Take Two: Using Video as an
Analysis Tool for Outdoor Play

INTRODUCTION

This chapter explores the use of video as a
non-participant observational tool for out-
door play. It considers how video can play an
important role in qualitative research, espe-
cially in capturing sequences of children’s
play and the different ways in which footage
can be utilized to stimulate debate around
children’s play behaviours and preferences.
In qualitative ethnographic research there is
often reliance on field notes or reflective
observations relying on the interpretations of
the researcher (Dicks et al., 2011; Fleer,
2015; Haw, 2008). The use of video enables
sequences to be replayed, analysed in differ-
ent ways and shown to different audiences
(Flewitt, 2006; Forman, 1999). This flexibil-
ity can enrich a research project to develop
shared understanding (Canning, 2014; Ely
et al., 1991; Fleer, 2015).

In this chapter a small-scale qualitative
study using video as a central analysis tool
is outlined. It is based on a case study of a

BK-SAGE-WALLER_ET_AL-170085-Chp29.indd 464

Natalie Canning

4-year-old boy, Toby, engaging in outdoor
play in a number of different contexts. The
video sequences recorded during the study
were used as ‘video stimulated review’
(Forman, 1999) for both parents and early
childhood professionals associated with Toby
to better understand his play preferences.
Some of the sequences were also used to sup-
port continuing professional development
(CPD) sessions for a larger staff group to
explore the value of outdoor play for young
children.

POSITIONING THE RESEARCH WITHIN
A SOCIOCULTURAL FRAMEWORK

The study captured through video child-initi-
ated, social outdoor play experiences. Child-
initiated play is defined in this study as the
idea or motivation for play coming from
children, with no adult interaction or stimuli.
The video footage featured Toby as he played
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with his peers in structured environments
such as the childcare setting he attended and
informal environments in his home garden
and local community play park. The study is
located within a sociocultural framework as
it recognizes the interdependence between
cultural contexts and social interaction in
developing knowledge and understanding.
Vygotsky (1978) argues that all human activ-
ity is motivated by, and takes place in cultural
contexts that are developed through the ways
in which people communicate and that each
individual holds a personal cultural connec-
tion or history that shapes their thinking,
values and beliefs. This was an important
aspect to consider when video recording out-
door play to help understand the actions and
reactions of Toby and his friends.

Video data is not ‘neutral’ because it
records what the researcher decides is sig-
nificant. Therefore values and beliefs influ-
ence not only what is filmed but also when
it is filmed. Consequently, understanding the
theoretical framework, the aims of the study
and acknowledging impact of the decisions
made in filming selections shows awareness
of positioning of the researcher. These con-
siderations are important because within dif-
ferent social and cultural contexts there are
many common practices that occur based
on unquestioned assumptions about how
things are done or roles that different people
occupy. Corsaro (2005) suggests that these
assumptions not only influence the research-
ers’ actions and decisions, but also shape
children’s cultural understanding and influ-
ence their contribution to the adult world.
Therefore, common or taken-for-granted
practices are often reaffirmed through actual
experiences, for example, what has been
seen or heard or emphasized through physi-
cal actions. Therefore, how children relate to
the world is largely a function based on what
they know of their own cultural context and
the influence of wider societal norms (Greene
and Hill, 2005).

Vygotsky (1978) believes that play is
socially situated and is dependent upon the
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context of the play environment. In a play
situation, and especially in outdoor play,
children have opportunities to think in more
complex ways because of the variety of fac-
tors that can be influential and unpredictable.
For example, the way in which children use
the environment can influence the direction
of their play and the use of resources within
that environment can be used by children in
ways that have just not occurred to adults.
Therefore Vygotsky (1966) recognizes play
as an important tool to support children’s
intellectual and social development, empha-
sizing the way children’s imagination could
be linked to developing confidence through
practising skills.

INTERPRETIVE PARADIGM

Using video to collect data in this small-scale
study meant that the researcher was in con-
trol of making decisions about what was
recorded and what was important to capture.
In observing children, using any type of tool,
be it video or field notes, it is impossible to
record absolutely everything, even if concen-
trating on one child, so consequently an
interpretive stance was adopted. Hammersley
(1998) understands this to mean where
human action is understood and interpreted
within the context of social practices. The
knowledge and understanding developed
through taking this approach is always
entwined with different views and opinions
because the actions of children and adults
can be seen from different perspectives.
Denzin and Lincoln (2011) point out that the
subjectivity of an interpretive paradigm can
be considered as problematic because the
data generated captures only a moment in
time, and that the particular combination of
variables operating in that moment may not
occur in the same way or in the same context
ever again. But an interpretive paradigm con-
siders how people construct knowledge and
meaning that allows a contextual narrative of
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their experiences to be developed (Lofland
et al., 20006).

Therefore knowledge created in an inter-
pretive paradigm is constantly evolving as
interpretations are always situated within a
context, are largely incomplete, and because
of this, ambiguous (Hammersley and
Atkinson, 2007). An interpretive paradigm
acknowledges that observations can never be
value free or independent of interpretation,
and recognizes that there is no single ‘truth’.
Instead, knowledge and understanding are
socially constructed through the ideas that
people construct, which in turn are gener-
ated in response to cultural trends (Ailwood,
2010). This is an appropriate theoretical
framework for observing children’s outdoor
play because children’s actions and reactions
in play situations can never be observed com-
pletely value free and even the term ‘play’ is
ambiguous and subject to interpretation.

