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ABSTRACT 

SANDRA E. RENICK 

EXPLORING EARLY CHILHOOD TEACHERS' BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 
ABOUT PRESCHOOL OUTDOOR PLAY: A CASE STUDY 

AUGUST 2009 

The purpose of this qualitative research was to explore how teachers' beliefs and 

practices influence the function of preschool outdoor play. Two theoretical perspectives 

informed this study, the qualitative case study and activity theory. Focusing on a 

particular phenomenon, the case study relates the complexities of the case with a thick 

descriptive end product. Activity theory, a descriptive theory, is related to cultural

historical theory. Human activity is explained by human intentions which provide 

understanding of a specific occurrence in a given case. 

The purposive sample of early childhood teachers was bounded in a single-case 

program in North Texas. Ten early childhood teachers were interviewed face-to-face and 

each wrote journal entries about their beliefs, perceptions, and facilitations related to the 

outdoor play environment. Typological analysis model as well as the researcher's 

observations was used to analyze the data. Three typologies were predetermined from the 

research questions, teachers' beliefs, perceptions, and facilitation practices about outdoor 

play. The typologies were analyzed to determine themes and subthcmcs for each 

typology. The final analysis resulted in themes and statements for a case narrative. 
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The early childhood teachers believed that supervision is paramount during 

children's outdoor play. The teachers perceived that the physical design of the outdoor 

environment posed limitations for their planning, preparation, and implementation in that 

environment. Teachers' recollections of their own childhood outdoor play activities 

provided a shared value of freedom during play. Yet, during outdoor play teachers' 

displayed an adherence to rules; a philosophy-reality variance (Hatch, 2002). The 

teachers believed that outdoor play is important to the development of young children, 

however, minimal knowledge of the outdoor play environment and motivation to promote 

outdoor play was not evident. 

The results of the study were compared with a review of the literature. This case ··•• • 

study uncovered the beliefs and practices that influence meanings and decisions 

concerning children's outdoor play environments. This case study provides implications 

for the stakeholders as well as for the larger society. Recommendations for future 

research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Outdoor play at home and at school is essential for healthy child development 

(Garrick, 2004; Frost & Norquist, 2007; Rivkin, 1998). The increased time spent in child 

care amplifies the importance of outdoor play as it may be the only opportunity a child 

has to experience the outdoor setting. According to Frost, "Adults enhance children's 

play by ensuring time for free, outdoor play, by teaching children about nature through 

hands-on experiences, and they enhance development by BALANCING play with 

physical work, technology play, academics, and quiet times for doing nothing and 

reflecting" (2004, p. 16). 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 

position statement on the value of school recess and outdoor play states, "The delights of 

the outdoors are among the deepest, most passionate joys of childhood" (1997, para: 1 ). 

Children are naturally drawn to the outdoors, thus providing a wonderful opportun�ty for 

learning. When given the choice, children will choose to be outside at least 50% of their 

waking time (Hendricks, 2001). However, the increased time in child care, due to the 

increased demands on working parents, limits outdoor play at home. In our technological 

age, a good number of children and adults spend much of their time indoors (Rivkin, 

2000). Supervision of indoor activity is viewed as less demanding and safer than outdoor 

play. Many U.S. playgrounds for young children arc poorly designed and under-
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maintained (Thompson. Hudson & Olsen. 2007). In addition to less time spent in outdoor 

play at home, more time at home is spent vie\\'ing screens ( e.g. television, computers, and 

video games; Rivkin, 2000), or with other structured activities ( e.g. homework,'dance ,-.r 

classes, soccer, and tee-ball; NAEYC). The benefits of outdoor play for young children 

include the following a) is an active fom1 of learning that involves the whole self� b):

reduces tension, c) is an emotional outlet that allows children to express themselves, d) t

assists in the development of perspective-taking, helping, sharing, cooperating and 

problem solving, e) allows for the development of the senses, and f) children gain : .. 

competence and courage to navigate their environment (NAEYC, 1997). 

More and more children are spending a larger portion of their time in child care or 

early childhood programs. Approximately 60% of children, birth to age five, participate 

in nonparental care with two-thirds of 4-year-olds and 40% of 3-year-olds enrolled in 

preschool education programs (National Center for Education Statistics, 2006; .National 

Institute for Early Education Research, 2007). According to the National Center for 

Educations Statistics (NCES), children in nonparental care programs spend, on average, 

31 hours a week in the care of someone other than their parents (2005). Child care 

programs have become the most vital environment outside the home for young children 

(Cosco, 2007). This case study will examine the phenomena of early childhood teachers' 

beliefs and practices about outdoor play. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Outdoor play in early childhood programs is often given little consideration 

compared to indoor play. In general, more time and resources arc used on creating indoor 

environments than outdoor environments (Davies, 1995; DcBord, Hestcnes, Moore, 

Cosco & McGinnis, 2002; Dighc, 1993; Hendricks, 2001; Henniger, 1993). However, 

children will often engage in more complex play outdoors than indoors (Shim, Herwig & 

Shelley, 2001). 

Outdoor play areas have lapsed into unchallenging and unattractive spaces in the 

last 20 years (Cosco, 2007) along with decreased access to the outdoors (Firlik, 1997) .. 

Modem playgrounds have a look of sameness, with steel, wood, or plastic structures and 

little or no natural environments (Frost & Norquist, 2007). Children who do not have 

positive outdoor experiences tend to develop phobias, fears, and anxieties against nature 

(Wilson, Kilmer & Knauerhase, 1996). 

Young children are spending more time indoors (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). '•. 

Working  parents' schedules are tightly connected to the activities of their children. 

Children have more structured activities at the expense of unstructured activities. Due to 

less time spent outdoors at home, the opportunity to play outdoors at child care centers 

becomes more critical. 

The quality of children's learning outdoors is strongly linked to the quality of 

preparation (Garrick, 2004). Teachers often plan less for outdoor play when compared 

with indoor planning (Shim, ct al., 200 I). When examining the relationship between 
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different settings for 2 to 5 year olds' play behaviors. it was found that teachers rarely 

changed or added to the variety or difficulty of the outdoor play materials and equipment 

(Shim ct al.). In addition, playgrounds arc often poorly designed, maintained, or 

supervised (National Program for Playground Safety, 2000). Playgrounds arc often 

designed and created by individuals with little or no preparation in child development or, 

expertise in determining developmentally appropriate equipment and materials for young 

children. Young children's physical and social development is influenced by the 

playground equipment, spatial demarcation, and the provided materials for outdoor. 

activities (Barbour, 1999). According to Hendricks, numerous "children's playgrounds 

are filled with play equipment that adults want to give children, not with the things that 

children want to play with" (2001, p. 60). 

Teacher beliefs and practices influence the function of outdoor play and how 

children engage in physical activity. The teacher's engagement with children during play 

along with his/her attitude about the value of play is an important aspect of the teacher's 

performance (Garrick, 2004; VanHoom, Nourot, Scales & Alward, 2007). In the field of 

education, the value of outdoor play is recognized and yet little time or effort is afforded 

to the planning and preparation of outdoor play. Outdoor play is rarely mentioned in 

teacher education textbooks and teachers are often ill prepared to facilitate outdoor when 

compared to indoor play (Bowman, 1990; Davies, 195; Louv, 2008). A strong practice 

prevails in education that the outdoor setting requires less teacher attention than the 

indoor setting, and that during outdoor play teachers arc allowed to take a break and only 
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pnn-ide safety supervision while children run off excess energy ( Davies, 1997). , - ", 

Therefore, this research study explored the early childhood teachers' perceptions about 

outdoor play and how those perceptions affected children's outdoor play. This study 

investigated the mechanics and functions of outdoor play and how the outdoor play 

environment is utilized. The early childhood teacher is a major factor in the utilization of 

outdoor play space and activities, and therefore, the roles of the early childhood teacher 

were also examined. 

Rationale for the Study 

One of the most important and pleasurable experiences of childhood is playing:, 

outdoors. However, in the past few decades young children have increasingly spent less 

time in outdoor play. For young children attending early education and care programs this 

means the outdoor play experience becomes more crucial. There are rich oppo�nities , 

for learning in the outdoor environment and it is important to plan for learning outside 

just as planning takes place indoors (Garrick, 2004). The teacher has a key role in 

planning the outdoor curriculum and in the execution of that plan. 

According to Spodek, "Teachers' actions and classroom decisions are driven by

their perceptions and beliefs" (1988, p.13). In order to understand a teacher it is important 

to observe the teacher's behavior and to understand the teachers' thought processes.· �

Teachers have a curriculum construct system that is based on the results of different<· 

experiences and the interpretation of events. These constructs help to determine what 

actions take place in the classroom (Spodek). Through these constructs the early 
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childhood teacher plans, develops, and executes his or her outdoor play practices. This 

study explored early childhood teachers' beliefs and experiences surrounding the outdoor 

environment and how those constructs shaped their planning and practices in outdoor-

play. 

This study explored the multi-faceted and every-day outdoor experiences in an early 

childhood setting to uncover the practices and beliefs of the preschool teachers. A single, 

program case study, included multiple cases/teacher participants. As single case studies 

are often made up of many smaller cases, i.e., specific individuals, families, 

organizational units, and other groups (Patton, 2002). Ten early childhood teachers from 

one early childhood center in Dallas, Texas, participated in this case study. 

The data collection entailed an initial center director interview to uncover the · ,_ 

early childhood programs' philosophy about outdoor play and the center's expectations 

for outdoor play. The researcher also conducted observations of the outdoor e�vironment 

for physical attributes and observations of teacher interactions during outdoor play. 

Formal interviews were conducted with each participant to provide in-depth exploration 
� I / 

of the teachers' thoughts, feelings, and practices as they related to outdoor play. Follow

up questions using a journal writing process were asked of the teachers. They responded 

to the researcher by email or hard copy mailings. Before the results were fo�ally written 

into a case study, the participants had the opportunity to read and respond to the results,.,,: 

for accuracy. 
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Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to guide the study: 

I. How do early childhood teachers describe their beliefs and perceptions of outdoor

play practices in a preschool environment'?

2. How do early childhood teachers facilitate outdoor play in their preschool ·

environment?

Conceptual Framework 

Two theoretical perspectives inform this study, the qualitative case study and 

activity theory. A case study catches the complexities of a single case, looking for the· 

unique details of the context and providing the opportunity to examine its functioning 

(Strake, 1995). Activity theory is a descriptive theory rather than a predictive theory and 

is related to cultural-historical theory and both are linked historically to L.S. Vygtosky 

(Vygotsky, 1978). 

Case Study 

The case study is described as being "particularistic, descriptive, and heuristi�"(Merriarry., 

1998, p. 29) - particularistic because the case study centers on a particular event, 

program, situation, or phenomenon; descriptive because the end product will provide a 

thick description of the phenomenon; and heuristic in that the case study will enlighten_, 

the understanding of the phenomenon. "How" or "why" questions are well-suited for case 

study research in that they focus on a contemporary phenomenon with a real-life context 

and the researcher has little control over the events (Yin, 2003). "The essence of a case 
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study, the central tendency among all types of case study, is that it tries to illuminate a 

decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were implemented, and with 

what result" (Schramm, 1971, p. 6 ). This case study will use "how" research questions to 

collect data, at one early childhood center, to examine the operation of the outdoor play 

environment focusing on teachers' practices and beliefs. Figure I outlines the steps of the 

case study. \ 'l 

Case Study Methodology Analysis 

Descriptive Purpose Interviews Typological 

Model 
Linear-analytic Structure Journals Case Study 

Reflexivity Report 
Bounded Single Program Observations 

Peer 
Theoretical Framework: Member 

Debriefer 
Activity theory Checking 

Figure 1. Case study model. 

Activity Theory 

Vygotsky's sociocultural theory states that "social experience shapes the ways of 

thinking and interpreting the world available to individuals" (Berk & Winsler, 1995, 

p.12). Vygotsky believed that human activity should be explained by human intention

which later became known as activity theory (Hatch, 1995). Individual actions as well as 

their culturally defined perspectives serve as the basis for the behaviors. Motivation 'or 

intention is fundamental to this theory. 
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Yygotsky, and later his colleagues and followers, A.N. Leont' cv, and A. R. Luria 

arc responsible for the development of the cultural-historical activity theory (Robbins·& 

Stctscnko, 2002). Many of the key components of the activity theory emerged in 

Lcont' cv work. Leont'ev's theory draws attention to the significance of the community 

which in tum influences the activities of children and adults. His theory also provides a 

conceptualization of children's play as an activity where children strive to be adu!Hike in 

real-life action (Goncu, Tuermer, Jain & Johnson, 1999). Vygotsky's and Leont'ev's 

cultural-historical activity theory (Robbins & Stetsenko, 2002), was utilized to explore 

the intentions of these early childhood teachers as well as their cultural and educational 

beliefs and how they influence their behaviors in relation to their outdoor play practices. 

This case study uncovered the motivation and intent of the preschool teachers.' decision

making in the outdoor play environment. 

The interpretive nature of activity theory seeks to find connections between the 

local setting and the broader culture and history. Prominent developmental theorists agree 

that children's play is a universal activity and it promotes development. Individuals 

participate in activities thus learning how to use the tools of the culture. This �·ase study 

explored how early childhood teachers' past play experiences and present day activities 

influence their philosophy of outdoor play. 

This conceptual framework also included an understanding of how economics 

influence the availability and type of play activities for children. The framework. 

identified the beliefs of different communities' value of play and how that value is 
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expressed to children. This case study in\'estigated how the economic base of the 

surrounding community affected the programming at this early childhood center and the 

outdoor play environment. The principles of Leont'ev's activity framework will enable 

an understanding of the "specific occurrence of this activity in a given community''.., 

(Goncu, ct al., 1999, p. 158). According to Johnson, Christie and Wardle, investigations 

arc needed to uncover the "significance of play according to adults inside the culture and 

how beliefs and values concerning play arc communicated to children" (2003, p. 47). 

Teacher beliefs and values are reflected in the time, space, materials, and engagement in 

children's play. This case study explored and discovered the nuances of an early 

childhood center's culture, activities, and beliefs related to their outdoor environment. 

Definitions of Terms 

The following terms were operationally defined for this study: 

Activity theory is a descriptive theory related to L.S. Vygotsky's cultural-historical 

theory and sociocultural theory. This theory states that individual actions and beliefs that 

are the basis for behaviors are culturally defined. 

Beliefs serve as a mediating link between values and behavior (Luster, Rhoades, & Hass, 

1989). A person's strongly held opinion based on episodic memory with material drawn. 

from experience or cultural sources (Nesspor, 1987). 

Biophilia refers to humans are evolutionarily connected to the world of nature (Verbeck 

& de Waal, 2002, Wilson, 2008). 
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Ho uncled .,ystcm is "a program. an event. a person. a process, an institution, or a social 

group" (Merriam, 1988, p.13). 

Culture is "One involving delineated values, beliefs, practices, and activities, it is clear 

that culture and society arc not synonymous, and that within societies many cultures arc 

to be found" (Goncu, 1999, p. 68). 

Ear�v childhood education and care (ECEC) programs are preschools "under public or 

private education auspices" or center-based child care offered "under social welfare 

auspices" or "free-standing and independent programs that offer care corresponding to 

the traditional working hours and are open 5 days a week for the full year" (Cryer & 

Clifford, 2003, p. 1-2). 

Loose parts are things that children can manipulate and move about on their own 

Outdoor play environment is synonymously used with playgrounds, play yards, 

playscapes, outdoor habitats, and outdoor play activities. 

Play includes characteristics of active engagement, intrinsic motivation, attention to ,:: ·· 

means rather than the ends, symbolic behavior, freedom from external rules (Rubin; Fein 

& Vandenberg, 1983). 

Preschools are "center-based programs that provide educational experiences for children 

during the years preceding kindergarten. They can be located in a child care center, state 

prekindergarten, private nursery school, or Head Start center" (Barnett, Nation�! Institute 

For Early Education Research, 2004, p. 2). Children of preschool age arc generally 3 to 5 

years old. 
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l'a/ues arc "conceptions of the desirable" (Kohn, 1977, p.10). 

Delimitations 

The study was limited to one licensed early childhood center with a preschool 

program for ages 18 months through 5 years old. Data collection was based on 

information collected from the teachers and administrators about their beliefs and 

practices of outdoor play for young children. 

Limitations 

The study must have an outdoor play environment at the early childhood center. 

This study is a case study and thus is limited to one site location in Dallas, Texas. The 

sample was one of selected participants. 

Summary 

Young children's attendance at child care or early childhood programs are a very 

common and necessary experience for most young families in today's society. It is al.so .. 

very common for children to spend less time outdoors than in previous generations. The 

demands of working parents, increased use of technology in the home, more structured 

activities, and parental concerns about the dangers outside of the home have all 

contributed to children spending less time outdoors. The importance and benefits of 

outdoor play activities are well documented and it is a natural instinct for children to be 

drawn to the outdoors. The lack of outdoor time at home increases the necessity of 

outdoor play at the early childhood program. The NAEYC, which is dedicated to 

improving the well-being of young children, along with many other early childhood 
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experts, espouse the benefits and \'alue of outdoor play for the development of the whole 

child. 

The role of the early childhood teacher is crucial to how outdoor play is planned 

and implemented at the early childhood center. This qualitative case study explored the 

beliefs and practices of several early childhood teachers in a preschool program with an 

outdoor play environment. The proposed research questions guided the researcher during 

the collection of data by using several approaches including observations of the physical 

outdoor play space and with teachers interacting with children in the outdoor 

environment, teacher and director interviews, and participants' journals. Activity theory 

' .,) 

and the qualitative case study formed the conceptual framework for the constructs of this 

research. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Outdoor play is important to a child's development; yet, less time is spent 

outdoors than in previous generations. More people and less �pace, dangers in 
• • -,, ,.

neighborhoods, more structured activities, parents' work schedules, and increased use of
. . 

technology all contribute to less time spent outdoors. Less time for children to experience 
(, ,, 

the great outdoors at home magnifies the importance and need for outdoor play at school 
: r .. 

or the child care center. Early childhood education and care programs, sometimes called 

preschools, have been recognized for their long-term benefits and are increasingly in 

demand throughout the United States (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2001). What happens in the 

early years has lasting effects on a child's older years. 

The role of the teacher is critical to the young.child's early chi,ldhood e_du�a!ional

experience. The quality of the interactions between the young.child and the teacher or 

caregiver provides the highest benefit for children's outcomes. (Shonkoff & Phillips, 
, ,, ', , ' I 

' ' 

2001). The teacher's value of the outdoor environment and the. activities that are planned 

and implemented there are vital to the young child's outdoor ��p_erien_ces. The
�/ 

opportunity to freely choose from multiple outdoor activiti�s thatthe teacher provides by 
' ' '. '  ' "  .''': 

"setting the stage" can make the outdoor learning experience �� ,valuable as that of the 

indoor classroom (Rivkin, 1995). This research study, a qualit�ti_ve case study, explored

and discovered the nuances of an early childhood center's cultu�e, activities, and beliefs 
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related to their outdoor environment. This exploration \\'as conducted through the lens of 

activity theory. 

Outdoor Play in Early Childhood Education 

Pestalozzi, Dewey, Froebe!, Montessori and many others proclaimed the need for 

and the benefits of outdoor play for young children (Esbensen, 1990; Hendricks, 200 I). 

Friedrich Froebe!, the originator of the first kindergarten in 183 7 in Germany, was also an 

early supporter of play. Nature itself was the kindergarten's playground (Hendricks, 

2001; Johnson, Christie & Wardle, 2005). He advocated for every community to have a 

playground to ensure that all children had the opportunity to play outdoors, to experience 

preparing and caring for gardens, caring for pets, channeling streams and building dams, 

observing insects, exploring hills and forests, and playing games in fields. 

Early American kindergarten play areas added swings, seesaws, climbing 

equipment, and various toys (Frost, 1992). Early American nursery schools arid 

kindergartens movements were "focused around children's free, creative play .i11 rich 

environments, both indoors and outdoors" (p.120). The leading nursery school and 

kindergarten playgrounds of the 1920's were considered superior to those at public :.·. ·, l r 

schools. Regrettably, as kindergartens became part of public schools, the role �f play and 

playgrounds dwindled and was replaced by more academic activities. In order.to reform 

industrial cities in the early nineteenth century, public playgrounds were developed to get 

children off streets with the ever-increasing use of automobiles (Frost, 1992; Hendricks, 

2001 ). Early public playgrounds had a "cookie cutter" look with equipment consisting of 
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swings. a slide. a square sandbox. and a wooden climbing frame. Playgrounds in the 

United States have been greatly influenced by the companies that manufacture and sell 

playground equipment (Johnson, ct al., 2005). These traditional playgrounds primarily 

supported physical play for ages 6 to 9 years of age. Outdoor play and playground 

experiences were viewed primarily for developing physical skills through energetic 

exercise and play (Frost, 1989). 

The introduction of Head Start to the U.S. in the mid 1960's along with the 

increase in child care centers influenced playground design and equipment (Esbensen, 

1990). The playground designs included the adventure playground, environmental yards, 

work yards, and creative playgrounds. The adventure playground, influenced by Danish 

landscape architecture, brought nature back into the playground experience ( e.g. boxes, 

boards, fire, water, animals). Environmental yards were seen as an extension of the 

school environment, a "communal place for learning, recreation, and creative play, for 

the school population and everyone in the larger community" (p. 52). Work yards, 

playgrounds that used recycled materials ( e.g. tires, railroad ties, telephone poles), 

emerged out of the adventure playground and the theory of loose parts (Nicholson, 1971). 

The use of recyclables enabled children to help with designing and building their own 

playgrounds. However, this concept proved to be inappropriate and unsafe for children. 

The creative playground is an adaptation of the other types of playgrounds with the 

addition of handmade equipment and loose materials added to meet the children's play 

needs (Esbensen). 
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Suggested outdoor play areas or zones for children include adventure zone, nature 

zone, active play zone, quiet retreat zone, and quiet play zone, with the addition of 

learning centers (Wilson, 2008). However, when designing outdoor play areas it has been 

found that children like places that look ''.un-designed", places that arc not predictable 

and "unforeseeable"(Hendricks, 200 I, p� 99). \'Tidy designs too often reveal all at first 

glance and hold no suggestion of future surpriscs;.they do not offer elements that can be 

used in play sequences or making playthings" (p: 91 ). Wilson describes the outdoor 

environment as a place that can be trnnsform�d and that is flexible which enhances 

creativity and problem-solving (2008). 

