants on common ground,
imagination presents itself in many different ways during play; this could have potentially
impacted the results of this study.

Suggestions for Further Research

This study suggests that teachers’ perceived a large benefit to outdoor play on their
students’ imagination. Further research can build off of these findings, and focus specifically on
observing and comparing the imaginative themes and narratives that arise during students play

while inside versus outside. If imagination is flourishing more while outside than inside, then the
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themes and narratives which are formulated in students play may vary more in this outside
setting.

Another finding in this current study suggested that teachers who do not have easily,
accessible outdoor areas to take their students are taking their students out to free play less
frequently than those who have easily, accessible outdoor areas. Because it is difficult to provide
this natural outdoor space in large cities that have already been developed, future research could
focus on the best ways to provide an authentic, outdoor play experience that will enhance
imagination while using minimal space. What is the best way to provide these outdoor, play
opportunities so that students living in cities are given equal opportunity to students living in
rural towns?

Though the researcher carefully considered ways to increase participation in the study, a
factor that influenced the validity of this study was the small sample size that the data was
collected from. It is suggested that future research conducted on the impact of outdoor play on
children’s’ imagination be done with a larger sample to yield stronger, more valid results.
Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to provide a review of the benefits of outdoor play for
children, and then to dive deeper into teacher’s perceptions of the different imaginative
experiences that outdoor play offers children. This ultimate goal of this study was to build on
existing research promoting the imaginative benefits of outdoor play, providing teachers and
parents with another reason to get children outside playing. The findings of this study provide
solid evidence for this; not only did teachers in this study notice enhanced imagination while
their students were playing outside, they also recognized physical, social, emotional, and other

cognitive benefits in their students. The participants in this study are seeing these benefits, and
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contributing to their students’ Core Competency development and overall growth as a child. All

teachers can be taking this simple step in the right direction for our children.

“Children need the freedom and time to play. Play is not a luxury. Play is a necessity.” —

Kay Redfield Jamison (Signing-bell, 2020).
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Appendix A

Survey

Consent

Do you agree to the above terms? By clicking Yes, you consent that you are willing to answer
the questions in this survey.

Demographic Data

1) What grade do you teach?
a) Kindergarten  b) Grade 1  c) Kindergarten/Grade 1  d) Grade 2  e) other

2) How many years have you been teaching?
a)1-5 b)5-10 c) 10-15 d)15-20 e) 20+
3) What region of BC do you teach in?

a) Lower Mainland  b) Frazer Valley c) Interior d) Northern BC e) Vancouver
Island

Outdoor Access

4) Have you taken any training or professional development on outdoor learning? Yes or
no

5) How many times a week, on average, do you take your students outside to play
a) Once per week b) Twice per week c¢) 3 times per week d) 4 times per week €) 5
times per week
6) Does your school have any natural forested area nearby? Yes or no?
7) Does your school promote outdoor play and learning?
a)agreatdeal b)alot c)amoderate amount d)a little d)notatall

8) Do you allow your students to free play outside, without any direct guidance or set
curricular outcomes from the teacher?
a) A great deal b) A lot ¢) A moderate amount d) A little e) Not at all

9) When do you provide outdoor playtime for your students?
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a) during academic instructional time b) during physical education c¢) during recess/lunch d)

centre time e) At another time during the school day

10) If you allow your students to free play outdoors during academic instructional time, where
does this take place?
a) playground b) forested/natural area on school grounds c) natural/forested area off school

ground d) beach e) designated outdoor classroom area f) other

Intentions
1) What is your primary reason for taking students outside to engage in play?
a) Social development b) emotional development b) imagination and creative thinking
c) physical fundamental movement skill development d) academic development e)
other
2) What do you see as the value of outdoor play for kindergarten students?

Imagination and Play

Strongly Disagree | Disagree | Unsure | Agree | Strongly Agree

1) Taking students outside to play enhances student imagination

2) Students seem more engaged in their play while outside

3) Structured indoor play engages students more than unstructured outdoor play

4) Themes in play vary more while playing outside than inside

5) Students often appear to be bored while they play outside

6) Students are more creative with their surroundings while playing outside

7) While playing outside, students are more likely to use unprescribed toys in their play

(eg. Sticks for swords)
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Appendix B

Interview Questionnaire

This questionnaire is designed to better understand your experiences as a teacher who is using
outdoor play as a part of your instructional program. Please remember to avoid using identifying
information such as names of colleagues, districts, or schools. Similarly, avoid directly naming
and discussing specific students in your responses.

You will have a chance to review your responses and make any additions or deletions to your
submission.

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

What are your primary intentions in taking your students outdoor to play?

Do you attach curricular outcomes to outdoor play? If so, please explain.

Describe the planning process you take when planning outdoor play for your students
What do you notice about children’s’ imagination and creativity while they free play
outside?

What “loose parts” have you observed children using in their outdoor play? What are
they using these “loose parts” for in their play?

Do you believe children have a stronger imagination while playing outside? If yes, why?
What evidence have you observed?

Without making specific reference to your students, describe a time when an outdoor
playtime was particularly successful. What planning went into this activity?

Please describe the different ways that you incorporate the core competency of creativity
in your classroom. Compare your planned in-class activities to your outdoor play
activities.

Describe any challenges you have faced with taking your students outside to play.

10) Is there something I forgot to ask that you would like to note about children’s play and

how it affects their imagination?