Outdoor play areas/playgrounds tend to have a life expectancy of 10 to 15 years 
. .  

and during this time the playground should reflect a timeless child.:like world. 

Unfortunately, too often such playgr�unds. are not available to young children. In a study 
I� - • 

of 326 North Carolina licensed childcare centers, the majority of the centers offered 
, I ,,, ' 

'\,' ', 

minimum opportunities for outdoor play a�tivities, not much beyond basic sand play and 

climbing structures (Cosco, 2007). DeBord, Hestenes, Moore, Cosco, and McGinnis, 

found in a study of 41 early childhood programs that low quality outdoor environments 

children engage more in functional or repetitive play while in hi�her quality outdoor 

environments children tend to engage in'niore constructive play'. In addition, the study 
,, ,,! ,' j " 

found that the lower the quality oHhe outdoor environment the mor� frequent incidents 

of negative behaviors (2005). 
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During the twentieth century. society began to perceive play as an auxiliary of 

education and that educators arc the caretakers of play ( Hendricks, 200 l ). Play as a ·.' 

subsidiary of education in tum made teachers the supervisors and supporters of children's 

play activities. By the twenty-first century, play was beginning to gain recognition as a 

legitimate human activity that is enjoyed by all ages (Hendricks). In 1961, the 

International Association for the Child's Right to Play (IPA) was founded in Denmark. 

This nongovernmental organization "recognizes the right of the child to rest and leisure, 

to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to 

participate freely in cultural life and the arts (2003, p.1). The IPA along with 

organizations and individuals advocate for outdoor play and the much needed physical 

and social opportunities it provides (Johnson, et al., 2005; Sutterby & Frost, 2002). The 

past 20 years and continuing to the present, play and recess are disappearing. This 

disappearance of play is part of what Frost refers to the "perfect storm" which includes, 

standardization of education, growing poverty, and dissolution of spontaneous play 

(2007, p. 225). 

Play in Education 

Play is the center of the early childhood curriculum (Johnson, et al., 2005; Van 

Hoom, et al., 2007). "Play is not a break from the curriculum; play is the best way to 

implement the curriculum" (Tepperman, 2007, p.2). Three aspects that have promoted 

play in education include (1) developmentally appropriate practices, (2) constructivism, 

and (3) children's self-regulation. Developmentally appropriate practice, defined by the 

18 



National Association for the Education of Yourn.,: Children (NAEYC), occurs when 

teachers provide learning environments, materials, and activities that match what teachers 

have observed in children's emerging cognitive, social, emotional, and physical , : · · .. · . ' 

development. Play is at the heart of developmentally appropriate practice and is a key. 

instructional approach for early childhood (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). Play is the ideal 

context for children to build their own knowledge through active learning and social 

processes, known as constructivism. The social context of play is beneficial in the 

development of self-regulation which has become increasingly important in the early, .. , 

childhood field. The ability to control one's behavior and engage in positive interactions 

with others eventually leads to independent learning (Bodrova & Leong, 2003). The 

natural motivation and collaborative character of play make it an ideal context for ·.· 

learning (Johnson, et al., 2005). 

The Controversy of Play 

The educational play movement faces opposition from a standards incwement on 

the part of federal and state governments and local school districts (Frost, 2007; Johnson, 

et al., 2005). In order to "get back to basics", this movement highlights direct instruction 

as the preferred method for accomplishing academic goals. Another movement, in 

,'I, 

opposition to educational play, believes that the value of free play is essential for the > 

learning process. Many early childhood professionals are concerned that focusing on····· 

academic outcomes will deplete the true joy and value of spontaneous play (Johnson, et· 

al.). According to Wing (1995), young children do distinguish between work and play, 
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the most discerning clement being whether the activity was required. Wing's study found 

that children approach activities with a "work is about what ,
Y

ou want, play is about what 

1 want" perspective (p. 242). The general public often perceives play as frivolous, a waste 

of time, and detraction from academic success; however, little controversy exists among 

play scholars as to its overall value for child development (Frost, Bowers & ,Wortham, 

1990). Development is served by play, and development is seen in play (Johnson, et al.). 

Why Outdoor Play? 

Outdoor play offers unique possibilities for learning and development. Objectives 

for outdoor play for young children include cognitive, creative,'physic:al and social

emotional outcomes occurring in an integrated fashion in either self.,direcfed play or 

guided play (Cullen, 1993; Frost & Norquist, 2007). According to Wardle, outdoor play 

is important for healthy development because it provides·children with physical exe�cise 

and it is good for one's health. Outdoor play provides opportunities to learn about the 

world, self, and the environment (Johnson, et al., 2005). Outdoor play offers children' 
' ,,; 

natural materials such as sand, plant life, and water where they can develop their 

"naturalistic intelligence" (Gardner, 1999). The outdoorsoffer·s children.freedom to do .. 
, .  

' 

things that they cannot do indoors, to be messy, t� rnak� noise;'arid to enjoy vigorous 

activity. Children can connect with the natural world. outdoors, with plants and animals, 

and natural objects and materials. Outdoors supports creativity by providing whole body, 

multi-sensory experiences that afford opportuniti�s to experiment,'arid make connections 
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between objects and events. Outdoor play enhances children's relationships with other 

children and adults (Frost, 1992: Van lloorn, ct al., 2007; Wilson, 2008). 

The outdoor environment can provide children with the opportunities to 

experience wonder, mystery and enchantment that arc essential for today's children 

growing up in an increasingly structured and achievement-centered society (Talbot & 

Frost, 1989). Outdoor play is critical for young children, first, because many 

developmental tasks are more effectively learned during outdoor play and, secondly, 

because our culture is removing play from children (Johnson, et al., 2005). Clements' 

(2004) study of children's outdoor experiences compared to their mother's childhood 

outdoor experiences revealed that 31 % of the children played outdoors daily compared to 

70% of the mothers. Fifty-six percent of the mothers stated that they played outdoors for 

3 or more hours at a time compared to only 22 percent of their children. Busy parents, 

unsafe neighborhoods, TV and technology use, and more education responsibilities for 

young children are taking time away from outdoor play (Johnson, et al.). 

One group of scholars prescribes to the biophilia hypothesis, which declares that 

humans are evolutionarily connected to the world of nature (Verbeck & de Waal,:2002, 

Wilson, 2008). This connection of humans to nature also provides physiological and 

emotional benefits (Verbeck & de Waal). Louv states in his best-selling book, Last Child

in the Wood'!: Saving Our Children From Nature-Deficit Disorder, "healing the broken 

bond between our young and nature is in our self-interest - not only because aesthetics or 
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justice demands it, but also because our mental, physical, and spiritual health depend - , 

upon it and so docs the health of the earth" (2005, p.3). < -· • • • � s 

The child-nature connection is supported by empirical evidence for positive child 

outcomes in physical and psychological well-being, cognitive performance, and inter -,'1

and intrapcrsonal skills (Louv, 2005; Migliarcsc, 2008; Moore & Marcus, 2:008; Rivkin, 

1997). Grahn, Martensson, Lindblad, Nilsson, and Ekman' s (1997) study reported that 

children playing in an outdoor playground that includes natural areas scored better on 

motor fitness assessments and concentration abilities than an urban kindergarten with 

designed playground. The children at the urban kindergarten also had more absences due 

to illness. Fjortoft's study of Norwegian kindergartners revealed that a natural woodland 

area proved to be a fitting playground with diverse topography and vegetation; The .... · 

complexity of the landscape afforded different types of play activities (2004):i 

Connecting to nature can help children combat obesity through_ increased outdoor 

activities (Burdette, & Whitaker, 2006). According to Sutterby and Frost (2902) children 

adjust t heir level of activity to their environment. More caloriesare burned playirig 

outdoors than playing indoors with larger spaces for motor ac_tivities: The nature , 

connection can influence children's conflict resolutionskills, ��lf.:worth, and their .. 

motivation. The emotional benefits of interacting with nature include reduced stress, 

healthy sense of well-being, and increased attention span (Louv, 2006; Wells, 2000; 

Wells & Evans, 2003). 
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The positive impact of time spent outdoors included improved math and science· 

test scores (AIR, 2005), and improvement in problem-solving skills and creativity 

(Kcllcrt, 2005). Finally, with the current environmental crises of our planet, the 

proponents of the nature-child connection believe it is imperative that adults demonstrate 

"pro-environmental attitudes and action" to children (Migliarcsc, 2008, p.7). Chawla's 

study of environmental activists, from Norway and Kentucky, revealed that childhood 

experiences were forerunners to their adult activism (1988a). Outdoor play areas for·, 

young children should assert the child's right to fully experience the natural world ,. 

(Rivkin, 1998). 

Advantages of Outdoor Play Over Indoor Play 

Children are naturally drawn to the outdoors and want to be there, thus providing 

a wonderful opportunity for learning (Bilton, 2002). Children are not as socially inhibited 

outdoors, are more assertive, concentrate longer, and benefit from a higher level of 

learning outdoors. Children make sense of their world in outdoor play (Perry, 2003). 

Pretend play is the principal form of play outside (Bilton; Perry). According to Bilton, · 

what the outdoors affords to young children is the opportunity to be in role, to be playing 

imaginatively, and more than this, it enables them to be involved in fairly large groups. 

This is not only because there is more space, and noise is more easily dissipated outside; 

but also because there is a greater sense of freedom in the outdoors (2002, p. 116). 

Outdoors larger play equipment can be available with more room for motor skill, 

manipulative skill, and social skills development (Frost, 1992). On playgrounds children 
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can be messy and use sand. water. and other fluid materials. Sensory stimulation abounds 

with sounds, textures, and smells. Higher activity levels arc permissible outdoors whcr"c; 

rough-and-tumble, nonviolent play can be accommodated along with louder voices. The 

flexibility and freedom of outdoor play provide a greater range of social behaviors that 

are powerful in developing a peer culture. Shin and Frost found that in well-equipped :, 

indoor and outdoor play environments, symbolic play was more influential outside for 

both boys and girls ( 1995). The playground offers a wider variety of natural materials· and 

a larger variety of plant life and living things. If enough storage is available, a large 

variety of play and game equipment is readily accessible (Frost, 1997). 

Children play differently outdoors, language is more complex, girls are more 

assertive in their play, boys engage in more make-believe play, and both boys and girls 
,, 

engage in more gross-motor play outdoors. Outdoor play is also healthy and imprnves 

fitness (Frost, 2004). Even during inclement weather children enjoy outdoor play:· 

Children are attracted to the different elements that are available in the outdoors, water, 

soil, and air. "Children, when given the choice, will choose to be outdoors at least 50%·of 

their waking time" (Hendricks, 2001, p. 72). Clements' study found that 85% ofthe 

surveyed mothers describe television viewing and computer game usage bytheir children 

as the number one reason for not playing outdoors (2004). On a daily basis, children need 

long periods of uninterrupted play, unhurried or directed in the natural environment 

(Wilson, 2008). 
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Outdoor play is good for children's general health. Children who play outdoors in 

all kinds of weather have fewer days of sickness and allergic reactions than children who 

arc indoors most of the day (Hendricks, 2001 ). Comparing outdoor play at two day 

nurseries in Europe, Grahn, ct al., ( 1997) found that children who attended the day · 

nursery based on the curriculum "Outdoors in all Weather" had fewer absences (2.8%) 

than children who attended the more traditional day nursery (8%). Wells (2000) 

conducted a longitudinal study examining the effects of natural green residential settings 

and children's cognitive functioning. Children living in housing with nature close byi 

tended to have higher levels of cognitive functioning than children living away from . : 

nature. Kuo (2001) concluded that chronic Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) symptoms 

were lower when they participated in activities in green settings. Not only do children 

prefer to spend time outdoors, but an absence of opportunities to be outdoors affects tlie 

well-being of children. 

Creating Outdoor Play Environments 

The term playground is often used for the outdoor environments used by young 

children. However, many of these play spaces offer no "ground" or soil, anci cultivate 

very little creative play (Wilson, 2008). Outdoor play spaces can be more than fixed ' ,: 

equipment in the ground and a sandbox. According to Cosco, most early childhood;: 

centers have an average of seven manufactured play elements (sandbox, play equipment, 

picnic table, swings, play house, benches, easels) but only have on average three natural 

clements (grass, trees, mulch). "Lack of diversity is a major reason why outdoor play 
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areas arc not attractive" and therefore. boring and uncomfortable for children and 

teachers (p. 131, 2007). 

Ingredients for a Quality Outdoor Environmrnt 

In order for outdoor play to be successful, the outdoor environment must be:.::<'-' 

given the same consideration as an indoor classroom (Bilton, 2002). "Outdoor play can 

be as effective as indoor play in facilitating young children's development" (Henniger;-",) 

1993, p. ). The outdoor play area must be inviting and motivating in order to encourage 

investigation, collaboration, and creativity. According to Dattner ( 1969), outdoor play 

environments must have a range of experiences with opportunity for children to control 

the experience and with opportunities for healthy risk-taking. A variety of play elements 

that provide graduated challenges, a range of old and new experiences. There should be 

space to move and manipulate equipment and materials (Dattner, 1969; Henninger,1994). 

Being able to master physical risk builds a sense of success and encourages young 

children to face new challenges. However, safety is not ignored in risk-taking but. 

playground safety must be balanced with the need for high quality play (Cosoco, 2007). 

"Risk is necessary in play, and children (not to mention adults deprived in childhood) 

will instinctively seek it out in unsafe and life-threatening places if it is not offered in safe 

ones" (Talbot & Frost, 1989, p. 19). The outdoor environment should offer different 

clements that allow lots of play choices as well as graduated challenges ranging from the 

simple to complex matching the appropriateness of the age group of children. 
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C11/t11ra/ Penpectii'es 

Playgrounds arc planned and built but the actual "behavior setting" of a 

playground is influenced by several factors (Bloch & Laursen, 1996). Children not only 

react to the physical features of the playground but also to its history. In Western society, 

children's pretend play usually develops in social contexts with more experienced .... \;:' 

partners, usually parents. However, this is not always the case in other cultures. Research 

was conducted the United States, Mexico, and Indonesia with 90 children and their : 

mothers and older siblings (Farver, 1999). It was found that in Mexico and-Indonesia 

older siblings were considered playmates for their young siblings and were relatively 

harmonious. American siblings experienced play with both their mothers and older 

siblings with sibling relationships often antagonistic. 

Comparing features of Korean-and European-American children's play behaviors 

in a preschool environment, Farver found many similarities including adult-child ratios, 

group sizes, and frequency and length of outdoor play. Differences betw�en the two 

cultures revealed that Korean-American preschoolers spent more time i,ndoors seated at

tables working quietly. Outdoor play was for the release of excess energ� that in tum. 

helped with concentration. European-American preschools offered children.tnore choices 

of activities, interaction with peers and the teachers. He also found that the Korean :, 

culture is a more collectivistic culture with values of social harmony, grnup identity;ri. 

emotional control, and cooperation. Americans focus more on the individual and self-' 

assertion. These distinct culturally defined social environments help to determine the 
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child's social interaction and play. "Children develop context-specific abilities, which arc 

tied to the content and structure of their daily activities and arc shaped by adults with 

particular developmental goals in mind" (p. 122). 

Activity theory seeks to find connections between the local setting and the :.' 

broader culture and history. It cannot be assumed that all communities value and provide 

comparable play opportunities for their children (Goncu, Mistry & Mosier, 20oor The : ; 

proposed research study will seek to uncover the local setting, culture context and histciry 

of a preschool outdoor program. 

Safety Perspectives 

In 1995, the National Program for Playground Safety (NPPS) was created to raise 

awareness of playground safety and the need for injury prevention (Thompson, Hudson 

& Olsen, 2007). Lack of supervision is a contributing factor in 40% of reported 

playground injuries (NPPS, 2000). NPPS developed a playground safety model that 

consists of four elements: "S = Supervision, A = Age-appropriate design, F = Falling 

surfacing, E = Equipment maintenance" (Thompson, et al., p. 7). The four interactive 

elements of the model can also be described as risk factors. The abse11ce of one of the 

elements increases the probability of injury. In conjunction with play safety, playdesign 

is a necessary component for age appropriate play areas. Different pl;y spaces, with··· 

different equipment, to match the developmental skills and abilities sho�ld match with 

that particular age group. The NPPS recommends play areas for ages 6 to 23 months, 2 to 

5 years, and 5 to 12 years (Thompson, ct al.). 
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A playground can never be totally safe because of the active risk-taking 

experiences that arc inherent of outdoor play. However, many unnecessary hazards and 

risks can be eliminated or minimized through playground design and supcrvisi01� (frost, 

ct al., 1990; Sawyers, 1994). Recommended supervision guidelines for outdoor play 

include an adequate teacher/child ratio, all children must be within teachers' view,) 

teachers observe loose pieces of clothing that could cause injury, an emergency plan, and, 

playground rules. There should be no more than three or four simple playground rules for 

young children that are reviewed daily and enforced (NPPS, 2000). According to 

Schwebel (2006), supervision that enforces the rules is one role of the playground 

supervisor but playground supervision also prevents injuries. Schwebel's six mechanisms 

that can influence a child's behavior on the playground include, 

1. Supervisors regularly teach and review playgrou�d rules. Children have·· 

limited cognitive ability to learn and remember rules. T�ach�rs must

continuously remind children about playground safety rules.

2. Supervisors recognize and restrain children from dangerous behavior. '

Children have difficulty estimating what physical tasks they can and cannot

do, e.g., stepping or reaching. Adults are better able to judge children's ··;
' 

' I ,j' 

physical abilities than children themselves. On the playground th.e supervising

teacher should intervene to prevent children from engaging iri dangerous•··

behavior.
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3. Supervisors verbally or physically restrain children from behaving·· 

impulsively. Children may be impulsive, uncontrollable, aggressive or

oppositional. These behaviors arc associated with increased risk 'of injury.

Playground supervisors must USC verbal interventions to prevent dangerous

behaviors. There may possibly be times when physical restraint must be used.

4. The presence of a supervisor causes children, especially impulsive· children; to

behave more cautiously. Parents of boys use more physical redirecticin while

parents of girls use more verbal redirection. Playground supervisors should

also respond to the genders in similar fashion.

5. Supervisors recognize the danger of an activity and restrain children from·',

acting upon it. Young children, especially boy's, tend to attribute minor.

injuries to bad luck. On the playground, children may take dangerous risks

and blame bad luck for the injury. Once again, playground supervisors must
' 

) ,,I 

recognize the dangers and intervene either verbally or ph}s,ically.
I' . 

I
,,. 

' I' ) 

6. Supervisors model safe behavior. Children will sometimes model peers' risky
' ' 

behaviors or be persuaded to engage in risky beh_a�ior, or model.television
,, . . . . 

content. Playground supervisors should model safobehavior'and persuade

children to behave safely through positive feedblick (p. UtJ).
, ,  

According to Frost, et al., four factors primarily contributed to playgr�und hazards (a): 
I '\ • I ' � ,( 

design of equipment, (b) equipment zoning and installation\ ( c) maint_cnance, and ( d) play 

leadership/supervision (1990). Outdoor playgrounds need to b:� safe b�t they also need to 
, I 
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pnn-ide experiences that approximate the fantasy, joy, and mystery of the outdoors" 

(Wardle, 1997). Outdoor play is valuable to children and it requires serious attention by 

adults who arc concerned about the quality of childhood play (Henniger, 1994). ,. ~' : 

Physical Attributes (fthe Outdoor Environment 

According to Greenman, the outdoor environment should have places for humans, 

places for creative and constructive play, and places for environmental play (2005). Frost 

perceives the outdoor play environment as an integrated learning environment of 

playgrounds, gardens, and natural habitats (2007). Playground equipment that involves : .. 

climbing, swinging, and upper body activity is extremely important for preschoolers. The. 

height of playground equipment should offer a challenge and yet be of acceptable risk. 

Resilient surfacing under and around equipment is essential for playground safety. · . 

Gardens (butterfly, vegetable, herb, grass, wetlands, and greenhouses), natural spaces, 

and animal habitats (Wilson, Kilmer & Knauerhase, 1996) provide outdoor classrooms 

where children are motivated to learn through play and instinctive curiosity (Dighe, 1993; 

Nimmo & Hallet, 2008; Rivkin, 1995). Playgrounds should stimulate play and foster i 

learning opportunities about nature. 

Developing a master plan for the outdoor environment should be a combined. 

effort by  teachers, administrators, parents, board members, and contributors, along with 

specialists in the areas of architecture, child development, and playground (Frost, 1992). 

Children should also take active roles in planning and in the ongoing construction. "Good 
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playgrounds arc never finished but should be constantly evolving to accommodate users' 

changing interests and abilities" (p. 326). 

Outdoor play should involve clements of physical play, constructive play, social 

play, sociodramatic play and games with rules (Henniger, 1993; Henricks, 2001; 

Johnson, et al., 2005). According to Frost, preschool children generally engage in gross

motor play, construction play, and make-believe play, and consequently, preschool. 

playgrounds should be equipped and zoned for these types of play (1997). Physical play 

is encouraged by tricycle paths, swings and climbing equipment, arid _large areas of grass 

and h ills. Constructive play is encouraged through sand and water play, with areas for art, 

blocks, woodwork, wheeled toys and lots ofloose parts of various materials (cloth, 

blocks, boards, sticks, boxes, etc) and a variety of tools (Johnson, et al.). Sociodramtic 

p lay involves play houses or other structures, along with prop boxes for themed-play or 

other loose parts (McGinnis, 2002), that encourage children's imaginations to transform 

or adapt to make meaning of the activity. This is an ideal place to caphrre the culture of a, 

region. For example, thatched shelters may be used on a Head St�rt'playground in the, 
··,., ,, 

"":,':.(' ' 

Seminole Indian community of South Florida. Social play is encourag�dthrough ..

physical, constructive and sociodramatic play. Dramatic play sh��ld be'available every 

day, influenced by different props/materials in different area�, e.g:,· under a tree, on a 
,· ., ' , • 

\ l ''; ,i• ,', ,! 

platform, or a nature area (Wilson, 2008). Games with rules are encouraged by open. :. 

grassy areas such as follow-the leader, obstacle courses and games with balls (Johnson, et 

al.). 
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Wilson, Kilmer, and Knaucrhasc, created a list of criteria for developing 

environmental outdoor play space for young children ( I 996 ). The criteria include: 

I. Demonstrate respect for the natural environment.

2. Provide opportunities for direct involvement.

3. Attend to safety and comfort.

4. Include elements that foster appreciation and understanding of the natural

environment.

5. Include elements that relate to children's interest and enjoyment.

6. Involve the community.

7. Minimize the need for labor-intensive maintenance (p. 58).

The outdoor learning environment is organized around space, equipment, and 

materials or loose parts. Critical to outdoor play is the element of space. Space offers 

different levels and perspectives while encouraging children to work on a larger, more 

active scale in collaboration (Richardson, 2007). Outdoor play space offers a wider range 

of light effects, temperature changes, and air movement. The vertical elements (fences, 

,, 

equipment, and play structures) on playgrounds are places where children are naturally 

drawn to that provide a sense of comfort (Hendricks, 2001 ). 

According to Hendricks (2001), during the design process many playground 

spaces are after thoughts or "SLAP - spaces left-over after planning" (p. 107). Present

day playgrounds often have limited space and need to be carefully planned for a range of 

play (Moore & Marcus, 2008). Most states recommend that approximately 75 feet of 
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space be allocated for each child in the outdoor play area (Thompson, Hudson & Olsen, 

2007). Space considerations include usage patterns (number of children per scheduled, 

time, age of groupings), space arrangement of equipment, storage buildings, arid layout of 

natural and creative clements. 

Playground equipment is but part of the larger outdoor play sp
1

acc. "Play' .. ) . 

structures, when well designed, are wonderful clements on a playground_:_ they just 

shouldn't be the only thing the children have to play with" (Hendricks, 2001, p. 139)., · 

Adequate provisions should be made for equipment with movement, i.e., swings, 

climbing structures, and slides. Play equipment/structures arid their adjoining safety 

zones should not occupy more than 25% of the total open outdoor space (Hendricks). 

Children need a balance of natural areas and built structure/equipment areas. 

Loose Parts 

Materials referred to as loose parts, or transportables, arenecessary for high 
. 

' ' 

quality play experiences (Frost, 1988). Simon Nichlson, the creat�r of the loose parts 

theory, stated that children's creativity and ability to disco�er are ,:directly proportional 
' .  • ,i 

to the number and kinds of variables" available in the environment 971, p. 30). Loose 

parts may be manufactured or natural materials (Frost, 1997) or recy�lable objects 

(Clements, 2008). Manufactured items (boxes, blocks, cloth, toil,�� toys, dramatic play 

props) and natural items (bark, seeds, stones, leaves, vines, etc.) provide flexibility, · , :, 
, I' ' 

� • '  

novelty, and adaptability that extend play (Dempsey & Strickland, 1993; Wellhousen, 

2002; Wilson, 2008). The National Survey of Playground Equipment in Preschool 
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Centers found only half of the 349 centers located in 3 I states provided manipi1lative 

materials (Esbensen, 1990). Art materials and gardening tools· were found in less than 21% 

of the centers with 50% having wheeled toys. llm's study of preschoolers (six boys and 

six girls) found that loose parts (29%) were the most preferred component of playground 

equipment. This study revealed that loose parts were used most often with sarid, in open 

spaces (balls, Frisbees), and the sand and water table ( cups, bottles, soap bubbles, shells, 

etc.). Due to the lack of loose parts the playhouse was not a popular place (4%) for these 

children (2007). 

There is great play potential when loose parts are added to the outdoor.play 

environment. According to Dempsey and Strickland (1993), loose parts encourage·. 

children to manipulate and experiment. Children will choose·equipment/materials based 

on the amount of movement the equipment/materialcan provide. Loose parts offer 

children of different ages the opportunities to use the same materials differently. For : ·. 

example, three-year-olds may build large corral-.like enclosures while four-year.:.olds: · 

using the same blocks may build towers. Loose parts provide nove�ty that encourages _ -
i, i•1 

high l evels of cognitive play, for instance, symboli� play: Fixed 6quipment' affords less 
iy 

novelty. Loose parts encourage exercise play of m�vi�g,:iifting, arid stacking: 
'' 'i':: ' •\,:' ', 

Storage for loose parts is an absolute requirement and the location is crucial 
,1 I, ,"' ', •' 

(Frost, 1 992). Storage prevents loss and offers close pr�ximity for continued use (Frost; 
Ir •, 

Hendricks, 2001). If tcachers and children must carryloose parts to the outdoor 
I 

,• ,L .' 

environment each day, it is doubtful that a wide range �f�lay activities will be available. 
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According to Frost, several storage strncturcs, each serving a particular area of the 

playground, best accommodate the use of the loose parts. For example, wheeled vehicles 

need to be near the bike path, or gardening tools near the garden area. The storage 

facilities should blend into the outdoor environment. Frost prefers wooden, natural 

appearance strnctures. The richness and quality of play arc heavily influenced by the type 

and variety of equipment and materials that are available in the outdoor environment 

(Frost, 1992; Wilson, 2008). 

Early Childhood Teacher 

A predictor to the quality of a preschooler's educational experience is the 

education and training of the teacher (Barnett & Yarosz, 2007). Approximately half of 

preschool teachers have a bachelor's degree while many have not attended college. In 

most states, in order to teach in a licensed child care center, one most have at least a high 

school diploma (Barnett, 2004). Aspects to improve the quality of care for young children 

include lower child-caregiver ratios and group sizes, increased safety and stimulation in 

childcare environments, and advancement of the level of education for those that teach 

and care for young children (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2000). 

The role of the teacher largely establishes what will happen in an early childhood .. 

classroom. Teachers construct and re-construct their knowledge as they develop 

personally and professionally (Wood & Bennett, 2000). Teacher knowledge includes, 

"the teachers' personal stock of information, skills, experiences, beliefs and memories 

and the assumption that sets of knowledge of different aspects of their work combine to 
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become a theory or ideology" (p. 63 7). This knowledge influences the classroom learning 

environment and the curriculum. In order to understand the nature of teaching, one must 

also recognize the behavior and thought processes of the teacher's theoretical system 

(Spodek, 1988). Wood and Bennett's study, involving teachers' reflective practices, 

established that teachers derived their teaching theories from in-service modules, 

personal beliefs, ideals, and values related to life and professional experiences (2000). 

Much of the decision making opportunities of early childhood teachers are rooted in their 

personal practical knowledge (Anning, 1988; Spodek; Wood & Bennett). In addition, 

their knowledge and beliefs that determine classroom practices are often hidden. 

Schoenfield determined that belief systems form cognition, even when one is not 

consciously aware of possessing those beliefs (1998). 

Teacher Beliefs 

Teacher beliefs are derived from personal experiences, education, and values. 

These implicit beliefs are often unconsciously held assumptions about children, 

classrooms, and content to be taught. In order to become explicit they must be subject to 

reflection (Vartuli, 2005). Beliefs are a key determinant of teacher behavior in the 

classroom (Fang, 1996; Isenberg, 1990; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992). Belief systems 

guide teachers' expectations about child behavior and decisions they make in the 

classroom (Vartuli, 1999). When teachers' beliefs and practices are incongruent, their 

teaching is ineffective. According to Fang (1996), teacher beliefs about people, objects, 

and events affect their planning, interactions, and decisions. 
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Childhood experiences with outdoor environments, mainly natural environments, 

arc significant life experiences that play a major role in adult perceptions and behavior 

(Chawla, 1998; Sebba, 1991; Thompson, Aspinall & Montarzino, 2008). Thompson; >

Aspinall, and Montarzino suggest that, "Childhood experience may be a key to beliefs 

and perceptions that arc associated with adult behavior in these (outdoor) environments" 

(p. 134 ). Their British study of more than 700 respondents illustrated how childhood:\:>'' 

experiences in the outdoors is a predictor of how often adults will visit woodlands and 

green spaces. Adults who frequented green places as children associate the natural.areas, 

with feeling energetic and are more likely to visit green or wooded areas during .. ·, 

adulthood. They also are more comfortable alone in these green spaces and view them as 

magical places. This relationship with the outdoors has a physical and an emotional 

influence on how these people feel about themselves. This case study attempted to 

uncover the outdoor childhood experiences of early childhood teachers and how such 

experiences influenced their beliefs and practices in outdoor play. 

Teachers and Outdoor Play 

\• ,, 

In order to make outdoor time a pleasurable learning experience; the·enviionment 

must be appropriate and supported by teachers (Wilson, 2008). Recalling their favorite 

childhood places, most adults will state it was outdoors (Chawla, "fos,6:; Louv, 2005). 
\, ' j 

Most often the outdoor experience involved nature (trees, streams, sand, rocks, and 

woods). Even in urban settings adults recalled playing with l;;sc p�rts (twigs, seeds, 

leaves). According to Moore and Marcus (2008), it is a common occurrence for children 
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of middle childhood (ages 6 to 12)_ to find or create special places in the landscape or

outdoors. 

Play has a uniqu� power i;1 shaping memorie.s that can be.later recalled as adults.

Sobel analyzed over I 00 adults and 200 children in regard to. their special-place

experiences (i'990f Recurrent descriptors were found; special places were found, special 
!' 

places were created: secre't places, and safe places. These places suggest that the children 

were empowered as builders. Gardens also hold strong memories for adults. The garden 

memories of youth directly shape adult images and attitudes about the outdoors (Chawla, 
' � 

• ,  

Francis, 1995). According to Chawla, it is important to be aware of the significance of 

childhood outdoor experiences and how they relate to individual development and 

outdoor behaviors ( 1998 a,: b}. Each person constructs their reality as a result of 
,,, 

experiences and how they interpret thcise experiences. These constn.i�ts influence the 

actions that ar� taken (Spodek, 1988) .. 

The environment is the basis ofearly childhood curriculum, as "planning and 

preparing tlie environment is like setting the baif' '(VanArsdell, 1994, p.89). The outdoor 

environment provides more opportunities with a greater variety of play activities than 

what occurs indoors (Dighe, 1993; Fros_t & Norquist, 2007; He�iger, 1993; Wardle, 

1997). However, many teachers are not fully aware of the pot�ntial uses and benefits of 
' • • ' ' < 

outdoor environments. 

Teacher's often need training on how to USC the outdoor environment (Maynard & 

Waters, 2007; Rivkin,'· 1995;,Striniste & Moore, 1989). Many times teachers do not fully 
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utilize the outdoor play spaces to which they were designed. Teacher participation is 

often confined to setting up equipment and settling disputes among children (Davies, 

1996) and teachers may lack training in gross motor development and curriculum 

(Striniste & Moore). The full potential of outdoor environments for children's 

development is not always fully understood by many teachers and often it is not held as a 

priority (Davies). "An important part of improving children's outdoor play is having 

trained and interested adults available to monitor materials, teach games, facilitate 

groups, and oversee the use of tools and equipment" (Rivkin, 1995). Teachers who 

understand how to support and extend outdoor play activities will greatly enhance a 

young child's outdoor experience. 

Teacher Roles 

According to Perry, a teacher in the outdoor environment has three goals: first, to 

promote autonomous play, second, to support focused pretend play, and third, to maintain 

autonomous peer play for an extended period of time. In order to encourage autonomous 

pretend play with peers for extended periods of time, teachers can utilize two different 
,' ' ,', •,' ,, 

types of strategies: "indirect coordination of the ecology and direct interve�tion" (p: 85). 

Perry defines ecology as, "a distinct physical area in which physical and social cues are 

presented that direct or influence thematic play" (p. 87). The indirect coordination of the 

ecology includes the daily setup of activities and materials and the coordination of play 

groups. Direct intervention becomes necessary in order to help children develop 
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independent social skills. During this strategy the teacher will observe peer play and 

determine if interventio1i is 11c�ded (200 I). 

Other descriptions for the,. teacher's role in play include a minimal level of :

""uninvolved" to the maximum involvement of"dircctor/redireetor" (Johnson, ct al.,·· 

2005). The facilitative teacher roles of "onlooker", "stage manager", ''cop layer'\ and ,, 

"play leader" are distributed in the middle of the continuum (p. 271r Yawkey portrays·, 

the teacher roles of involvement as "free discovery"; "prompted discovery", "direct 

discovery", and "direct play teaching" (1990, p. 179.,.183).- During free discovery, 

children freely experiment on their own. Prompted discovery involves the teacher 

determining the play materials that children use. Directed discovery cari either be a co

play situation between teacher and child or the use of verbal or. physical prompts, 

suggestions of material use, and modeling. Direct play, teaching is· sometimes used for · 

children that exhibit little spontaneous play. Direct play teaching methods include 

routines of instructions with modeling and demonstration, breaking down the play 

activity into smaller ,steps, arid using verbal reinforcers (Yawkey\ The outdoor play ·,

environment provides an effective.context for language promotion (Garrick, 2004). In the 

outdoors teachers adopt an informal, conversation style as they follow the lead of 

children's play and talk. •·•·. :: . • 1 

Self-directed outdoor play includes the teacher as an organizer, observer, and 

promoter (Perry, 2001 ). In organizing the outdoor environment, the area is "designed and 

set up to replicate traditional indoor activities so that intellectual, social, ,ind affective 
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development can be integrated with the children's otltdoor needs arid interests". (p. 17). 

Experts in early childhood outdoor play reconJmend adjacent insi(!e classroom and 

outdoor play yards so children have the opportunity to moye freely among inside and 

outside areas (Frost, 199?; Perry). This afforqs th� teacher the chance to observe how:· 

children interpret the play area prompts. The teacher's written observations can later be 

used to review and discover how the child is using the play areas. Bilton states that there 

is a "need to observe and reflect on what children are learning and how to further their,::.:· 
•, 

learning" (2002, p.82): A teacher should be assigned to observe outside each day: 

Observations of children need to include what is heard and seen while they are playing 

with other children, adults, and alone. It includes conversations about play and· 
,,:,;. 

photographs of childreri playing: Ongoing assessment ensures that teachers are reacting to 
\ ('.· 

the needs, interests, ��d difficulties of young children and in turn teachers assist in their 
! , • · '· 

. .  ., . 
, 

• j ' 
• 

learning when it is appropriate (Bilton).

Teachers protriote interactions in small groups .while at the sam� time balancing 

the number of childreri at different activities. Teachers encouraging pl�Y through their 

language, voice, and'actions (Perry, 2001). Play advocates do not agre�.on whether or not 
.1'. 

. 

children should be l�f� alone to play without adult interruption (Hewes, n.d.). Smilansky 

and Shefatya (1990)\,tate that for childrenwho rarely engage in sociodramatic play, the 

the teacher establishes a role in the play episode. Play tutoring encourages sociodramatic 
� 

play through either o�tside or inside intervention. In outside intervention, the teacher 

makes suggestions from the side without actually engaging in the play episode. During 
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inside intervention the teacher participates \\'ith the episode and takes on a role. This 

allows the teacher to model sociodramatic play behaviors. Interventions can also be made 

when play behaviors may become repetitive, lack creativity, fail to progress in 

complexity, or become stereotypical e.g., only boys can be firefighters, only girls can be 

ballerinas (Wilson, 2008). Research demonstrates that stereotypical play is reduced when 

teachers are involved in children's play (Bilton, 2002). 

Supporting play as a co-player involves role modeling, guiding, and extending the 

play episode. During play, teachers enhance children's learning by scaffolding which 

allows children to function at the upper level of the Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD). The ZPD (with two levels) contains new competencies of which a child is about 

to develop. At the lower level the child can participate independently and at the higher 

level the child needs maximum assistance (Vygotsky, 1978). Jerome Bruner first coined 

the term "scaffolding" as the process of building, maintaining, and then gradually 

removing external support for learning rather than instructor delivered knowledge 

(Whitebread, 2008). 

Observed Teacher Behaviors 

Despite the strong evidence of outdoor play and its effect on children's 

development, teachers view indoor play of greater importance and more time is given 

(Davies, 1996; Dighe, 1993; Henniger, 1993). Maynard and Water's study of South 

Wales early childhood teachers' perceptions on the use and potential of the outdoor 

environment found that teachers used the outdoors in limited ways. Teachers went 
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outside in good weather and used predominately teacher-directed activities. The 

condition and location of the outdoor space was not conducive to play and learning which 

influenced the teachers' decisions not to spend much time outdoors. The reluctance to go 

outside in all weathers was influenced by a "cultural resistance to the perceived 

discomforts of the outdoor environment" and a concern to protect the children (2007, p. 

262). 

Many teachers view themselves only in the role of safety supervisor. Davies study 

of early childhood teachers revealed that "teachers do not perceive the full educational 

potential of the outdoor environment" (p. 43). Shim et al. (2001) found that teachers did 

not view the outdoor environment as extension of the classroom so they "did not actively 

provide, or plan for, an enriched responsive outdoor play environment" (p.159). 

According to Frost (1994) and Henniger (1994), less attention is given to planning 

the outdoor play environment compared to indoor planning. Teachers spend significantly 

less time organizing and obtaining materials for outdoor play compared to indoor play, 

and little importance is given to outdoor play in early childhood curriculums in most 

countries (Henninger). Teachers also give less time and attention to assessing outdoor 

play and learning activities compared with indoor activities (Wellhousen, 2002). 

Many teachers perceive the outdoor environment as a time for noisy, physical 

play while teachers take a break (Davies, 1996). Many teachers perceive their role in 

outdoor play as setting up the play area and to intervene on inappropriate behaviors. 

Frequently, loose parts arc not added or rarely changed in the outdoor area failing to add 
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to the complexity and variety of play situations ( Shim, ct al., 200 I). Davies' study of 

early childhood teachers found that most believed that the primary function of the 

outdoor setting was to promote physical and social/emotional development. Children in 

this study were afforded little or no interaction with nature, e.g. plant growth, activities 

with animals (1996). 

Recognizing that the outdoor play area is part of the early childhood classroom is 

a first step in understanding the powerful value of outdoor play (Perry, 2003). Teachers 

who provide space, time, loose parts, and a range of learning experiences for children 

create the link to effective outdoor learning opportunities. It is the role of the teacher to 

plan ahead and prepare the outdoor environment for children's play and learning. Davies 

suggests that teachers reflect on their outdoor practices and query different approaches to 

the outdoor environment (1996). For example, teachers could include in their daily 

routine the care and maintenance of the outdoor environment. 

Critical to the promotion of the outdoors is a positive, enjoyable experience 

extended by the teacher's genuine interest and enthusiasm. Children need to experience 

the spontaneity, freedom, excitement, and fun that the outdoor play environment can 

provide. The teacher's most important role outdoors is enthusiasm and curiosity (Dighe, 

1993) with a playful attitude that encourages children (Elkind, 2003). "It is the teacher's 

own sense of wonder that will ignite and sustain the young child's interest and 

involvement with nature" (Wilson, 2008, p. 61). 

45 



Sumn1ary 

Teachers bring their own beliefs and values to the outdoor play environment 

\Vhich directly affects the outdoor experience for the young child. The culture of the 

community, the early childhood center and the center's families all affect the outdoor 

play experience. Economic factors, educational expectations, adult fears of danger, and 

the philosophy of the center influence what happens on the playground. Individual 

teacher's belief systems about nature, play, education, and physical activity influence the 

outdoor experience the children in his/her charge will have on the playground. The 

teacher's own childhood and adulthood experiences with the outdoors and with physical 

activities all manipulate the context of the outdoor play environment. 

Activity theory espouses that human activity is embedded in a social environment 

consisting of people a�d artifacts which are mediators of human thought and behavior. 

Activity theory proposes that activity cannot be understood without understanding the 

role of artifacts in everyday existence. Activity theory is also concerned with practice 

(Nardi, 1996). For this research study the concern was teacher practices for outdoor play. 

The study found connections between the cultural tools and individual,teachers and a 
', 

director in the context of their preschool progr�m. 

This literature'review of early childhood education and outdoor play provided a 

platform in which to ask, "How do early childhood teachers describe their beliefs and 

perceptions of outdoor play practices" and, "How do early childhood teachers utilize 

outdoor play in their preschool environment?" Through the framework of activity theory 
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this study explored how the knowledge of outdoor play is perceived in a bounded case 

study at one early childhood center in Dallas, Texas. 
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CHAPTER Ill 

METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative case study explored early childhood teachers' beliefs and 
' . -· ,-, ' �

practices regarding outdoor play at an early childhood center in Dallas, Texas. Two
,, 

theoretical perspectives informed this study: the qualitative case study (Merriam, 1988; 

Patton, 2003; Yin, 2003) and activity theory (Goncu, Tuermer, Jain.& Johnson, 1999; 

Nardi, 1996; Robbins & Stetsenko, 2002). Activity theory is sustained by intentions and 
t " " ' � • 

/�; ,, 

meaning in a particular community and/or individuals. A thick description of meaning 

and intentions provides a clearer and broader picture of behavior (Hatch, 1995). This case 

study described in rich detail the teacher's own theory of outdoor play and how that 

impacted the outdoor. play environment at this particular preschool program. 

Case study methodology is well-suited for research that places a high value on the 

contextual conditions within a specified boundary (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1988). 

Merriam explains that in education the:bounded pheno�enon couldjnclude, "a p;ogram, 
1'' I • ' 

an event, a person, a process, an instituti��' or a social group" (p. 13). In the case study 
' , • , 

method it is critical to define th� bounda�ies of the study (Creswell, 1998; Hatch, 2002; 

Yin, 2003). This case study of one bounded early childh,�od program with an outdoor 
,,_ < 

play environment focused on the processes that took place related to the outdoor 

environment. This single-program study had 11 participants, 10 teachers and a center 
4. i� 

director. In the qualitative case study approach, the analysis process is a process of 
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collectincr organizinl.!, and analvzinl.! data. The analysis process resulted in a product or b' ._ J .._ 

case study (Patton, 2002) and this case study produced a product about multiple cases 

(teachers' beliefs and practices) at one bounded system. 

A case study approach depends on several sources of evidence with data 

connecting in a triangulating manner (Yin, 2003). The data sources for this case study 

included transcribed interview documents, teachers' journal writings, researchers' field 

notes of observations, and photographs. The researcher observed the interactions between 

teachers and children during outdoor play sessions and photographs were taken of the 

unoccupied outdoor environment. These sources provided rich detail and thick 

description of the case study. 

Journal writing encourages participants to process and reflect in a different way 

from interview discussions and it affords participants flexibility (Hatch, 2002). 

Drawbacks of participant journaling include the extra time and burden to complete the 

task. Several of the participants needed extra encouragement from the researcher in order 

to finish the journal writings. In fact, two of the participants did not complete the journal 

questions and requested that the researcher return to the center and use the remaining 

journal questions as interview questions. The researcher willingly responded to their 

request and all journal questions were answered by all of the teachers. 

Hatch (2002) continues and states that some participants may be compelled to 

wri tc to the expectations of the researcher. The researcher felt that the participants were 

very truthful in their answers and did not answer the questions to meet any of the 
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researcher's convictions. In or:der to gain i11,iximun1 participation and limit the journal 

content, the researcher provid�d guided topics or questions for the participants to reflect 

on and write about. Fortl;�"most part, the participants' were brief in their journal replies to 
,,, \ {' I ', 

the guide questions. Instead of expounding and being reflective, it is the researcher's 
'• ' ' '  

opinion that the teachers an_swered the questions as quickly as possible with little 

reflection. For purposes of further case study research, the researcher would re-evaluate 

the use of journal writing as·a data source .. ·:, ··. 

The collected data was triangulated bY multiple sources of data, over muhiple 

points in time, using a variety of methods to provide a culminating view of the 

phenomenon (Cresw�'.n, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln; 2003)! Creswell depicts the procedural 

uses of triangulation and member checking for case study verification (1998). The. 

participants in this case study had an opportunity to review the findings. They were 

mailed to each teacher's home address. They had the opportunity to react and respond to 
,,, 

w 
' ,, ' 

what is described and concluded (Patton; 2002). However, the participants did not 
i•,. '/ ' 

I 

respond to the researcher's.findings. 

Case studies concentrate on adding to existing experiences arid hunian 

understanding (Gomm: Hammersley.& Foster,·2000) . .This qualitative case study 

collected and analyz�d data to uncover findings that formed a rich and detailed case study 

guided by the followi�g research questions:··. · , ·· 
0 

' 

I. How do early childhood teachers describe their beliefs and perceptions of outdoor

play practices in a preschool environment?
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2. How do early childhood teachers facilitate outdoor play in their preschi)()I

environment?

Researcher Perspective 

In a qualitative case study, the researcher is the research tool. "A human being is 

the instrument of qualitative methods" and self-awareness ori the part of the researcher 

"sharpens the instrument" (Patton, 2002, p. 64). According to Yin (2003), ''.The demands 

of a case study on your intellect, ego, and emotions are far greater than those of any other 

research strategy. This is because the data collection procedures are not routinized" (p. 

58). Yin (2003) offers a listing of skills needed to conduct case study research: ask good 

questions and interpret answers, be a good listener,be adaptive and flexible, have a solid 

grasp of the issues being studied, remain unbiased by preconceived notions, and be • , 

sensitive and responsive to conflicting evidence. The researcher considers·herself to be a·• 

good listener who is sensitive to other's positions, with the ability to make others feel 

comfortable and at ease. These attributes are essential in interviewing a�'d observing···.· 
' ' ' 1', \I• 

teachers in their workplace. The researcher felt that she built a rapport with the teachers 
I 

/ -_.::,
,, 1{ 

,", 

especially during the interview process. The teachers seemed at ease an'cl were very 
·1 

cooperative in answering the interview questions. The. only time that the .. researcher

suspected that the teachers might be uncomfortable with the researcher was during the

outdoor play observations. A few of the teachers would move away from the researcher

as she took field notes. It is unclear if this was due to feeling uncomfortable about some

watching and taking notes or if it was a matter of giving the researcher space to do her
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work. Upon self-reflection of the above stated skill set for qualitative case study research, 

the researcher felt confident that she could meet the challenge of the study. 

The researcher has 15 years of experience in early childhood education and care, 

as a teacher and a child center director. It is through this experience that the researcher 

became interested in the value of outdoor play and the use of outdoor environment. It is 

the researcher's belief that outdoor play is undervalued, underutilized, and sometimes 

neglected. The researcher's early childhood experience also helped to establish credibility 

with the selected child care center as well as provided a rapport builder with the teachers 

and the administrator. 

Reflexivity is the researcher's voice and perspective that are disclosed during a 

s tudy. Reflexivity reminds the observer to be consciously aware of the cultural, social, 

political, linguistic, and ideological sources of their perspective which may or may not be 

different from the participants in the case study (Patton, 2002). During this study the 

researcher self-reflected on her past knowledge and experiences as a preschool teacher 

and director and stated how this may affect what is observed, heard, and understood in 

the field. The researcher's voice was revealed as well as the voice of the participants. 

Population and Sample 

Purposive sampling was used to select the case, an early childhood education and 

care center and the participants that arc employed at that center. A purposeful sample 

yields an information-rich case which enlightened the research questions (Patton, 2002). 

The researcher had the opportunity to discover, understand, and gain the most insight 
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from a typical sample selection. "A typical sample would be one that is selected because 

it reflects the average person, situation, or instance of the phenomenon of interest'' 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 62). The typical sample is viewed as not being extreme, deviant/Or· n: 

highly unusual (Patton, 2002). The selected site for this case study appeared to be of a 

typical sample. The community in which the early childhood center is situated is urban, 

middle-class, and diverse. 

The proposed case study was bounded by the early childhood development· ·.· .. ·.:• 

program where the phenomena of outdoor play were examined. The case study was 

conducted at a nonprofit early childhood center, in Dallas, Texas. The center offers' 

programs for ages 18 months to 5 years old. Preschool (ages 2, 3, 4, and 5) teachers were 

the focus of this study, with 11 participants, including the center director. 

In case study research, it is important to gain access to receptive participants,· 

through a gatekeeper and then establish rapport (Creswell, 199�). The center director 

(gatekeeper) at the research site is a family friend of the researcher. The researcher and 
I I ,;,• ; ', r 

the center director's mother (who is also an early childh�od pro
f

e�sional) have known 

each other for many years. The researcher had not visited the program site but has visited 

with the director. In order not to form any preconceived ideas about the center or the 

staff, the researcher did not visit the center until data collection was instituted. 
' 

. 

' ' 

The researcher is intrinsically interested in gaining a better and fuller 

understanding of how this particular group of teachers utilized their out?oor play area and 

their theory of outdoor play. At the same time, the study can benefit the early childhood 
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program by providing a better understanding of the ho�v and why of their outdoor play 

curriculum. According to Merriam, ''Concentrating on ,i single phenomenon or entity (the 

case), the researcher aims to uncover the interaction of significant factors characteristic of 

the phenomenon" ( 1998, p. 29). 

Protection of Human Rights 

The participants received an informed consent letter explaining the study ana their 

voluntary participation in the study (Appendix A): A verbal transcript (Appendix B) was 

used by the researcher to explain the informed consent document. Protection of privacy · 

was included by using code names for all data analysis; the neutrality of relationship 

between the participants and the researcher, and the use of a private interview room. The 

researcher will keep all tapes and transcripts in a locked file cabinet in her home office, 

and destroy all tapes, transcripts, and computer files 5 years after the completion of the 

study. All letters and forms were approved by the InstitutionalReview Board of Texas 

Woman's University. Participants had tlie.opportunity to withdraw from the study at any

time. 

Instrumentation 
. 

. 

The case study used a variety of me.thods of data collection including

observations, interviews, and journals. Acc?rding' to PattOn, using a variety of sources the 

researcher can build on the strengths of each method while minimizing the.weaknesses of 

any single method (2002). The stated methods were orga�izcd !o constr�ctan in�dcpth, 

rich-detailed case study. 
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Ohscn·atiom· 

Direct observations of the case study site, the outdoor environment, focused on 

the physical layout and the environmental condition of the area. Field notes and 

photographs of the outdoor environment were taken. Photographs helped to convey the 

important case characteristics for the study (Yin, 2003). Using observation guide 

questions, the researcher recorded field notes of participant interactions during outdoor 

play. The researcher focused on what mattered to the participants. According to Hatch, 

"The power of observation done well is that it allows access to participants' experiences 

of their worlds" (2002, p. 82). Observations provided a confirmation of what was 

r eported in interviews, while the interviews go past the external behavior to explore the 

participants' feelings and thoughts (Patton, 2002). 

Interviews 

Face-to-face interviews with the teachers and the center director were conducted 

to  discover their experiences with play and outdoor environments. "The strength of 

interviews is that they allow insight into participant perspectives" (Hatch, 2002, p. 97). 

The interviews were formal in that they were planned events, at the research site, and at 

set times. Teacher interviews were conducted over two, 30-minute sessions during the 

teachers' planning time or at time convenient to the teacher and director. The two 

separate sessions allowed for flexibility and also for reflective time for both the teacher 

and the researcher. Follow-up discussions from the previous session also allowed for in

dcpth, detail rich data. The researcher led the interview with guiding questions 
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(Appendices D and E). Interviews were audio- and video- taped which provided 

transcriptions of the infonnation discussed in the interviews and helped to assure 

accuracy. The researcher used an Interview Protocol for each interview (Appendix C). 

Journals 

After the interviews were conducted, journal questions were used as follow-up 

questions to provide more in-depth questioning (Appendix F). Journal questions and 

answers were delivered either in paper form through the U.S. mail or by email, depending 

on  the participant's preference. Teachers were asked to respond and reflecton two

different questions each week for five weeks, pertaining to their experiences related to the 

outdoor environment. Journal writing encouraged participants to process and reflect in a 

different way from interview discussions and it afforded participants flexibility (Hatch, 

2002). Journals increase regularity ofreporting and provide written data that were used 

for member checking and triangulation. Drawbacks of participant journaling included the 

extra time and burden to complete the tasks (Hatch, 2002). Also, some participants may 

have been compelled to write to the expectations of the researcher. In order togain 

maximum participation and limit the journal content, the researcher provided guided 

topics or questions for the participants to reflect and write. 

As a research instrument, the researcher had firsthand experience at the early 

childhood center and therefore was part of the data. The researcher participated through 

reflection and self-examination in a journal notes. Researcher journals arc useful for self

assessing research biases during the collection and interpretation of data and in 
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constructing the final report (Hatch, 2002). Journals provide a place to, "Talk to yourself 

about how things arc going, about your fears, frustrations, and small victories" (p. 88). 

Memher Checking 

The participants in this case study had the opportunity to review the findings:,, 

They had the opportunity to react to what is described and concluded (Patton, 2002). 

According to Hatch, because the researcher is the instrument of data collection, 

interpretation, and analysis, subjectivity and bias will affect the study (1995). In order to 

offset any researcher subjectivity and bias, the participants had the opportunity to read 

and review the tentative findings before the case study report was written. 

The use of the above-stated, different sources of evidence (triangulation process) 

is a major strength of case study data collection (Yin, 2003). The use of a variety of 

sources provided strength to each type of data collection while minimizing the 

weaknesses of any single approach (Patton, 2002). The stated methods of data collection 

were used to provide a rich and in-depth look at the phenomena. 

Procedures 

Participant Recruitment and Participation 

The volunteer participants were recruited from the selected case, the center in 

Dallas, Texas. The director criteria for participation included having at least a bachelor's 

degree in an education related field with at least two years of experience at the present 

program. Teacher criteria for participation included having at least two years of teaching 

experience in an early childhood program. 
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Participant Recruitment Proceclures 

An initial meeting and interview were conducted with the center director to 

provide the researcher with demographic, philosophical, and historical information. The 

director interview was also helpful in gaining information regarding teachers' education 

and experience. After the initial director interview, a staff meeting was held to provide 

information about the research study. This meeting was a rapport building exercise 

between the researcher and the staff. There were two meetings held during two different 

lunch hours with half of the staff attending each meeting. The two meetings helped to 

accommodate staffing in the classrooms. Informed consent was explained and interested 

teachers had the opportunity to ask questions of the researcher and about the research 

study. 

Approximately 10 to 12 participants were sought for the case study. The 

researcher explained the interview process and the journaling activity to the participants. 

The time commitment on the part of the participants would be a maximum of five hours. 

The importance of their participation in this collaborative research study was explained. 

The researcher related that the study was a partnership that valued the participants: 

perspectives and expertise was communicated. 
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Case Studies Procedures 

In qualitative case studies, there needs to be multiple assurances or confirmations 

support the gathered data (Stake, 2006). The process of triangulation was ensured by 

using the following procedures: 

1. The researcher conducted an interview with the center director to uncover the

early childhood program philosophy and expectations for outdoor play. The director was 

also asked to provide demographic information about potential participants. 

2. Observations by the researcher were conducted in the outdoor environment.

The researcher's reactions and reflections were recorded separately from the observation 

field notes. The observations were guided by the use of the following questions: 

a. In which activities (spontaneous or planned) are teachers and students

(individual and group) engaged? 

b. What equipment is used?

c. What are the loose parts?

d. What roles (indirect coordination or direct intervention) do teachers attain

(Perry, 2001)? 

e. What facilitative roles (Johnson et al., 2005, p. 271) do teachers pursue (see

Table I)? 
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Table 1 
Facilitatil'e Roles 

Amount of involvement 

Minimal Involvement 

Facilitative Roles 

Maximum Involvement 

Roles 

Uninvolved 

Onlooker 
Stage Manager 
Co-player 
Play Leader 

Director/ 
Redirector 

3. Teacher interviews were conducted using the same guided interview questions

(Appendices D, E) for each teacher. The teacher interviews consisted of two separate 

sessions, each approximately 30 minutes in length. Two 30 minute-sessions .• allowed

teachers more flexibility with their schedules. The first session questions (Appendix D) 

focused on their outdoor play practices. The second session questions (Appendix E). 
',, 

focused on their beliefs, perceptions, and personal theories about the outdoor 

environment. 

4. Journal questions (Appendix F) were used to collect data from the participants

at their convenience. The teacher journals initially focused on how the teachers plan a,11d

implement outdoor activities. After the researcher had established rapport with the 

teachers and had gained their trust, the journal questions focused on their own childhood 

outdoor and play experiences. Journal questions involved their relationships with nature 
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as a child and as an adult, and their own physical activities. Two journal questions were 

sent twice a week for approximately 6 weeks. 

5. The participants were provided the opportunity to review the results of the

collected data for accuracy. The participants each received a $20 teacher supply gift 

certificate for their participation in the research study. 

6. Peer debriefing engages the researcher in a reflective process with a

noninvolved professional peer (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher used a peer 

debriefer who teaches family sciences courses and who had detailed knowledge in child 

development and extensive research experience. The researcher met with the peer 

debriefer and reviewed typologies, themes, and interpretations of the data. The. peer

debriefer's comments provided an outside perspective on the interpretations as wen as the 

research process. 

Data Analysis 

The collected data was analyzed using the typological model (Hatch, 2002). This 

model of analysis began by dividing the collected data into categories based on 

prearranged typologies. According to Hatch, "Typologies are generated from theory, . 

common sense, and /or research objectives, and initial data processing happens within 

those typological groupings" (p.152). Typological analysis is an appropriate strategy for a 

study that has fairly obvious typologies and/or categories that appear to be logical to the 

researcher. The typologies for this research were derived from the research questions, 

e.g., teacher beliefs, teacher practices, teacher experiences. Initially, all field note entries
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from questionnaires, interviews, observations, and journals were read, marked, and 

recorded by the main ideas (typologies) on a summary sheet. Each reading focuse_d on

only one category at a time, with the researcher constantly asking if the information is 

related to that specific typology. 

The second step in the typology analysis involved processing the topic summary 

sheets and writing summaries for each typology. Coded summary sheets helped with 

identifying and manipulating the selected data (Hatch, 2002). The third step in th.� 

analysis was to search for patterns, relationships, or themes within the typologies. 

Patterns or regularities, relationships or links, and themes or integrating concepts were 

identified. 

Next, the marked data were read again in order to integrate elements into the 

themes. At this point in the analysis, the researcher decided whether or not the categories 

are justified by the data. Data that runs counter to the findings must also be explained. 

Themes were written as generalizations or "special kinds of statements that express 

relationships found in particular contexts under investigation" (Hatch, p. 159). At this 

point in the analysis, the participants had the opportunity to member check the results 

before the findings were finalized. The case study report included descriptive teacher 

responses about their outdoor play beliefs and practices and cross-participant analysis of 

the typologies related to outdoor environment phenomena. 
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Table 2 
Research, /11ten·ie1\', and .Journal Quest ions 

Research question 

I. How do early childhood
teachers facilitate outdoor
play in their preschool
environment?

Interview questions 

Session I: 
I. Why don't we start by
telling me a little about
yourself?

Prompts: Where were you 
born? Education 
background? How long 
have you been here at this 
center? 

2. Describe your outdoor
play schedule on a daily
basis?

3. Could you describe
what happens in a typical
day during outdoor play?

4. What kinds of activities
does your class enjoy
outdoors?

5. What is the most
popular outdoor activity?

6. During inclement
weather what does your
class do?
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Journal 

I. How do you plan and · · 
prepare for outdoor play?

2. Respond to this scenario:
It is 95 degrees outside and
humid. It is time for your
class to go to the playground
for their scheduled outdoor
activities: As the teacher;
how do you feel about going
outside?

3. Describe any training you
have received as it relates to
outdoor play environment?
Prompts: Outdoor materials?
Playground activities?
Teacher interactions?

4. How does the physical
environment affect how you
plan or do not plan for
outdoor play?

Prompts: Too small, too big? 
Too much or too little fixed 
equipment? Enough 
materials? Enough storage? 

5a. What is your role on the 
playground when children 
are outside? 

5b. Is that role different from 
your role during inside play? ... 

- -·· ------- -----·- ----·------------



Table 2 cont. 
Researclz, lnteniell', and Journal Questions 

Research question 

2. How do early childhood
teachers describe their
beliefs and perceptions of
outdoor play practices in a
preschool environment?

Interview questions 

Session 2: 
1. What is the purpose of
children's outdoor play?

2. How docs this purpose
or idea work?

Prompts: Imagination? 
Social skills? Gross motor 
skills? 

3. What is the relationship
between outdoor play and
learning?

4. How much should
young children play
outdoors?
For what ages is outdoor
play important?

Prompts: Length of time? 
Frequency? 

5. How important is
outdoor play in your
classroom?

6. What are the barriers to
outdoor play?

7. What would your ideal
outdoor environment look
like?
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Journal 

I. Describe how tl�c center's
philosophy influences what
happens outdoors?

Prompts: Specific 
guidelines? 

2a. What childhood 
memories do you have of 
early experiences with 
outdoor play? 

2b.What did you play 
outdoors? 

2c. Who did you play with 
outdoors? 

3. How do your childhood
experiences inform your ··
planning of outdoor play?

4. How does past play
experience influence your
role in children's outdoor
play?

5. Describe your
opportunities for play in your
daily life?



Summary 

The principles of Leont'ev's activity framework will enable an understanding of 

the "specific occurrence of this activity in a given community" (Goncu, Tucrmcr, Jain & 

Johnson, I 999, p. 158). According to Johnson, Christie and Wardle, investigations arc 

needed to uncover the "significance of play according to adults inside the culture and 

how beliefs and values concerning play are communicated to children" (2003, p. 47). 

Teacher beliefs and values are reflected in the time, space, materials, and engagement in 

children's play. This case study explored and discovered the nuances of an early 

childhood center's culture, activities, and beliefs related to their outdoor environment. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Case studies give a description of a particular case, a particular time, and a 

particular place (Patton, 2002). This study explored the beliefs and perceptions of early 

childhood teachers about preschool outdoor play and their outdoor play practices. Early 

childhood teachers shared their thoughts through open-ended interviews guided by the 

researcher, as well as providing information through open-ended journal questions. The 

researcher also observed the teachers and their classroom children during outdoor play . 
• .,,., ' .' , .. 1,, 

Data from the interviews, journal questions, and the researcher's observation field notes
\. ' 

were analyzed using the typological analysis model (Hatch, 2002). This analysis model 

utilized the research questions to identify typologies that were further analyzed to 

determine themes within the typologies. As a case study,.thisa
1;1-

alysis model was helpful 

in determining relationships and patterns found among and between the multiple teacher 

cases. Lastly, the analysis formulated a case study report to describe the entire outdoor 

play environment of a bounded system (Creswell, 1998; Merriam; 1988) at an urban early 

childhood center. 
. . 

This case study described a contemporary, contextualized phenomenon within 

specific boundaries (Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 1988; Yin, 2003), the teachers' beliefs and 

practices about outdoor play at the center and is guided by the theoretical proposition of 

activity theory. Activity theory infers that human actions and beliefs, the basis for 
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behaviors, arc societally defined (Hatch, 1995). This descriptive case study employed a 

linear-analytic structure (Yin, 2003) which followed a sequence of a review of literature, 

followed by data collection, analysis, and finally the case study report (shown in Figure 

I). 

The typological analysis model, (shown in Figure 2) divided the data set into 

predetermined categories (Hatch, 2002). The research questions were used to determine 

the categories of teacher beliefs, perceptions, and facilitation of outdoor play. The data 

was read and entries marked that related to the categories/typologies. The data set was 

read in its entirety for each of the three typologies, with the researcher focused on one 

typology at a time. Next, the marked entries were read and the main ideas were recorded 

on summary sheets. The summary sheets were utilized to determine the typology themes 

and subthemes. Teachers' interview excerpts were selected to support the themes and 

subthemes. Relationships and patterns provided additional details in developing a case 

description. The final steps of the typology model included writingone-:-sentence 

generalizations with selection of data excerpts to support the generalizations, although 

typological generalization statements do not imply generalizability.\The generalization 

statements express a relationship between two or more concepts that prnvide a syntactic 

tool to ensure that the research can be communicated to others (Hatch, 2002). 
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Typological Analysis Model 

Identify typologies 

Mark data related to typology 

Record main ideas on summary 

Search for themes 

Code entries for themes 

Determine relationships among themes 

Write one-sentence generalizations 

Select data excerpts to support generalization 

Figure 2. Typological analysis model. 

In conjunction with the generalization statements, and the researcher's 

observations, the researcher's voice and perspective is disclosed. The researcher reflected 

on the themes, the participants, and the researcher. The combined case data constituted an 

analysis process that resulted in the product of a case study (Patton, 2002). 

In order to increase the quality and the construct validity of the case study, 10 

participants, as well as a peer debriefer, were utilized. The participants had the 

opportunity to review and respond to the typology findings. The participants did not 
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respond to the researcher's findings. The draft of the case study report was peer

reviewed by a colleague. The case study, viewed through the lens of activity theory, 

described the different variables that help to explain the actions and behaviors about 

outdoor play at the child development center. 

Description of Sample 

One nonprofit early childhood development center in Dallas, Texas was selected 

as the research site due to its analytic potential and its capacity to provide the 

phenomenon that the researcher was interested in investigating. The early childhood 

program for ages 18 months to 5 years old, provided a setting and population that has 

been of great interest to the researcher for over 30 years. 

Ten early childhood teachers were the focus of this study, and all teachers and 

one center director agreed to participate. All participants completed the study and ages of 

the participants ranged from 23 to 45. Two of the teachers were male and nine �ere 

female. The participant's education ranged from some college credit hours to J\1aster's 
', 

degrees as one teacher had a Child Development Credential (CDA), two teachers had 

Associate degrees, five teachers had Bachelor's degrees and two teachers had,Master's

degrees. Most of the teachers' degrees were either in child development or degrees 

related to education. Teachers' years of early care and education experience ranged from 

1 to 30 years, with an average of 10 years. 

For this study, the participants agreed to be identified by their first names only. 

Lead teachers at the center included: Paige, Matt, Nicole, Debbie, and Angie and the 
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assistant teachers included: Brian, Jana, Bethany, Bernice, and Nadia. Cori is the center's 

director. 

Procedures for Collection of Data 

In order to construct an in-depth, rich-detailed case study, a variety of methods for 

data collection were used, including observations, interviews, and journals. Datri 

triangulation, using a variety of data sources strengthened this case study. Triangulation 

provides a better opportunity to understand how the participants construct their lives and 

their stories when using a multimethod approach (Fontana & Frey, 2003). An initial 

meeting with the teachers was conducted to explain the study, to build rapport, and to 

obtain consent. Two, face-to-face, 30-minute interview sessions with each teacher 

participant were conducted during planning or lunch time at the Center. The interviews 

were conducted in a private location at the church. 

Individual participants were asked the same open-ended questions ( outlined in 

Appendix D and E) in each session and all participants agreed to be audio-taped and two 

.,,_i·; ( 

participants chose not to be video-taped. At the end of the second session the participants 

were asked how they would like to receive the teacher journal questions (Appendix F), by 

email or through U.S. mail. Seven teachers chose to answer the journal questions through 

email and three teachers chose to answer by using hard copies sent through U.S. mail. 

Through the mail delivery method, the researcher mailed two questions at a time to the 

teacher, along with a self-addressed stamped envelope for return mail. Participants who 

chose the email delivery method provided the researcher with a preferred email address. 
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Direct observation of the outdoor play environment focused on the physical :

layout, conditions, and equipment and materials. Digital photographs were taken of the 

outdoor play environment when it was unoccupied. Direct observations were also. 

conducted during outdoor play times for the different age groups. The researcher' 

recorded field notes of the teachers' interactions and practices with children in the 

outdoor setting. 

Findings 

This case study, or unit of analysis, is based on the cases of early childhood 

teachers' beliefs and practices of outdoor play at an urban center. The case itself cannot 
. 

. 
-

be understood without knowing about the cases (Patton, 2002). Understanding the 

,, , ,,: '" ,, ,··1 

teachers' beliefs and practices through diverse sources contributed to a thick, layered, and 

nested description of the case study. Typological analysis model provided a vehicle in 

which to construct a case study. The predetermined typologies were derived from the 

research questions. 

The first research question in this study was, "How do early childhood teachers 

describe their beliefs and perceptions of outdoor play practices in a preschool 

environment?" This research question had two parts, the first relating to teachers' beliefs 

about outdoor play practices, and the second relating to the teachers' perceptions of 

outdoor play practices. Three major themes were identified in relation to the teachers' 

beliefs with several subthcmcs. The major belief themes included 1) importance of 

outdoor play, 2) supervision a primary outdoor responsibility, and 3) the ideal outdoor 
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environment. Four major themes, with numerous subthemes, were indentilied relating to 

teachers' perceptions. The major perceptions themes included I) outdoor play 

opportunities, 2) barriers, 3) preparation and planning, and 4) teachers' memories of 

childhood outdoor play. Table 4 lists the themes and subthemes for research question 

one. 

Table 3 
Themes and Subthemes of Research Question] 

Themes 

Beliefs: 
1. Outdoor play is important

2. Supervision - primary responsibility
outdoors

3. Ideal outdoor environment
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Subthemes 

a. Health benefits
b. Explore a different
environment ..
c. Socialization
d. Length of time

a. Safety of children
b. Guidance
c. Play without teacher
intrusion
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Table 3 cont. 
Themes and Su ht hemes <�/'Research Question J 

Themes 

Perceptions: 
I. Outdoor play opportunities

2. Barriers

3. Preparation and Planning

4. Teachers memories of childhood outdoor
play

Subthemes 

a. Sandbox·
b. PlayhcmsA ...
c. Tricycle track
d. Interactions with other age
groups ..

a. Weather ..
b. Parents
c. Community
d: Space
e. Lack of equipment
f. Teachers indolence,:.:·

a. Decision on proper clothing
b. Hygiene considerations
c. Determine equipment use

a. Played all day
b. Physical play with siblings
and neighborhood children
c. Activities with and without
equipment
d. Imagination and its
influence on teaching

The second research question for this study was, "How doearly childhood 

teachers facilitate outdoor play in their preschool environment?" This research question 

indentified three major themes: I) supervision, 2) limited teacher/child interactions, and 

3) planning and preparation. The themes were indentified through the teachers' answers
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to interview questions, their journal entries, and observations made by the researcher 

while teachers were in the outdoor environment with the children. Table 5 outlines the 

themes and subthemes for research question two. 

Table 4 
Themes and Su ht hemes of Research Question 2 

Themes 

1. Supervision

2. Limited teacher/child interactions
activities/materials

3. Planning and preparation

Subthemes 

a. Enforce rules
b. Indoors and outdoors

a. Space prohibits

b. Allows children to use
their imagination and
creativity

a. Space issues
b. Lack of storage
c. Use gym in inclem�nt
weather
d. Teacher roles indoors and
outdoors
e. Minimal training for
outdoor play

The researcher concluded that the importance of outdoor play and the necessity of 

supervision arc key themes of the early childhood teachers' beliefs about outdoor play. A 

third theme, the ideal outdoor environment, was also identified from the data. Teachers' 

perceptions about outdoor play included the theme of outdoor play opportunities afforded 
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children on the playground. Additional teachers' perceptions included barriers to irntdoor 

play and teacher preparation and planning for the outdoor environment. 

Presentation of Themes 

Data from the teachers' interviews and journal entries as they relate-to the themes 

of the research are presented. The research questions were designed to understand the 

teachers' behaviors and thought processes as they relate to the preschool outdoor play 

environment. The first research question was intended to provide insight to the beliefs 

and perceptions early childhood teachers have about the outdoor play environment. The 

second question, which also includes observations made by the researcher, explored how 

teachers facilitate outdoor play at this location. 

Research Question 1 (RQJ): Early Childhood Teachers' Beliefs and Perceptions of 

Outdoor Play Practices in a Preschool Envimnment .. 

RQJ-Belieft -Theme]: Outdoor Play is Important 

All teachers agreed that outdoor play is important for young children and that it is 

a vital component in the preschool curriculum. Several teachers stated that going , i.:,· 

outdoors is mandated and that the administration has stressed its importance in terms of 

the school's philosophy. Teachers viewed the outdoor time as part of the curriculum but 

also as something the children enjoy. Angie described the importance as, "Our job is to 

make sure they get outdoor time." 

RQI-Belie.f.\·-Suhtheme la: Health benefits. Teachers proclaimed that the outdoor 

environment provides young children with several health benefits including physical. 
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activity, fresh air, and sunshine. Teachers described physical activity as exercise; letting 

loose, an opportunity to run and release energy, and using their large motor skills. ·.''It 

allows them to get out and let out all that energy" ... "they can scream, they can run'' ... "it 

gives them an opportunity to use their large motor skills." Debbie explained that children 

can assert themselves physically outdoors unlike the more structured indoor environment. 

Physical activity was described as also preparing the children's mind for learning, for 

helping them to focus or concentrate once they return to the classroom. The benefits of ,: 

receiving fresh air and sunshine were mentioned by many of the teachers with two 

teachers expressing that being outdoors is therapeutic. Angie described the purpose of;:( 

outdoor play is primarily for "exercise, socializing, and not in a structured way, for : . 

general health and well-being of a person's spirit. For me, being outside is therapeutic." 

RQI-Beliefs-Subtheme lb: Explore a different environment. Matt,described, 

children's outdoor play as "an opportunity to have a different surrounding, a change of 

environment that is positive where they respond to things and play with things differently 
,,

than they do in the classroom. It is another area for them to leam.'\Several teachers used 

the term freedom when describing this exploration of the outdoors: Paige agreed, .'.�It 

gives them freedom, a little more freedom than they have in the classroom.' .. > 

RQI-Beliefs-Subtheme le: Socialization. Outdoor schedule� at the center are 

opportunities for mixed age groups to play together. This is the only, time during the day 

that different age groupings have an occasion to play with each other. For example, in the 

morning during outdoor play, the Hummingbirds (older 2 year-olds and young 3 year-
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olds) will have their outdoor time with the Ducklings ( 18 to 27 months old). In the 

afternoon, the Hummingbirds will have their outdoor time with the l3luejays (3 year-olds 

and young 4 year-olds). Teachers related that the mixed age grouping for outdoor time 

was beneficial for socialization, and stated, "They utilize their s'ocial skills more outside", 

"they talk more outside," and "the younger ones interact with the older ones and vice .. 

versa." "They accept each other and help each other," recalled Paige. The mixed age 

groups outdoors provide children the opportunity try on the different roles of leaders and 

followers. 

RQI-Beliefs-Subtheme Id: Length of time. All teachers agreed that young children 

need to have at least two outdoor play opportunities every day. The majority stated that 

each period should be forty-five minutes to an hour. Bethany explained, " : 

Thirty-minute blocks are too short for them (3 year olds); they would really1get ,·: 

into what they were doing and then it would be time to go inside. An hour is 

perfect for this age group; it is long enough that they �an engage in play, but short 

enough that we don't have problems. 

Matt ( 4 and 5 year olds) stated that if the teacher is using their time wisel}'and the· , ,, 

activity is constructive and creative the time could be extended t� up to three hours. Matt 

continued, "as long as you're meeting your learning goals for your children and you're ,, 

giving them rich experiences" [that is what matters]. 
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RQJ-Belie_f-Theme2: S11pe1Tisio11 is the Teacher's Primm:r Responsibility Outdoors 

In numerous ways throughout the interviews and journal entries the word '. . 

supervision was stated time and again by the teachers as being their primary role during 

outdoor play. When asked the question, What is your role on the playground when , 

children arc outside, all teachers stated that being a supervisor was their chief role. Brian, 

emphatically responded to the question by declaring, "Watchdog!" , .  ,.: ,, 

RQJ-Beliefs-Subtheme 2a: Safety of children. The teachers described.their major 

responsibility during outdoor play as the role of supervisor. The teachers.would often 

mention supervision and safety in the same sentence. Teachers stated that the- , :C .( ·} 

administration clearly indicated that while on the playground they were to carefully 

observe each area of the playground making sure to check places that may be out of the 

direct line of sight. Matt related, "My main job is maintaining the safety of children when 

they are on the playground because that is where all the accidents happen." Several: 

teachers pointed out that the playground time was not a time to visit with other teachers. 

Angie stated that "teachers have this preconceived idea that outdoor time is a break for 

them. Once children are outside then you will see teachers standing and talking"'- it's a 

break time!" 

RQJ-Beliefs-Subtheme 2b: Guidance. Teachers explained that beyond the need to 

keep children safe on the playground, a secondary role was to provide guidance for the 

children and direction for the proper use of the equipment and materials. This guidance 

might be done through explanation, redirection, or correction. Children arc monitored on 
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how they work things out with one another and how to utilize equipment properly. Matt 

said that fostering cooperative play among children and facilitating groups of children as 

they interact with one another is a secondary role. He added, "I do my fair amount oL ·· 

reminding children about the proper ways to play and how to use materials." In addition, 

Debbie stated: 

I like to keep things where they are supposed to be kept, sand toys in the sandbox 

and dishes in the playhouse. I try to teach them this is the way we play with these 

toys. For example, we have little trucks and they love to push the trucks on the 

tricycle track but they could fall down and hurt themselves on the track. The 

trucks need to stay on the wood chips to be safe. 

RQI-Beliefe-Subtheme 2c: Play without teacher intrusion. Teachers described 

their own childhood memories of outdoor play as influencing how they want their 

students to play outdoors. Several teachers depicted their desire for children to· freely play 

without teachers' meddling in their play. Angie related: 

I think I tend to be less intrusive of the children's outdoor time. I remember 

feeling so wonderfully free to do as I pleased and talk or play with whoever 

appealed to me. I would like that experience for them as well. 

Matt described, "I can so easily remember the different types of creative play scenarios: 

that emerged from my outdoor play. I try not to infringe upon that creativity with my 

students by giving them teacher-directed play scenarios on the playground." 

79 



Several teachers talked about the freedom to explore, use their imaginations, and 

how the outdoors contributed to their creativity. N icolc stated that, "The times I felt I 

learned the most, during my childhood, were the times I explored and played on my own. 

With this in mind, I allow the children to play freely during outdoor time." 

RQI-Belief'i-Theme3: Ideal Outdoor Environment 

The third theme regarding teachers' beliefs developed from the interview.1 , · 

question, what would your ideal outdoor environment look like? The teachers· responded 

by comparing their playground with what they would like to have for the outdoor 

environment. Their overriding premise for an ideal outdoor environment included : . .\ 

climbing equipment, shade, open space, and fewer obstructions for better viewing of the 

play area. The playground is without any climbing equipment and the teachers all .. 

expressed a need and a value for having it. Several teacher comments included, .. · 

"Climbing is so crucial, starting at 18 months children want to climb", "Leaming to 

climb, they learn to use their muscles", and "I wish we had something to climb on;,. 

children love to climb. Outside is where they should have the opportunity to climb 

instead of the furniture in the classroom." 

Minimal shade exists on the present playground. Two, fifteen foot trees were .. ,; .: · .. 

planted last fall for future shade. Matt remarked, "They just planted som� trees so when 

they fill out it will help with the shade, but this past summer was hotter than blazes and· 

there was no shade." Bernice declared, "It would be nice to have some trees where the 

children could just sit and relax." Bethany expressed that the addition of trees on the 
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playground would allow children to, "feel the bark, play with the leaves once they fall 

and also provide shade." 

Teachers expressed a need for more space on the playground. Matt stated that, "A 

playground should have an area for running and or larger games which we don't have; 

it's just limited space." Angie agreed, "There is not much room for any type of running, 

jumping, or throwing balls." Paige provided this description of the center's playground: 

Our playground is a bit of a challenge, there is not a lot of open space because of 

the very long, rectangular shape with structures in the middle. Then there are .. 

classrooms along one side because the playground is attached to the building with 

concrete slabs at each of the entry doors. Not a lot of free running space.· 

The physical layout of the playground, with four play structures situated in the ::;· 

middle of the narrow play area, form obstructions, making the viewing of the playground 

a challenge for the teachers ( see layout in Appendix G). "My ideal playground situation 

is one in which I can see, by turning my head, so I can see everything" proclaimed Matt. 

Paige further explained: 

We split up on the playground so we can zone [teachers space themselves at 

different points on the playground in order to view the entire pla; area]; Everyone 

has a view of a different part of the playground because the stru�tures in the. 

middle obstruct vision. Even if one person stood in the middle of the playground, 

that is the only area that they can sec. 
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RQ /-Perceptions -Theme I: Outdoor Play Opportunities 

The second typology in the first research question relates to teachers' perceptions 

of outdoor play practices. Through teacher interviews and journal writings; the teachers 

revealed their views and opinions about the center's outdoor environment. The first 

theme regarding teachers' perceptions were outdoor play opportunities. The playground 

structures were designed for mainly dramatic play, center-type use. The'sandbox has an 

attached tunnel with an attached car that sits at one end of the playground. Continuing to 

look down the center of the playground is the playhouse, and then the tricycle track with 

two covered structures that the children can ride through. Finally, at the far end of the 

playground is a small area where plastic tunnels, seesaws, and a workbench are located: 

This end of the playground also has a concrete slab in the far comer that will someday be 

the foundation for a storage building. (Appendix G). The teachers described the following 

activities and interactions that take place on the playground. 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme I a: Sandbox. Challenges surround the ·sandbox and 

issues involving structural design, exposure to the weather, and inconsistencies about 

enforcing sandbox rules. The children enjoy the sandbox with limited use.·Jana recalled, 

"Most of my kids go to the sandbox and a lot of times the sandbox is wet. That is a �· 

challenge because we have to keep telling them to get out because they will get their 

clothes wet." Debbie agreed that her children love to play in the sandbox but it is off 

limits when it is wet because then we have wet clothes. "Having no shade is a huge 

drawback, even with the sandbox it can get very hot and then it is not a very fun thing to 
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do," stated Paige. Matt talked about the gaps in the retaining walls of the sandbox and 

that sand spills out. "We probably have lost three-fourths of our sand." In spite of the 

drawbacks, most of the teachers reported that the sandbox was one of the children's 

favorite activities. 

Written or posted playground rules were not observed and many may be unwritten 

but spoken. However, teachers did refer to "rules" for the playground. For example, 

according to Debbie, the sandbox is off limits if it has rained, or if there was heavy dew 

the night before. Paige described a lack of sand in the sandbox due to a lack of teacher 

superv1s10n. 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme 1 b: Playhouse. The playhouse provides the children 

with pretend play opportunities. Teachers describe that children will pretend to cook, 

clean, and play mommies and daddies. Children pretend that the wood chips are food and 

often bring the teachers "food" on plates: "I made spaghetti for you!" Nicole talked 

about how the boys enjoyed playing with the kitchen and cooking, "They like playing in 

the playhouse window and pretending it is a fast food restaurant." Angie explained, "The 

playground was planned with a very deliberate thought for allowing imagination to 

develop at each child's own pace. Simple toys, such as buckets and shovels to larger 

tricycles, and a playhouse with a kitchen set are available to all ages." Nadia stated, "I 

think they're more into the little house on the playground than the home center in the 

classroom because they have the dishes and the wood chips. They seem to pretend more 

outside in that area than inside the classroom." 
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RQ!-Perceptio11s-S11hthe111e le: Tri(rcf e track. Riding the tricycles on the track is 

another favorite activity for the children on the playground. Angie talked �1bout the, 

accomplishment of learning to ride the tricycles is, "like getting the keys to the family 

car, they finally make it when they can ride the bikes." There arc 7 tricycles, 3 smaller 

sized tricycles for the toddlers and younger children and 4 larger sized tricycles for the 4-

and-5-year-olds. With no outside storage the tricycles are stored overnight in the gym. 

During the day, the tricycles sit beside the track. The teachers remind the younger - ·· 

children to stay off the larger tricycles and remind the older children that they can only 

use 3 large tricycles on the track. Debbie shared, "We only have 3 tricycles that they can 

ride and it's hard for them as they are just learning to share. We encourage them to wait 

their tum." 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme 1 d: Interactions with other age groups. The mixed 

age groupings, in the morning and afternoon outdoor play periods, provide the children 

with an opportunity to interact with younger and older children. This is an opportunity to · 

socialize with children of different ages, "It allows them to be leaders and followers.:' 

The teachers view this social opportunity as beneficial to the children. Nicole, who is· the 
., 

. 

teacher in the Robins (two year olds) classroom stated, "My kids enjoy being with the big 

kids, as many of them do not have older siblings, so they enjoy interacting-with them." 

"The different age groups playing together help their social skills, they accept each other 

and help each other out," reflected Paige. 
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RQI-Perceptions -Theme 2: Barriers to Outdoor Play 

The early childhood teachers described what they perceived to be barriers to 

outdoor play at their school. The barriers described by the teachers covered a bro;1d 

spectrum of obstacles. A few of the teachers were hesitant to answer the question and 

verbalized that they had not really thought about it before. While others were cager to ... 

answer the questions and spent a great deal of time describing the barriers. 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme2a: Weather. All of the teachers remarked that the " 

weather can be a barrier to their outdoor play. When asked the question, Matt 

immediately replied, "First and foremost the weather; that determines if we can even go 

outside." During times of extreme heat or cold, the outdoor periods are either shortened 

or they use the gym instead of going outside. In the summer heat, keeping children 

hydrated and making sure they have on sunscreen are top priorities. During the winter 

having the appropriate clothing is a major concern. 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme2b: Parents. Coupled with extreme weather conditions 

parental concerns about children being outside can also be a barrier. Angie explained: 

We have a lot of parents whose children have never experienced extreme cold and 

think if it is 40 degrees outside that that is too cold to be outside. In addition, 

parents don't always appropriately dress their children for the weather which 

makes it a little difficult. I am not sure that they really appreciate how good it is 

for their child to be outside. Or parents will say that their child is too sick to go 

outside, which we reply, then they arc too sick to come to school. 
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Bernice added: 

When it is really cold or really, really hot, parents arc sometimes reluctant to have 

their children outside. We try to make them understand the importance of going 

outside and getting fresh air. During the summer we ask them to bring sunscreen, 

and knowing that we arc using sunscreen helps them to understand that it is good 

for the children to go out even when it is hot. 

Teachers also expressed that on occasion they have to explain the importance of outdoor 

play to parents. Jana related her experience: 

I had one little boy whose parents would come and pick him up early during our 

afternoon outdoor time. And when we had our parent/teacher conference I 

explained the value of outdoor play and how much their child enjoyed that time. 

Now, the mother comes after outdoor time to pick him up. 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme2c: Community. The teachers viewed the community 

as a barrier to outdoor play due to an issue involving the installation of a shade structure 

over the playground. Angie described this barrier: 

We wanted to put special awnings over the playground but the city and the 

neighborhood wouldn't let us. There is an ordinance that said it would be a code 

violation. This is an elite neighborhood with limited city space. The neighborhood 

association and the fire chief said we could not install a shade canopy. Sometimes 

it is your own community that works against you, keeping young children from 

going outside. 
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Matt concurred: 

Poor Ms. Cori ( director), she tried so hard to get some sort of shade structure but 

the regulations that govern hooking things up to a fence or to a building would not 

allow it. Even the home owners association put up a stink; it was a nightmare, a 

battle that lasted for months. The bottom line is that they did not want a 

monstrosity of a thing out there. The homes back there, they paid a pretty penny 

for them and they don't want to look at all this school stuff and kids running 

around. Before, when parents would come to pick up their children we could see 

them coming and prepare the child for going home. Or the parents .would sit and 

watch what their child was doing. We can't anticipate parents coming to this 

playground. 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme2d: Space. The barrier of space is twofold: first, the 

actual placement of the playground in proximity to the church/school building and .. 

second, the space within the perimeter of the playground (Appendix G). Before the, 

church and school went through a remodeling project, the center's playground sat in front 

of the building next to the street. Now the playground is located in back of the building 
. . 

with the alley on the other side. Many of the teachers have fond memories of the old 

playground. It provided a larger playground space with big, mature trees supplying shade. 

A chain link fence provided an open view of the parking lot and the frontage street. 

Debbie explained: 
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The children could sec the street, the cars going by and now they can't sec out the 

fence. I know about privacy but it would be nice to sec out. As an adult I 

sometimes feel myself getting claustrophobic. I can tell someone is walking by,

but I can't see them. The playground was one of the last things they thought about 

[ during remodeling]. 

Matt agreed, "The old playground I could see everything, all the trees, even the traffic, it 

just made if feel less confined." Paige commented: 

I don't think it is a secret that we are disappointed with this playground. From, 

what I understand, there could have been more playground [space] and a smaller 

gymnasium. You have to choose what is more important and the gym can ,, 

accommodate a variety of activities for different age groups. 

The center's present playground space is limited. "Here the children are so

confined I think that is a problem with their lack of imagination because there is nowhere 

to go with it," stated Angie. Matt talked about the lack of space prohibited running and 

opportunities for playing games. Nicole agreed, "More space would be great; what ·we 

have now is so long and narrow. If it was a little wider it would be nice, an area to play a 

game." 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme2e: Lack of equipment. All of the teachers voiced a··• 

desire to incorporate other equipment to enrich the outdoor environment as noted in , -- ·: 

theme three of the teachers' beliefs. However, some teachers perceived the lack of 

equipment as also a barrier. Paige suggested that "A lack of equipment, the lack of things 
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to do, especially in the afternoons when three classes arc sharing the playground". is a· 

barrier. She continued: 

A few of the teachers with the older children have talked about getting some type 

of weather proof easels, so we could paint or do messier art outside. I think they 

get a little bored, and more learning stations might make it a better environment. 

But at the same time supervision would have to be at its peak performance in . , 

order for a teacher to interact with a small group. ., 

Nicole commented that in the classrooms they alternate play materials every couple of 

weeks, but the materials in the outdoor environment do not change. "The sandbox always 

has the same shovels and sifters. The kids might get bored with the same things every 

day." 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme2J- Teacher inactivity. Several teachers referred to 

different situations where teacher lethargy can be viewed as a barrier to children's· 

outdoor play. Matt stated, "Many of the barriers, if you break it down, is laziness, teacher 

laziness. If you get down to the bottom of it we all have been guilty of that before." 

Another teacher added that some teachers are better at enforcing the playground rules 

than others. In reference to changing out materials in the outdoor environment similar to 

the exchange that happens indoors, Nicole stated, "I guess I would like that if we could 

do that out there." The researcher asked if the teachers could take materials outside, and 

she replied: 
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We can take things out. It just is sometimes hard to think of stuff to do out there 

that you would not normally do inside. It is mostly up to the teachers; we can take 

stuff out there. We can do art projects and other things if we wanted to. 

RQJ-Perceptions -Theme3: Preparation and Planning.for Outdoor Play 

Teachers' opinions on the topic of preparation and planning for outdoor play 

revolved around three areas, and all three are primarily based on preparation. Most of the 

teachers explained that planning was not needed for outdoor play. Angie described that 

due to the physical layout of the outdoor environment it is difficult to plan activities. : . 

Paige agreed, "No planning is needed. We do not have supplies and/or equipment that 

would require any planning. There is no storage." 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme3a: Proper clothing decisions. The first preparation 

for outdoor play time is to determine the type of clothing children will need outside. 

Bethany stated, "The only preparation we typically do is to ensure that each child is 

properly attired for the weather." Brian replied that he checked the outdoor conditions 

and dressed the children appropriately. 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme3b: Hygiene considerations. The second preparation·· 

item discussed by the teachers was related to hygiene. "If it is warm, particularly during 

the summer, we coat each child in sunscreen and sometimes bug spray," stated Bethany; 

Bernice added, "Each child is encouraged to use the restroom." 

RQJ-Perceptions-Suhtheme3c: Equipment use. The third consideration for 

outdoor preparation is determining if any outdoor play areas and/or equipment is not 
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available for that particular outdoor time. Angie stated, "It's always wise to start •· 

preparing them for parts of the playground or toys on the playground they may not have 

access to due to the weather." Matt explained: 

I do an initial assessment to determine which activities might be'off limits. 

Sometimes the sandbox is off limits if it rained the night before: Other times I 

might instruct children to remain on their feet and not to sit on the wood chips as 

they might soak their clothes. I always bring a first aid kit, a box of tissues,, 

attendance roll sheet, and accident reports in order to avoid having to go back to 

retrieve those items. 

RQJ-Perceptions-Theme 4: Teacher Memories of Their Early Years Outdoors1 

Teachers' perceptions of outdoor play practices involved their. own childhood 

memories of their outdoor play. Three of the subthemes described their outdoor play.::;· 

memories, including when they played, who they played with; arid what they played. The 

last subtheme was derived from questions that asked how these memories influenced . ' 
·,• 

their teaching methods, in terms of planning and role influence.

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme 4a: Played all day. The first subtheme depicts that as 

young children, the teachers spent a great deal of time playing ·outdoors: One teacher, 

stated, "It was great! I was outside all the time." Bethany added, "As a child, hemember 

being outside all the time, we spent numerous hours outside during the day and even at 

night." Debbie reflected, "I played a lot outside when I was little from dawn to dusk!" 
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RQI-Perceptio11s-S11htheme4h: Physical play H'ith sihli11gs a11d 11eighhorhood 

childre11. Teachers recalled that their outdoor playmates were their siblings and the 

neighborhood children. Brian noted that neighborhood children were all around his block. 

"You could drive down a street and there was kids running everywhere." Only one 

teacher mentioned playing with school classmates. Everyone else referred to siblings and 

neighborhood children as their outdoor playmates. Bethany recalled: 

I have three sisters, so we were always each other's playmates. At our house we 

had a large front and back yard with lots of room for us to run. In our. front yard 

there was a large hill and we spent hours riding our bikes down that hill; or.lying 

on our sides and rolling down the hill. We also had a basketball goal that my 

father had lowered to be more kid-friendly and we practice making baskets or.we 

even used the goal itself as a climbing structure. In .our backyard our father built 

us a structure that had a swing set, a fort and a sandbox; We came up with all 

kinds of scenarios that we acted out on this set. There were many trees, perfect 

for climbing, and we were always hanging from branches.· 

RQI-Perceptions-Subtheme4c: Activities with and without equipment. The 

teachers' childhood memories of outdoor play included activities both with and without 
' 

' 

play equipment. Teacher memories included: making mud pies,' swinging on swings,. 

going down slides, playing tag, football, and basketball, riding bikes, climbing trees and 

monkey bars, swimming, and catching fire flies. Angie recalled: 
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We played so many different things. There was almost always a pickup game of 

kickball or dodge ball. In the summer, when it was hot and the woods provided 

shade, we tended to opt for building a fort, riding the range, or having secret 

clubhouses. The equipment was usually the last resort of entertainment. 

Bernice, who is a native of Ghana, remembered: 

I loved running around, playing hide and seek, hopscotch, and dramatic play. My 

most favorite game was called "ampe". Ampe is a game played it:1 my home , 

country. There is a leader who plays against one or more persons at a time;•The 

leader and the player clap and jump up at the same time, thereby thrusting one,,, 

foot forward. If the leader and the other player have the same foot forward, the 

leader wins a point. If they are different, the other player then wins a point and 

becomes the leader. 

Brian recalled that bike riding was a favorite pastime. 
' ,',.,( 

We would try to go just as far as we could just to see what was olit there. One 

time I rode to the county line thinking I would see something different and there 

was nothing there but more country, so I rode back to town. But if was a lot of:!', 

fun; probably, the best memory I have. 

RQ!-Perceptions-Subtheme4d: Imagination and its influence on teaching. The,,,:; 

teachers expressed that their imaginations played a large role in their outdoor play 

experiences. Debbie stated, "I had so much fun as a child, inventing and doing my own 

thing, being adventurous and creative." Bethany confirmed, "I used my imagination a lot 
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when I was a kid", and Brian added, "I can so easily remember the different types of 

creative play scenarios that emerged during outdoor play." 

Memories of imaginary play by these early childhood teachers now influence 

their role and behaviors during their outdoor play time with their young studd1ts>They,, 

recall those childhood experiences as they interact with the children. Matt stated; "I try' 

not to infringe upon their creativity; I just love seeing where their imaginations take, ,, ·· 

them." Nicole responded, "The times I felt I learned the most during my childhood were 

the times I explored and played on my own. With this in mind, I allow' the children,to 1' 

play freely during outdoors time." Angie recollected, "I tend to step back a little arid try 

to let my children enjoy the same discoveries of imagination, socializing, and free 

movement that I was allowed." 

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Early Childhood Teachers' Facilitation of OutdoorPlay in 

Their Preschool Environment 

When asked about how they facilitated outdoor play at the center, the participants 

in this study identified the following: supervising the children during outdoor play was 

their number one priority, (b) due to the physical outdoor space and their shared outlook 

of allowing children to play freely with minimal teacher interference limited the. ., :i' 

teacher/child interaction during outdoor play, and ( c) a collective perspective on outdoor 

planning and preparation. 
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RQ2-Facilitations -Theme I: Supe1Tisio11 

The early childhood teachers viewed supervision as their principal role while 

children arc in the outdoor environment. Supervision is paramount; everything else is., 

secondary. All of the teachers agreed that their role is to supervise young children on the 

playground in order keep children safe. When asked about his role during outdoor times 

Brian emphatically asserted, "Watchdog! You stay in your zone and watch your area, pay 

attention." Bethany described her role in this way: 

Our role on the playground is purely supervision. It has been made clear to us that 

we must always be carefully watching each area of the playground and checking 

places that may be out of our direct line of sight. 

RQ2-Facilitations-Subthemel a: Enforcing the rules. Written or posted rules were 

not present on the playground. However, the teachers often referred to the playground 

"rules". Enforcement was related to safety issues as well as maintaining organization of .. 

the playground materials and equipment. Jana stated: 

I mainly focus on keeping them safe. If they stand on the seesaw, I tell them to sit 

down. I always make sure they bring the shovels back down to the other side of 

the playground where they are supposed to be. I am mainly telling them what they 

should be doing. It is hard to keep them all in line all the time. They knowjf 

someone is on the tricycle that they have to wait their tum. Sometimes you have 

to remind them to wait their turn. 
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Paige continued: 

I utilize the playground to continue basic do 's and don 'ts of the classroom, 

sharing, being considerate, putting things away, and cleaning up, like where do. 

the trucks go, the buckets, the dishes. We mainly focus on how to follow 

instructions, how to get along. ( .

Bernice added, "Every minute they test you, keeping plates in the house instead of the 

sandbox, they learn boundaries, restrictions, and to follow instructions." 

I like to keep things where things are suppose to be kept, like the toys in the 

sandbox, dishes in the house. I try to teach them the appropriate places to play 

with different materials. We are working really hard to guide them, explained 

Debbie. 

RQ2-Facilitations-Theme 2: Limited Teacher and Child Interactions 

The second teacher facilitation theme entailed the teacher/child interactions in the 

outdoor environment. Some of the teachers promoted interactions between themselves 

and the children but primarily teachers watched and supervised the children. Bernice 

declared, "Teacher interactions on the playground are zero to minimal, since the main 

focus is to let the kids play freely and our part is to ensure their safety." Bethany stated, 

"We are unable to interact as much as we would like to because we have a supervisory 

role." Matt described the teacher/child interactions: 

Our children arc social with us, so we get that kind of interaction because the 

children take the initiative, "it is your birthday and here is you cake." Of course 



you oblige, take it and pretend to cat it and say "it's delicious." When wc arc 

walking around we will say ''that is an interesting thing you arc building", those 

basic kinds of things. But if I were to try and play a game with a group that would 

detract from my ability to monitor the others. 

Angie related, "Teachers are encouraged to interact with children but not play with them. 

This allows more socializing between peers and less dependency on the teacher." Jana 

illustrated the teacher/child interactions in this way: 

Even though it has been stressed that we are only suppose to be supervising the 

children, I like to play with them by chasing them around sometimes and picking 

them up and down because I remember having a lot of fun doing that when I was 

a child. 

RQ2-Facilitations-Subtheme2a: Space prohibits activities and materials. The 

physical layout of th� outdoor play area is a contributing factor in limiting teacher/child 

interactions. Paige described, "Supervision is huge, because of the obstructions there are 

not a lot of opportunities to interact with the children." "The playground is very long and 

narrow so if I want to play a game we usually move into the gym where there is more 

room to play," stated Nicole. Whether or not materials from the classroom are taken 

outside is left to the discretion of individual teachers. 

RQ2-Facilitations-Suhtheme2b: Using their imagination. All of the teachers 

expressed how important it was that children used their imaginations and creativity. 
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Different teachers use different approaches to facilitate children using their imaginations. 

Bethany stated: 

I want my kids to think outside the box, and use their imaginations. I try to be a 

sort of initiator, and give them scenarios to act out, like they can pretend that the 

tunnel is like a submarine and they are under the sea surrounded by octopi.'Thcn I 

like to see what they can do with that. 

Debbie described her view of facilitating a child's imagination this way, "I just like to see 

kids do their own thing instead of saying this is what I want you to play with. I want them 

to put their own experiences in it." Matt described his approach in this way:. ·' 

They really respond to us backing away and letting them have freedom on the ' ... ,' 

playground. They come up with different kinds of games, very creative. Some of 

the boys started using the long shovels as guitars, and they figured out that they 

could see their reflection in the windows. So they stand on the concrete slab 

(storage foundation) and that becomes the stage. I love it, then some of them flip 

buckets over and drum on them and they have a rock band! 

RQ2-Facilitations-Theme 3: Planning and Preparation 

Planning and preparing for outdoor play at the center focused on preparation for 

the present weather conditions, i.e., clothing, sunscreen, and avoidance of wet play areas. 

Teachers related that typically, no planning takes place for outdoor play: "You really 

don't plan for outdoor play because they have to go outside every day anyway", and "I 
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don't plan any lessons for the playground; whatever they want do when we go outside 

they can do." Nicole added: 

We do most of the organized activities in the classroom. On the days that we do 

[plan activities], the teachers work together to come up with special activities.' For 

example, one day each spring we have a "silly feeling day" where we make all 

types of silly feeling things for the children to play with. 

RQ2-Facilitations-Subtheme3a: Space issues. Due to the physical shape of the. 

playground, and the arrangement of play structures down the length of the play area,, 1'"' 

teachers find it difficult to plan outdoor activities. "The long, narrow shape of it. 

[playground] makes it difficult for us to do any planned activities because we have to be 

constantly supervising and checking any blind spots," declared Bernice. Matt explained: 

The physical environment very much affects how I plan for their outdoor play. 

For example, if water tables and art easels were set up on the playground; I would 

most likely plan some daily activity for those centers. We have those items; 

however, they are not permanently set up, so it is less likely that teachers will use 

them if they have to set them up each time. In addition, the size of the playground 

certainly dictates what type of activities can be done, such as large group games> 

RQ2-Facilitations-Subtheme3b: Lack of storage. Contributing to the lack of 

planning is the absence of storage for materials. The loose parts in the outdoor 

environment primarily relate to the different play centers. The sandbox structure has 

shovels, buckets, etc. in the sandbox with extra buckets, shovels, etc. lying in a corner of 
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the fence with larger push trncks and cars (Appendix J). In the playhouse, with a small 

table and chairs, and a kitchen, a plastic container holds the play dishes. The tricycles sit 

beside the tricycle track. At the opposite end of the playground, from the sandbox, is the 

location of the concrete platform. This concrete slab will someday be the foundation for 

an outdoor storage building. At the present time different pieces of equipment arc placed 

here (Appendix K). The plastic seesaws and tunnels, and water tables are located on the 

concrete. The lack of storage prohibits outdoor planning. Paige declared, "No planning, 

we do not have supplies and/or equipment that would require any planning. There is no 

storage." One teacher described storage as a means of keeping playground equipment 

away from children. "As for storage we don't have any, so that makes it difficult if there 

is any equipment that we don't want the children to play with." 

RQ2-Facilitations-Subtheme3c: Use gym in inclement weather. During severe 

weather conditions the teachers have access to the church/school gymnasium. At these 

times the gym is set up with different activity stations, e.g., basketball, climbing 

structure, hula hoops, scooter boards, balance beam, balls, etc. Several teachers talked 

about how the children enjoyed their times in the gym, "It's a treat", "They like the gym 

a lot, I think, because it is something different than going outside every day." The gym is 

only used when they cannot go outside. One teacher stated that due to the variety of 

activities the children enjoyed going to the gym more than going outdoors. 

RQ2-Facilitations-Suhtheme3d: Teacher roles indoors and outdoors. Most of the 

early childhood teachers articulated that their role as safety supervisor was their primary 
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role both in the classroom as well as during outdoor play. However, some teachers related 

a distinction between their indoor and outdoor teacher roles. "My role is different 

indoors. Although I supervise as well inside, I am more of a teacher [indoors]. Teaching 

the children inside is my main focus," stated Jana. The teachers describe their curriculum 

as being center-based, in that children have choices of activities to choose from both in 

the classroom and outdoors. However, in the classroom the teachers can work with small 

groups or individually. Matt described his classroom role as working with small groups 

on different activities but, "to do that on the playground would result in a lack of overall 

supervision." All of the teachers agreed that they did focus on enforcing the same rules 

and guidelines in the classroom and outdoors. Paige described the similarity as, "We take 

the same concepts outside that we have inside, using nice words, how to play properly 

with the activities, how to follow instructions, how to get along to make things work." 

RQ2-Facilitations-Subtheme3e: Minimal training/or outdoor play. Most of the 

teachers have had little or no training related to outdoor play. Bethany stated, "I have 

never received any type of training or had any learning experiences related to outdoor 

play." Only one teacher had received training and it focused on playground safety, 

equipment spacing, and fall zone materials. One teacher recalled a lesson plan she wrote 

for a college physical education course. Matt explained: 

I have not received training specific to outdoor play. Our director has discussed with 

our staff certain clements, such as approaching outdoor play as an extension of the 
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classroom, as well as, how to maintain proper safety supervision. She has encouraged 

us to do science and art activities outside, too. • • • • ( ' I • �, 

Summary of Themes 

The themes for each research question were developed through typologies to 

describe the outdoor play experience in the bounded case of the center. The major themes 

related to teachers' beliefs included the importance of outdoor play, the primary teacher 

role of supervisor, and the ideal outdoor environment. Major themes linked to teachers', 

perceptions included (1) the outdoor play opportunities, (2) barriers to outdoor play; (3) 

preparation and planning of outdoor play, and (3) teachers' memories of their childhood 

outdoor play experiences. Major themes connected to teachers' facilitation of outdoor 

play included (1) supervision, (2) limited teacher/child interactions, and (3) planning and 

preparation for outdoor play. 

Final stages of the typological analysis model include construction of one- ,;' 

sentence generalization statements which help to provide closure to the analysis· (Hatch, 

2002). These statements are the interpretations and hypotheses derived from'the study of 

the data (Patton, 2002). In addition to the generalization statements, the researcher's 

observations and reflexivity were included in the analysis. Observational data is riot :. :. 

typically an clement of the typological analysis model (Hatch, 2002). However, there is 

no inherent conflict between the use of the model and the more inductive use of 

observation (Hatch). The researcher felt strongly that direct observations would 

strengthen triangulation and enrich the thick description of the case study. The·· 
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infonnation gained from observations was deemed critical in analyzing the teachers'··.• 

facilitation during children's outdoor play. Thick description provided the foundation for 

analysis that assisted interpretation (Patton, 2002). 

Observations and Reflexivity 

Researcher observations took place during the children's scheduled outdoor play 

periods. Teacher facilitations were observed on the playground. The researcher'.s intent 

was to be an onlooker observer. However, with young children present, the observer was 

sometimes drawn into a more participatory role. For example, a very curious 4-year-old 

would come and visit during each outdoor play time. He asked questions and also : 

explained to me what he was doing. Other than to answer his questions, the researcher 

tried not to further the engagement. 

The researcher recorded field notes of the outdoor teacher/child interactions. The 

field notes included direct quotations which provided the e�ic perspective or insider's 

viewpoint (Patton, 2002). Field notes also recorded the observer's reflections and 

insights. Observations took place in both the morning and aft�moon preschool outdoor 

play periods. 

The researcher's presence on the playground, as an observer/may have affected .. 

some of the teachers' interactions during those outdoor play periods, as Patton states 
' .

reactive effects on the participants arc unavoidable and should be explained by the 

researcher. The younger, less experienced teachers tended to be less communicative with 

the researcher than the more experienced teachers. The younger teachers tended to 1i1ovc 
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to the opposite side of the playground when the researcher approached their supervisory 

area. 

The teacher's main role on the playground was to supervise the children's play for 

safety purposes. Each teacher supervised a portion of the play area. The teachers; three or 

four during each scheduled outdoor time, positioned themselves in different areas of the 

long, narrow playground to provide maximum visual coverage of the play areas: The 

teachers referred to these stationed areas as "zones". Supervision responsibilities included 

recognizing and restraining children from dangerous behavior while at the same time 

modeling safe behavior (Schwebel, 2006). Outdoor play needs to be safe, yet provide 

children with experiences that approximate fantasy, joy, and mystery of the outdoors 

(Wardle, 1997). The supervision responsibilities hindered other teacher/child interactions. 

Secondary to the teacher's supervisory role was enforcement of the playground 

rules. According to NPPS (2000), there should be no more than three or four simple .. 

playground rules for young children that are reviewed daily and enforced. The center's 

playground rules were informal spoken rules. However, the rules were often perceived 

differently by different teachers. For example, the rule that allowed only older 

preschoolers to use the larger bikes and younger preschoolers use only smaller bikes was 

not enforced by all. Some teachers allowed the children to choose the size bike they>-; 

wanted while others would not. 

Generally speaking, teachers engaged in conversation when they were· t···· ", 
··'

approached, or if it was initiated, by a child. However, the conversations were brief� e.g.,
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"Looks like beef hash" [when child offered Matt a plate of wood chips]. The teacher's 

chief focus was to communicate for safety purposes or to redirect and/or remind children 

of the playground rules. Examples of safety communication included, "We do not 

throw," "No bark in your mouth," and "Play nice, don't hurt each other." Redirection 

examples include, "Let's drive to the store," "Take the truck all the way down to the track 

and tum around," and "Lilly, dishes go in the house or at the table." To enforce the 

playground rules, teachers reminded the children by using such statements, "Don't stand 

on the bench.", "Keep the bike on the track.", "and Take the dishes back to the house." 

"The sandbox? Ah, it's so wet. The sun will dry it out; maybe this afternoon. No, 

sandbox guys, its wet," and, "Trucks stay on the wood chips." The researcher's 

observations revealed more negative than positive comments by the teachers to the 

children during outdoor play. Due to the nature of the teachers in their "zones", they 

frequently did not speak to them at eye level. The outdoor environment is an effective 

context for language promotion (Garrick, 2004). Informal conversations, instructions 

with modeling and demonstration, and using verbal reinforcers are examples of 

communications methods that contribute to children's play (Yawkey, 1990). .. , 

All outdoor equipment, both stationary and moveable, is housed on the 

playground. Large, stationary structures included the sandbox/tunnel/car structure, the ... 

playhouse, and the tricycle track with two drive-through tunnels. Movable, plastic 

equipment, that is stored on the concrete slab when not in use, includes a seesaw and two 

red tunnels. Also housed on the playground, is a small plastic work bench and three 
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sand/water tables. Push trucks sit in the comer of the fence cl,c)se .to the sandbox along 

with miscellaneous buckets, shovels, and other sand toys. In the playhouse, a small one

piece kitchen set, a table with two chairs, and a plastic tub for storing dishes can be seen. 

A plastic picnic table sits outside the playhouse and near the tricycle track. There arc four 

large bikes and three smaller bikes. The bikes that are not in use sit in a comer of the 

fence near the tricycle track. They are taken inside to the gymnasium for overnight 

storage. 

Stationary playground equipment is only part of the larger. outdoor play 

environment. Play structures, even well-designed, should not be the only things that 

children play with (Hendricks, 2001). Equipment that provides movement, i.e., swings, 

climbing equipment, and slides was not present. The limited space of the playground 

limits the amount of equipment. However, the enforcement of some rules restricted the 

children's play even more, for example, the 'rule' that dishes were only to lJe used in the 

playhouse and not in the sandbox.· 
' 

,:• 

Loose parts, or transportables, may be manufactured, natural materials, or. 

recyclable objects (Nichlson, 1971 ).' Manufactur�d loose parts on the center playground 

comprised of dishes in the playhouse, sand toys, push trucks, seesaw, and tunnels. 

Natural loose parts included wood chips, which covered the playground, and sand in the 

sand box. Four small car tires, placed in the center of the tricycle track, ·provided 

recyclable objects that the children used for climbing, stacking, and moving. During 

every observation, the children played with the wood chips, either pretending they were 
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food or hauling in the push trucks. Playing with the sand was very minimal due to 

wetness. According to Nichlson, children's creativity and ability to discover arc "directly 

proportional to the number and kinds of variables" in the environment ( 197 I, p.30). The 

center's outdoor environment provided minimal loose parts. Loose parts provide novelty 

that encourages high levels of cognitive play where fixed equipment affords less. 

The facilitative teacher roles, described by Johnson, Christie, and Wardle (2005), 

illustrate a continuum for teacher facilitation from minimal involvement, being 

uninvolved during children's play, to the maximum involvement of directing or 

redirecting children's play. Teacher facilitation at the center included the minimal 

involvement role, uninvolved, and the facilitative role of onlooker. Due to the primary 

role of supervisor, the teachers generally were in the facilitative onlooker role. The zones 

for playground supervision also contributed to less teacher movement on the playground. 

Less movement was a factor in less facilitative teacher roles of stage manager, coplayer, 

and play leader (Johnson, et al.). 

Generalization Statements 

Conveying closure in the typological analysis model is communicated through 

generalization statements (Hatch, 2002). Generalization statements are unique statements 

that express relationships found in the context of the study. The following generalization 

statements were incorporated within and across typologies, themes, and observations: 

I. The early childhood teachers at the center believed that supervision is paramount

during children's outdoor play.

107 



' The teachers perceived that the physical space ·or the outdoor environment posed 

many limitations to their plairning, pre·paration, and implementation in that 

environment. 

3. Teachers have a philosophy-reality variance between their desire for the children

to experience the same sense of. free play that they had when they were young

children and their objective to have children follow rules and guidelines in the

outdoor environment.

4. The teachers believed that outdoor play is important to the development of.young

children but they lack knowledge and motivation that would promote the

development of. their outdoor play environment.

The generalization statements are supported by selected data excerpts, which are the final 

step in the typological analysis model (Hatch, 2002).' The analysis process for this case 

study included the generalization statements, observations; iesearcherreflexivity, and the 

peer evaluation. The case study narrative -or report is a descriptive representation of a 

person, program, or organization that brings forth all the information to understand the 
'· 

unique case (Patton, 2002)'. Discussion of the investigated problem,· the methodology of 

the investigation, and the findings are key elements of a case report. According to 

Merriam, achieving a balance between the particular.and the general, the supporting data 

and the interpretation is most importarif in a case study report (1998) .. 
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Case Study Narrative 

This case study narrative is delivered through the lens of activity theory. The 

descriptive, activity theory is sustained by intentions and meaning in a particular 

community and/or individuals. Activity theory provided a tool for connecting the 

experiences of the teachers with the broader social context (Goncu, Tucrrner, Jain, & 

Johnson, 1999; Hatch, 1995). This case study narrative provides a holistic portrayal of the 

early childhood outdoor environment at the child development center. 

Center Portrait 

The research site is a non-profit early childhood center in Dallas, Texas. The year

round, child development center is a ministry of the church. The board of education 

presides over the center. Under the present director, there is a shift in the center 

philosophy from that of being a 'day' care to a perspective of being a school. According 

to the director, the viewpoint of describing the center as a school illustrates that they are 

"highly intentional." "We are researched based in what we do, teachers are expected to be 

pursuing more knowledge about their field, to be reflective practitioners, to incorporate 

learning standards, and to be assessing children developmentally." However, the board .· 

during this transition is struggling with forming the new identity. The director stated, 

"The board is trying to describe what our vision is ... being board member for a day care 

and now a board member for a school" [is different]. The board is asking themselves, 

"Who do we serve? Do we everybody or serve people in line with what our philosophy 

is?", stated the director. 
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The center serves primarily dual-income families where children typically spend a 

full day (approximately 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.). The church and the center had recently 

undergone a full remodeling project. The center and the playground were originally 

located on the street side of the church building. The large playground had mature trees 

for shade and was surrounded by a sec-through, chain-link fence. After the remodel, the 

playground was relocated to the back of the church/center building, adjacent to the alley 

and a parking lot. The long, narrow playground (20 ½ft.by 135 ft.), had minimal shade, 

however last fall, two, 12 ft. trees were planted. The playground is surrounded by a 12 

foot high wooden fence. The home owners association requested the 12 foot high fence in 

order to provide more privacy for the homes on the other side of the alley. 

The director and several of the teachers expressed that the playground setting was 

an afterthought in the remodel planning. The director explained that the architect and 

designers did not seek the advice of early childhood professionals. According to Frost, 

development of the outdoor environment should be a combined effort by teachers, 

administrators, parents, board members, and contributors, along with specialists in the 

areas of architecture, child development, and playgrounds (1992). Frost believes that the 

children should also be consulted in the planning and in the ongoing construction. 

The director was not an employee during the designing and construction phases. 

She was hired when the center was in the process of being furnished. The unusual space 

of the playground, and the center's focus on center-based activities, influenced the 

decision to install the dramatic play structures. According to Hendricks (200 I), during 
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the design process many playground spaces arc after thoughts or "SLAP" - spaces left

over after planning" (p.107). The church and community highly influenced the setting 

and space of the center's outdoor play environment. 

SupervisOJ)' Role 

All of the teachers perceived their primary role on the playground as a supervisor 

of play. Their goal is to provide safety for the children. They relied heavily on teacher 

commands and redirection when children are outdoors in order to maintain safety and 

enforce the rules. "An activity setting guides the selection of actions and the operational 

composition of actions, and it determines the functional significance of these actions" 

(Wertsch, 1985, p.212). The center teachers believed that the physical arrangement of the 

outdoor play environment dictated their role in that environment. 

In searching for patterns and relationships, in the teachers' beliefs data regarding 

the priority of outdoor supervision, a rival explanation can be found. Teachers' beliefs 

about the critical aspect of supervision could have been an expectation of the 

administration rather than a total teacher conviction. Bethany stated "Our center's 

philosophy for outdoor play seems to be very clear. Supervise, supervise, supervise." 

Rigorous qualitative research includes the strategy of integrity (Patton, 2002, Yin, 2003). 

Demonstration of integrity in case study analysis can include rival explanations (Yin). 

Planning and Preparation 

The teachers perceived that the physical space of the outdoor environment posed 

many limitations to their planning, preparation, and implementation in that environment. 
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The teachers perceived that planning for outdoor play activities as the same as planning 

for indoor classroom activities, using small groups. Small group activities arc central to 

their learning centers ctmiculum. Therefore, due to the supervisory role that must take 

place outdoors, small group activities arc viewed as prohibitive. Matt explained, '-'I am 

often working with small groups on art projects, cognitive activities, games, etc:, and to 

do that on the playground would result in a lack of overall supervision." Self-directed 

outdoor play includes the teacher as an organizer, observer, and promoter (Peny, 2001). 

Teachers give less time and attention to assessing outdoor play and learning activities' :: · 

compared with indoor activities (Wellhousen, 2002). The teachers had not contemplated 

these roles for their outdoor environment. 

Some have written that outdoor environment provides more opportunities with a 

greater variety of play activities than what occurs indoors (Dighe, 1993; Frost & 

Norquist, 2007; Henniger, 1993; Wardle, 1997). According to VanArsdell (1991); >· :: 

"Planning and preparing the environment is like setting the bait" (p. 89). Loose parts ·•:. -""' 

provide the "bait" in the outdoor environment. They are vital to a successful outdoor 

environment for young children. The loose parts, or transportables, encourage children to 

manipulate and experiment. They provide novelty that encourages high levels of 

cognitive play (Dempsey & Strickland, 1993). On a daily basis, the loose parts available 

to the children on the playground were the usual, limited loose parts, e.g., wood chips, 

dishes, sand buckets, shovels, etc. 
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Teachers agreed that they have the opportunity to implement different activities 

on the playground but various factors, including planning, outdoor storage, and 

indifference contribute to their desist of such practices. Nicole stated: 

W c can take things out, but it is hard to think of things to do out there that you 

would not normally do inside. It is mostly on the teachers but we can take stuff 

out there. Like we can do art projects and stuff out there if we wanted to. 

Matt concurred, "We have [water tables, art easels] those items, however, they are not 

permanently set up, so it is less likely that teachers will use them if they have to set them 

up each time." The researcher detected three sand/water tables on the playground that 

were in "storage" areas, and no art easels were used and none were present during the 

observation times. 

Philosophy-Reality Variance 

The center's early childhood teachers had a philosophy-reality conflict (Hatch & 

Freeman, 1988). On the one hand, teachers' adhered to a philosophy that children should 

have freedom during outdoor play and be encouraged to explore and use their 

imaginations in their outdoor environment. However the reality of the playground's 

limited physical space, coupled with the teacher's necessity to keep children safe, 

prohibited children from freely exploring their environment. Teachers also had a 

philosophy-reality variance that involved children's freedom to play and the teacher's 

desire for organization on the playground and rule enforcement. 
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Recalling their own memories of early childhood outdoor play, teachers often 

referred to using their imaginations. Teachers described, "I used my imagination a lot,", 

"I had so much fun ... inventing, being adventurous and creative," and, "I remember the 

creative outdoor play scenarios." They also recalled memories of being able to play 

freely. Angie recalled, "I remember feeling so wonderfully free to do as I pleased and 

talk or play with whoever appealed to me." Nicole stated, "The times I felt I learned the 

most were the times I explored and played on my own. I like to allow children to play 

freely during outside time." 

The teachers also explained how their own childhood memories of playing freely 

informed their planning of outdoor play for their students. Bethany talked about how 

those memories provided her with the motivation to encourage her students to use their 

imaginations. Debbie said it informed her to let them "Do their own thing" instead of 

telling them "This is what I want you to play with." Matt recalled, "I remember my own 

creative play; I try not to infringe upon their creativity by giving them teacher-directed 

play." However, observations of the outdoor play revealed children's play was confined 

and restrained by the concentrated use of supervision, minimal loose parts, and limited 

teacher facilitative play roles. 

The Potential of Outdoor Play 

Davies study of early childhood teachers concluded that teachers view indoor play 

of greater importance and do not realize the full educational potential of the outdoor 

environment ( 1996 ). Teachers struggled to fully appreciate the potential of their outdoor 

114 



environment. As one teacher clearly stated, "I am more of a teacher [indoors]. Teaching 

the children inside is my main focus." If teachers do not view the outdoor environment as 

an outdoor classroom, they will not actively provide, or plan, for an enriched responsive 

outdoor play environment (Shim ct al., 200 I). 

Summary 

This chapter summarized the data analysis procedures for this case study report. 

Data collected from interviews of 10 teachers and one center director, teachers' journal 

writings, and the researcher's observations were analyzed. Two research questions 

provided three typologies, teachers' beliefs, perceptions, and facilitations during 

children's outdoor play at one bounded case, an urban, nonprofit early childhood 

development center. The typological analysis provided generalization statements which 

contributed to the final case analysis that included the researcher's observations and 

reflexivity. In order to provide a descriptive depiction of the outdoor environment at this 

early childhood center a case study narrative offered a composite portrayal within the 

context of the case. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study utilized a qualitative, case study approach to explore early childhood 

teachers' beliefs and practices about preschool outdoor play. Teachers' beliefs, 

perceptions, and facilitation skills were explored through interviews, journal writings, 

and the researcher's observations. Data analysis provided themes around two research 

questions for this study. The questions were: 

1. How do early childhood teachers describe their beliefs and perceptions of

outdoor play practices in a preschool environment?

2. How do early childhood teachers facilitate outdoor play in their preschool

environment?

This chapter provides a summary of the study and discussion of the case analysis that 

developed from interview transcripts, journal writings, and the researcher's observations. 

Limitations of the study will be discussed and recommendations for future research will 

be suggested. 

Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to discover teachers' beliefs and practices 

during preschool outdoor play at one early childhood center. "How" questions arc well-

suited for case study research in that they focus on a contemporary phenomenon with a 

real-life context (Yin, 2003). Exploring teachers' bclicC<s, perceptions, and their 
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facilitation practices during children ·s outdoor play was intended to provide awareness of 

how this particular group of teachers related to the context. Understanding the full teacher 

experience as it relates to outdoor play can contribute and expand the teaching 

profession's comprehension of the significance of outdoor play for young children. The 

early childhood program was purposefully selected due to the researcher's relationship to 

the center director, or "gatekeeper" (Creswell, 1998). A sample of 10 teachers and one 

director participated in the interview process. The teachers provided journal writings to 

10 questions over a period of one month. The researcher conducted playground ,1. , 

observations, recording field notes of teacher/children interactions during outdoor.. play 

periods. 

The interview transcripts were analyzed using the typological analysis inodel :.' c .. ' 

(Hatch, 2002, see Figure 2). Three typologies were predetermined from the research 

questions, teachers' beliefs, perceptions, and facilitation practices about outdoor play. 

The typologies were analyzed to determine themes and subthemes for each typology.···· 

Member checking was included in the methodology (Patton, 2002). The participants had 

the opportunity to react and respond to the researcher's findings. The particip�nts offered 

no reactions to the findings. According to Stake, (1995), receiving no responses about the 

findings from the participant's is a common occurrence. 

The researcher's observations and reflections, along with a peer evaluation, were 

included in the final analysis. A peer expert reviewed the typologies and findings in order 

to discuss alternative interpretations (Stake, 1995). A culminating case study report, or .. , 
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narrative. illustrated a holistic portrayal of the center's outdoor environment and the.'. 

contextual clements. Stake writes that each case study is unique with the quality and 

utility of the research based on whether or not the produced meanings arc valued.,', 

Discussion of Findings 

Activity theory provided the framework for this bounded, single-case study as it, 

is a descriptive, interpretive theory that seeks to find connections between the local· 

setting and the broader culture and history (Robbins, & Stetsenko, 2002). The present 

case study, the actions of many different individuals and groups impacted the context of 

the center's outdoor play environment. Planning and designing of the outdoor play 

environment was practically nonexistent during the planning for the new church·and•, u 

school addition. As the education board struggled with the transition from a 'day care' to 

a learning center, the outdoor environment was not viewed as a priority. As the center 

director advocated bringing shade covering to the unprotected playground she was 

confronted with opposition from governing agencies as well as homeowners associations. 

f

Garbarino writes that environmental press, or the combined and interacting orces.in,the 

outdoor environment, can shape how children play (1989). This was evident by the 

influence of the church administrators, different community/governmental agencies,·,.· 

nearby homeowners, center families, and the center staff as affected the outdoor play, : ...·  

environment was affected by all. 

Preferably, in the development of an outdoor play environment, a master plan would 

combine the efforts of teachers, administrators, parents, board members and contributors, 
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along with specialists in the areas of architecture, child development, and playground 

(Frost, 1992). Participation and cooperation in the planning, designing, and 

implementation invests the individuals in the change (Greenman, 2007). Perhaps shade 

cover could have been acquired for the playground or a larger and/or different 

playground location would have been possible if the church, center staff, and parents had 

joined forces. However, the center staff was not consulted in the design or construction of 

their outdoor environment. 

Themes and Generalization Statements 

Through the research questions, which determined the typologies of early 

childhood teachers' beliefs, perceptions, and facilitation styles related to outdoor play, the 

typologies revealed a variety of themes (see Table 1 and 2). The generalization 

statements, derived from the typology themes and the researcher's observations, provided 

the information for the case study report. The analysis revealed 4 generalization 

statements: 

1. Early childhood teachers at the center believed that supervision is paramount

during children's outdoor play.

2. The teachers perceived that the physical space of the outdoor environment

posed many limitations to their planning, preparation, and implementation in

that environment.

3. Teachers have a philosophy-reality variance (Hatch, 2002) between their

desire for the children to experience the same sense of free play that they had
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when they were young children and their objective to have children follow 

rnlcs and guidelines in the outdoor environment. 

4. The teachers believed that outdoor play is important to the development of

young children but they lack knowledge and motivation that would promote

the development of their outdoor play environment.

Further explanation of these statements will emanate recommendations for practitioners, 

administrators, and families. 

Supervisory Role 

The teachers considered supervision as their primary responsibility. Supervision is 

critical, and teachers do need to set expectations for safe and cooperative play, including 

use and storage of loose parts and other equipment. However, all risk cannot be totally 

eliminated and the outdoor setting can safely offer experiences that challenge young 

children (Greenman, 2007). Risk-taking has useful qualities for thinking and problem

solving (Stepehnson, 2003). An outdoor setting needs to support an array of outdoor 

activities that stimulates children's development. This setting would include effective 

teachers that provide play roles of observer, participator, and a facilitator (Frost, 1992). It 

would also include teachers who assist in solving problems and offers suggestions in 

extending play. An effective teacher is a play leader who knows when and when not to 

interrupt children's play, understanding how to become a follower and a play partner. 
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Space, Pla1111i11g, ancl Preparation 

Teachers perceived that outdoor play opportunities were limited due to the 

physical space (approximately 20 ft x 135 ft) and the fixed equipment outdoors. The long, 

narrow playground with fixed play structures situated down the length of the outdoor 

space formed viewing obstructions for the teachers. The presence of the obstructions 

enforced the teachers need to be vigilant supervisors. The demand of the supervisory role 

precluded any thoughts of planning for different activities or changing or adding to the 

outdoor environment. 

The fixed equipment is not the playground, only pieces of the playground 

(Greenman, 2007). In a North Carolina child care center study on programs averaged, 

seven manufactured elements (sand boxes, fixed equipment, play house) and only three 

natural elements (usually grass, trees, and mulch) (Moore & Cosco, 2000). The absence 

of a variety ofloose parts (natural, recyclable, and manufactured) restricted creative play 

opportunities. When playgrounds provided more natural elements children exhibited 

more constructive play and less repetitive behaviors (DeBord, et al., 2002). According to 

Frost, the outdoor play environment is an integrated learning environment of 

playgrounds, gardens, and natural habitats (2007). The center's outdoor play environment 

has three fixed manufactured play structures with mulch ground cover. There is no grass 

and two, 12-foot trees were planted last fall. The environment is void of gardens or 

natural habitats. 
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Philosophy-Reali(i· / 'ariance 

All of the teachers spoke enthusiastically of their own early childhood outdoor 

play memories. They spoke of their freedom, in terms of time, space, and choice. 

Freedom to explore, and to be creative was a self-directed decision. Childhood 

experiences about outdoor, natural environments arc significant life experiences that play 

a major role in adult perceptions and behaviors (Chawla, 1998; Sebba, 1991; Thompson, 

Aspinall & Montarzino, 2008). Through these childhood memories and experiences one 

constructs their reality, which influences actions and behaviors (Spodek, 1988). Even 

though the teachers could connect to their childhood outdoor play memories and 

proclaimed the virtues of freedom, creativity, and imagination, their reality is to supervise 

young children. The restrictive directives spoken by many of the teachers during 

children's outdoor play and the enforcement of rules that prohibit children from taking 

loose parts to other parts of the playground restrict imagination and creativity. However, 

the gap can be lessened between the philosophical and reality. Minimal knowledge and 

skills of outdoor play environments, coupled with teachers' perceptions that indoor 

classroom learning is more important than outdoor learning, contribute to an inequity 

between teachers' memories of outdoor play and their practices as teachers. 

The Potential of Outdoor Play 

The teachers believed that outdoor play is important to the development of young 

children and they had some understanding of the benefits of outdoor play, i.e., health 

benefits, socialization, etc. 1 lowever, the teachers viewed the indoor classroom as the 
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learning place. and the outdoor environment was a place to purge excess energy in order 

to prepare for the indoor classroom. Most teachers do not understand the full potential of 

the outdoor play environment for a child's development (Davies, 1996, 1997). 

Recognizing that outdoor play is part of the early childhood classroom is a first step in 

understanding the powerful value of outdoor play (Perry, 2003). The teacher's full 

awareness of the outdoor learning potential and any incentive to promote the 

development of their outdoor play environment was not present. 

There is more to outdoor play environments than playgrounds. The playground is 

often viewed as the only outdoor setting, a space for "emotional and physical release and 

a bit of free social interchange, but not serious exploration" (Greenman, 2007, p. 320). 

Even though the playground had limited space, the center was ineffective in fully. 

utilizing the space or providing alternative outdoor experiences for the children, e.g., 

walks in the neighborhood, providing more loose parts, planting a garden, or allowing 

children to play in the wet sand. A playground should be like a small-scale replica of the 

world, offering many sensory experiences that can be found in the world included in it 

(Dattner, 1969). 

Limitations of Study 

This qualitative case study provided exploration into the beliefs and practices of ·• 

the outdoor play environment by one bounded, urban early childhood center. Through 

this in-depth investigation, the study results provided insights and conclusions about 

preschool teachers' beliefs and perceptions about outdoor play and the affect this has on 
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their facilitation practices related to their outdoor environment. This study is limited in , 

these ways: 

I. The sample size was bounded by one early childhood program with one

director and IO teachers.

2. The outdoor play environment or playground was specific to this early

childhood center.

3. Observations were limited to only the outdoor play situations that the

researcher observed.

Implications 

Outdoor play is not afforded its rightful significance in many early child care and 

education programs, family homes, communities, and our society in general. Outdoor 

play is essential for healthy child development. Children are naturally drawn to the 

outdoors which makes for a wonderful learning opportunity. With more and more 

children spending their days in child care, early care programming has become the most 

vital environment outside of the young child's own home. 

The purpose of this study was to explore the early childhood teachers' beliefs and 

practices about preschool outdoor play at one early childhood center. This case study was 

designed with a qualitative methodology in order to uncover the beliefs and practices that 

influence meanings and decisions concerning children's outdoor play environments. 

Activity theory demonstrated that many variables influenced this outdoor environment, 
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teachers, administration, community and governmental agencies, and the church. 

Implications in this section will link the study's conclusions to these different entities. 

lmplicationsfor Society 

Outdoor play environments may appear on the surface to have implications for 

only preschoolers, their families, and the early childhood staff. However, the need for 

high quality outdoor environments is crucial to all. From a global perspective it is 

imperative that adults model and demonstrate attitudes and actions that are pro

environmental. Children who experience the outdoors and have an appreciation for it will 

in tum have a desire to care for it. The benefits of outdoor play for children are well 

documented. Growing research reveals that daily outdoor experiences have a measurable 

impact on healthy child development. However, our 21 st century society is removing 

outdoor play from many children. Busy parents, unsafe neighborhoods, television and 

technology use, more education responsibilities, and more structured after school and 

group activities are taking time away from outdoor play. Less time for children to 

experience the great outdoors at home magnifies the importance and need for outdoor 

play at preschool. The child care center, where the majority of U.S. children spend their 

early childhood, must become a central focus of biophilic design, the human connection 

to nature (Verbeck & deWaal, 2002; Wilson, 2008). 

Early childhood professionals have the opportunity and a responsibility to re

frame the importance of outdoor play. Through development of high quality outdoor 

environments, that demonstrate equal significance in the early childhood curriculum, 
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early childhood professionals can demonstrate to families and their communities the 

benefits and great value of outdoor play. Benefits of outdoor play include physical and 

psychological well-being, cognitive performance, and inter- and intrapcrsonal skills. 

Parents of young children look to the early childhood professionals as experts in early 

child care and education. Parent education related to outdoor play would not only benefit 

parents, but children, schools, and communities. Now is the time to seize this opportunity 

to inform and educate others about the wonders and joys of outdoor play. 

Implications for Early Childhood Programming 

Teamwork is essential in order to implement a high quality outdoor environment. 

Teamwork must involve all of the stakeholders, parents, teachers, school officials, 

neighborhood associations, including experts in the fields of architect, landscape and 

equipment design, construction, and child development. A participatory process of 

developing a high quality outdoor environment takes much time and energy. The 

participation in the project will invest everyone in the change. Incorporating roles for 

children, staff, and parents will empower participation and underscore the importance of 

outdoor play for young children. 

Integrated in the development of high quality outdoor environments is the 

necessity for programs to self-evaluate their individual programs. Assessment tools that 

allow for self-examination of the present outdoor play area can contribute to the 

participatory process. Assessment tools can provide a means to set goals and timclincs for 

development ol
!

'or improvement of the outdoor environment. 
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Teacher Ec/ucation anc/ Training 

Teachers arc critical to making the outdoor environment a dynamic place that·

meets the needs and interests of young children. Teachers must recognize the importance 

of the outdoor play environment. Besides supervising children, in order to keep them 

safe, teacher responsibilities include planning outdoor activities, interacting with children 

to scaffold learning and promoting positive social interactions. As illustrated in this. 1 

study, there was a paucity of teacher training related to outdoor play. In order to promote 

children's outdoor play experiences, administrators can play a large part in offering 

access to additional education and training. 

Outdoor play environment training for early childhood teachers includes the 

opportunity to reflect and discuss how beliefs affect teachers' motivations and practices;•· 

Teachers' beliefs are based on prior knowledge, experiences, and values and teachers 

need the opportunity to examine and discuss discrepancies between beliefs and practices. 

Beliefs are often unconsciously held assumptions, and in order to become explicit there 

must be reflection. The teachers in this study shared their desire to extend the same 

opportunities for creativity, imagination, and freedom to play as they did when they were 

young children. Affording teachers and administrators time to discuss and process their 

own play experiences and beliefs may benefit outdoor play practices. 
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.-Jrcas o(Training I t'f' 

This case study revealed several topics that early childhood teacher training could 

incorporate. The researcher believes these topics arc universal for most preschool 

teachers. The possible training topics revealed in the case study analysis i11cludcd: 

a. Teacher training that demonstrated the differences between clements in a

playground and elements of an outdoor play environment. The outdoor

environment should allow for both free and structured play: According to

Frost (1997), preschool outdoor environments should be equipped for

sand/water play, gross motor play, make.:.believe play, and construction

play, natural areas for gardens and/or pets, and storage for.loose parts.

b. Achieving a balance between risk-taking and challenges in the preschooler

outdoor environment. Risk-taking in the physical space of the·outdoor

environment as well as children's opportunities for challenging activities.

c. Value and implement loose parts in the outdoor environment.

d. Recognize the importance of a teacher's playful attitude, to share

enthusiasm, curiosity, and wonder of great outdoors: .

e. Recognize teachers' facilitative roles in the outdoor environment. Offer

training that includes scaffolding teachers' cognition of the facilitative

roles; roles that increase interactions with young children and reduce

playing directives; and increase positive commu.nication during play,

decrease the amount of directive behaviors and reducing verbal directives.
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f Using outdoor assessment tools for development of high quality outdoor,· 

play environments. 

Each early childhood programs' outdoor environment is unique. Distinctive to 

each program arc the stakeholders, funding concern, the available physical space, the 

program's philosophy and vision, and other issues unique to the program and community. 

Ultimately, outdoor play advocates will be needed in order to promote the importance 

and benefits of the outdoor environment and early childhood professionals may become 

outdoor play advocates for young children. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on the findings and implications of the study, the following 

recommendations for future research are suggested: 

1. Replication of this case study method could be used to analyze other early

childhood program's outdoor play environments. Possible studies could

include early childhood programs in other areas/regions, profit/ nonprofit, and

with different populations. Multiple case study comparisons could result in

further analysis to extend the knowledge base of outdoor play environments.

2. University and college teacher education programs and their related laboratory

schools provide opportunities for demonstration and modeling of best

practices in the early care and education field. Potential studies could explore

the impact of the laboratory schools on teacher candidate education of the

outdoor learning environment.
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3. As stated in this case study and in literature, teachers' childhood memories of

outdoor play influence the teachers' practices in the outdoor enviro.nment.

Further research could be designed to investigate teachers' childhood

memories of risk-taking and their teaching practices in the outdoor

environment.

4. How prevalent is Hendricks theory of "SLAP - spaces left-over after.

planning" (2001, p. 107) in early childhood programs? Research could

investigate the consequential effects of "SLAP" on the outdoor play

environment.

5. It is recommended that a study of the utilization ofloose parts (manufactured,

recyclables, and natural) be examined. A qualitative or quantitative study that

includes the relationship of loose parts and children's activity level.

6. A study focusing on the effects oflandscaping and topography on children's,

outdoor experiences in different early childhood settings.

7. A meta- analysis could be conducted on the content of outdoor play

environments in early childhood care and development textbooks.

8. A study investigating the employment of outdoor play environment or

playground architects and/or designers in development of the outdoor

environment. In addition, the study could probe whether or not early care and

education experts were consulted.
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9. A qualitative study to examine the reconnection experiences of young children

to nature/outdoors. The study would focus on pro-environmental attitudes and

actions.

Researcher Reflections 

In a qualitative case study the researcher is the research instrument and self

reflection or reflexivity sharpens the instrument (Patton, 2002). Reflexivity reminds the 

observer to be aware of one's perspective which may or may not be different from the 

participants. The credibility of the researcher is contingent on experience, training, prior 

knowledge, and relationship to the people and programs being studied. 

During the playground observations, the researcher made significant attempts to 

engage in the process of epoche or refraining from judgment (Moustakas, 1994). As a 

result, the researcher focused on observing and taking notes regarding dialogue and 

actions. In addition, as an observer (Yin, 2009), a manipulation of the ongoing events on 

the playground was of concern, as researchers cannot remain anonymous in observational 

field research. Yin states that, "An event may proceed differently because it is being 

observed" (p. 102). 

From the researcher's perspective, it is difficult to know if the participation in this 

study provided a stimulus for the teachers to acquire new knowledge about outdoor play. 

Participant reflexivity appeared to occur through the interview process and the journal 

writings. Expressing their own childhood outdoor play memories and how they relate to 
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the present may ha\'e provided an impetus to improve the participants' facilitation roles 

in the outdoor environment. 

At least half of the teacher participants appeared to be fully invested in the 

interview process. Less interested participants appeared to have a demeanor and body 

language that demonstrated a need to comply with a director's wishes, as their interview 

answers and journal writings were often brief. More experienced teachers appeared to be 

more interested in sharing their thoughts. Their narratives appeared to be richer in detail 

than some with less experience in the field. The researcher was disappointed that none of 

the teachers chose to respond to the findings that were mailed to them. However, the 

researcher is fully aware of the demanding nature of the job of an early child care center 

teacher. In order to provide further enrichment, other ways in which to gamer participant 

feedback may be sought in future studies. 

Summary 

The chapter reported a study of early childhood teachers' beliefs and practices 

about outdoor play at one preschool in an urban area of North Texas. In an effort to report 

the present case study to significant stakeholders, implications for the larger society were 

given. Finally, recommendations for future research were presented that included 

replication of this case study, the influence of teacher candidate education preparations 

related to outdoor play environments, and studies involving different aspects of the 

outdoor play environment. A review of the findings of this study as well as the 

researcher's reflections was presented. 
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: Exploring Early Childhood Teachers' Beliefs and Practices About Preschool 
Outdoor Play: A Case Study 

Investigator: Sandra E. Renick, M.S .............................................. 817/896-4718 

Advisor: Karen Petty, Ph.D ........................................................ 940/898-2698 

Explanation and Purpose of the Research 

You are being asked to participate in a research study for Ms. Renick's 
dissertation at Texas Woman's University. The purpose of this study is to explore the 
early childhood teachers' beliefs about outdoor play and how those beliefs affect teacher 
planning and practice in the outdoor environment. This study will investigate the 
mechanics and functions of outdoor play and how the outdoor play environment is 
utilized. The early childhood teacher is a major factor in the utilization of outdoor play 
space and activities, and therefore, the roles of the early childhood teacher will also be 
examined. 

Research Procedures 

For this study, the investigator will conduct face -to-face interviews with the early 
childhood teachers and the director. The teacher interviews will be conducted in two 
separate sessions, each 30 minutes in length. The two sessions will allow you more 
flexibility with your busy schedules. The sessions will be conducted either during your 
planning time or a time convenient for you and the director. The interviews will be 
conducted in a private room at the child care center. You will be audio- and video-taped 
during the face-to-face interviews. The purpose of the taping is to provide a transcription 
of the information discussed in the interview and to assure the accuracy of the reporting 
of that information. 

The investigator will conduct observations of the outdoor environment and the 
outdoor play activities. Digital photographs will be taken of the physical outdoor 
environment and equipment. Field notes will be taken during the outdoor play activities. 

You will be asked to participate in a journaling activity. Teachers will use a journal
type format to answer topical questions given to you by the investigator. 
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For approximately five weeks, you will be asked to respond to two, open-ended questions 
per week. You may choose whether to respond by email orwith a hard copy document. 
You may respond by email to srenick5 l (a1aol.com or.the researcher will pick up the hard 
copies once a week at a designated location at the center. 

As participants you will have the opportunity to review and respond to the investigator's 
tentative findings. Your maximum total time commitment in the study is approximately 
five hours. ·, · • 

Potential Risks 
:,) '.\ 

Potential risks risk to your participation in the study may include potential loss of 
confidentiality, fatigue and physical or · emotional discomfort during the interview, 
questions or concerns raised concerning the topic of teacher beliefs, and coercion or 
pressure to participate. 

A possible loss of your confidentiality will, be minimized by conducting interviews in 
private rooms, and by using code names rather. than real names on audio/video tapes and 
transcripts. Only the investigator and her advisor will have access, to the tapes. The tapes, 
hard copies of transcripts, and any computer files will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in 
the investigator's home office during and after completion of the study. The tapes, paper 
transcripts, and computer files will be stored for five years and then shredded, erased and 
deleted. There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, downloading, and 
internet transactions. 

As a participant you may experience fatigue and/or physical or emotional discomfort 
during the interviews. To avoid fatigue you may take breaks during the interview if needed. 
If you experience emotional or physical discomfort regarding the interview questions, you 
may stop answering at any time. Participants may withdraw from the study at any time. 

As a participant you may feel coercion or pressure to participate. In order to avoid this 
risk, you will be informed that your involvement is completely voluntary, and that you may 
discontinue participation in the study at any time without penalty. Your answers to 
questions will not be shared with anyone other than the investigator's advisor. It is 
anticipated that the results of this study wi,11 �e. published in the investigator's dissertation 
as well as in other research publications. However, no names or other identifying 
information will be included in any publication. 
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The researcher will endeavor to prevent any problem that may occur because of this 
research. You should let the researcher know at once if there is a problem and she will help 
you. However, TWU docs not provide medical services or financial assistance for injures 
that might happen because you arc taking part in this research. Confidentiality will be 
protected to the extent that is allowed by law. 

Of Participation and Benefits 
Your involvement in this research study is completely voluntary, and you may 

discontinue your participation in the study at any time without penalty. The study can 
benefit the early childhood program by providing a better understanding of the how's and 
why's of their outdoor play curriculum. Teacher beliefs and practices may be enhanced 
through the reflective nature of the interview and journaling process. Participants will 
receive a $20 teacher supply store gift card for their participation. At the completion of 
the study a summary of the results will be mailed to you upon request.* 

Questions Regarding the Study 
If you have any questions about the research study you may ask the researcher; her 

phone number is at the top of this form. If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant in this research or the way this study has been conducted, you may contact the 
Texas Woman's University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at 940-898-3378 
or via e-mail at IRB@twu.edu. You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent 
form to keep. 

Signature of Participant Date 

*If you would like to receive a summary of the results of this study, please provide an
address to which this summary should be sent:
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Informed Consent Verbal Instructions 

My name is Sandra Renick and I am a Child Development doctorate student at 

Texas Woman's University in Denton, Texas. You arc being asked to participate in a 

research study for my dissertation. The purpose of this research is to explore how early 

childhood teachers' describe their beliefs and perceptions of outdoor play practices in a 

preschool environment, and how teachers utilize the outdoor play environment. 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete or 

participate in the following: 

1. To participate in two, 30-minute individual, face-to-face interviews. The 

questions will be open-ended, questions that allow for you to freely express 

yourself. Your interviews will be audio-and-video taped to assure accuracy of 

the discussed information and for transcription purposes. 

2. Observations will be conducted during outdoor play activities. 

3. To respond to e-mail or hard copy (your choice) questions. There will be two 

questions per week for approximately five weeks. 

Your participation is completely voluntary, and you should feel no pressure to 

participate. There are minimal risks involved in this study and you may withdraw at any 

time. Your name will not be requested in this study so your responses will be anonymous. 

All research records will be kept confidential by me. 

This research experience will provide you, the participant, with a personal and 

professional growth experience that also benefits the program and the children at the 
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center. I seek your partnership in this research study and value your perspectives and 

expertise as teachers of young children. Early childhood professionals arc very busy 

individuals and I will to my best to accommodate your schedule. I would greatly 

appreciate your time in this important research study. 

Do you have any questions? 
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Interview Protocol Form 

Title: Exploring Early Childhood Teachers' Beliefs and Practices about Preschool 

Outdoor Play: A Case Study 

Time of Interview: Beginning _________ End Time ________ _ 

Place of Interview: -----------------

Interviewer: Sandy Renick 

Interviewee Code Name: -----

TWU Consent to Participate Completed: Li 

Rapport Building - Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to explore your beliefs about outdoor play and your 
practices in the preschool outdoor environment. I am interested in your responses to a 
series of questions about outdoor play. The questions are designed to allow you to 
express your own beliefs. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions. I want to 
be able to explore outdoor play from your viewpoint. Feel free to take your time and 
answer each question as fully as possible. You can refuse to answer any question I ask, 
and we can stop the interview at any time. You may also take a break at any time as 
needed. 

You have been assigned a code name and any information you give me will be 
kept in strictest confidence. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed 
by law. I will be audio and video taping the interview. Once I have written down 
everything you have said in this interview, I will erase the tapes and shred the interview 
transcriptions and any computer files within five years of the completion of this 
interview. 
Any questions before we begin? 

Testing of audio tape 

Begin Audio Taping 

Questions: 
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Interview Questions - Session I 

Background questions: 

I. Why don't we start by telling me a little about yourself'?

Prompts: Where were you born? Education background'? How long have you been

here at this center?

2. Describe your outdoor play schedule on a daily basis?

3. Could you describe what happens in a typical day during outdoor play?

4. What kinds of activities does your class enjoy outdoors?

5. What is the most popular outdoor activity?

6. During inclement weather what does your class do?

158 



APPENDIXE 

Interview Questions - Session 2 

159 



Intcr,icw Questions - Session 2 

I. What is the purpose of children's outdoor play? 

2. How docs this purpose work? 

Prompts: imagination? social skills? gross motor skills? 

3. What is the relationship between outdoor play and learning? 

4. How much should young children play outdoors? For what ages is outdoor play 

important? 

Prompts: length of time? Frequency? 

5. How important is outdoor play in your classroom? 

6. What are the barriers to outdoor play? 

7. What would your ideal outdoor environment look like? 

Adapted from Build Your Own Theory of Play (Johnson, Christie, & Wardle, F., 2005). 
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Teacher Journal Questions 

I. How do you plan and prepare for outdoor play'? 

2. Respond to this scenario: It is 95 degrees outside and humid. It is time for your 

class to go to the playground for their scheduled outdoor activities. As the 

teacher, how do you feel about going outside? 

3. Describe any training you have received as it relates to outdoor play 

environment? Prompts: outdoor materials? playground activities? teacher 

interactions? 

4. Describe how the center's philosophy influences what happens outdoors? 

Prompts: specific guidelines? 

5. How does the physical environment affect how you plan or do not plan for 

outdoor play? Prompts: Too small, too big? Too much or too little fixed 

equipment? Enough materials? Enough storage? 

6. A. What is your role on the playground when children are outside? 

B. Is that role different from your role during inside play? 

7. A. What childhood memories do you have of early experiences with outdoor 

play? 

B. What did you play outdoors? 

C. Who did you play with outdoors? 

8. How do your childhood experiences inform your planning of outdoor play? 

9. How docs past play experience influence your role in children's outdoor play? 

I 0. Describe your opportunities for play in your daily life? 
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