The ethnographic nature of this study situ-
ated the understanding of children’s outdoor
play through the connections that might
emerge between different perspectives on
children’s lived experiences. Reviewing
the video footage with Toby’s parents and
associated early childhood professionals
with knowledge of Toby supported ‘knit-
ting together threads of evidence’ (Brooker,
2002: 84) to generate qualitative data that
was meaningful in the context of Toby’s out-
door play and that contributed to understand-
ing the cultural traditions existing within his
family and the more formal learning environ-
ments he experienced.

PARTICIPANTS

Toby is 4 years old and lives on the outskirts
of a city in the UK with his mother and father
and 2-year-old sister. He has extended family
close by and the family has a dog who often
becomes part of his play at home and when
the family take him for walks in the local
community park. Toby attends a childcare
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setting twice a week and is looked after at
home the rest of the time. Toby looks older
than his 4 years and is the tallest child
amongst his peers. He sometimes forgets his
size and strength when playing outside with
other children, but has a caring nature and is
empathetic when a child is hurt or upset. He
has an active social life, regularly meeting up
with his peers at the local park and inviting
children back to his home to play.

The childcare setting Toby attends has a
large outdoor space with a woodland area
that has accessible trees for climbing and a
small stream running through it. There are
lots of sticks and logs and a small area has
been left to grow wild, attracting wildlife.
The setting encourages outdoor play where
children have a certain amount of freedom to
explore, problem-solve and be creative with
their peers.

The study followed Toby over a 4-week
period participating in outdoor play with his
peers at his childcare setting, at home and at
the community park.

CASE STUDY

Using a case study in the research enabled
the data collection through video footage to
focus on Toby’s outdoor play and strategies
he employed to interact with his peers. The
flexibility of the case study also provided the
opportunity to consider a wider perspective
of the social and cultural context in which
Toby’s play occurred. The data gathered
from different perspectives (Toby, his par-
ents, and early childhood professionals) sup-
ported the situated understanding of the
realities of his outdoor play experiences. In
adopting a case study method, intensive
knowledge was gained about Toby’s outdoor
play, his preferences and support network
which strengthened an understanding of the
social and cultural influences in his life
(Stake, 1995). This case study approach also
looked for patterns of unanticipated as well
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as expected relationships (Yin, 2009) and the
study was responsive to the different outdoor
situations; it was sensitive in interpreting
developing events and in pursuing emerging
issues.

In terms of generalizability, Simons (1996)
considers that case studies offer ways in
which to construct understanding and learn-
ing from the evidence presented. She argues
that ‘by studying the uniqueness of the par-
ticular, we come to understand the universal’
(Simons, 1996: 230). Thus, by finding more
out about particular children’s lives through
multiple ways commonalities about their
preferences can be identified (Dicks et al.,
2011). The study observed Toby in different
contexts through collecting video data. Using
video-stimulated review also gained the per-
spective of parents and professionals, which
built a comprehensive understanding of his
outdoor play experiences. Studying outdoor
play from more than one standpoint sup-
ported the coordination of the data to ‘map
out, or explain more fully, the richness and
complexity of human behaviour’ (Cohen
etal., 2007: 254).

METHOD

Video recordings of play were considered
the most appropriate way of capturing
Toby’s outdoor interactions, rather than rely-
ing on field notes or written observations
(Haw, 2008). This meant that the video data
were open to interpretation. However, the
advantage of using video as a non-participant
observational tool was that it enabled repeat
viewing and opportunities for detailed anal-
ysis of what Toby was doing when he
played. The video data also gave the oppor-
tunity for other professionals and parents to
view the same footage and to comment,
adding a richness of different perspectives to
the data.

In the past, researching children’s views
through video and audio techniques has been
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used successfully (Flewitt, 2006; Forman,
1999; Paley, 1988; Robson, 2011; Sawyer,
1997) and in some cases the incidents have
been played back to children for their com-
ments (MacNaughton, 1999; Robson, 2011).
The video recordings captured all of the play
that Toby was involved in during each visit
over a period of 4 weeks and multiple visits
to different locations (childcare setting, home
and community park) ensured that a variety
of outdoor play was captured.

The data captured social interactions of
Toby and his friends in their everyday rou-
tine play activity through time-sampled
video footage. The video data were collected
with a basic hand-held digital video camera
which had a built-in timer visible on the side-
opening monitor. This allowed discreet film-
ing to minimize the awareness of the camera
and for the camera to move with the children
as they played. In each filming opportunity
the camera was positioned a comfortable dis-
tance from Toby’s play and the zoom features
of the camera helped minimize the impact of
filming. This was especially useful outside
when Toby had access to large open spaces
in the community park. The footage was
concerned with the interactions of Toby with
other children, rather than what they said,
and so the camera could be positioned at a
distance to minimize any self-conscious play
behaviour. It was important that the video
was as non-intrusive as possible and that
children were not distracted by the camera or
filming. Adult influence in the children’s play
would have changed the dynamics; however,
O’Reilly (2009) argues that all ethnographic
observations involve some participation and
even acting as if not being there influences
the situation being observed. She consid-
ers that non-participant observation is more
about limited interaction. The presence of the
video camera to some extent had an effect on
the children, and perhaps made them more
self-aware in their play because in the first
few minutes when the video was recording
some children, especially in the childcare set-
ting, would ask why the video camera was
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there. Children were reminded of the orienta-
tion visit when they were able to look at the
camera and ask questions about the study.
Once an explanation had been given, chil-
dren seemed satisfied to continue with their
play. Over a period of time children were
less inquisitive and appeared to ignore the
camera.

Time Sampling

Continuously filming children’s play results
in lengthy sequences of film that are difficult
to organize and analyse. Using time sampling
provides a focus for the observations that
Wright (1960) considers important and
argues that observations should have param-
eters and a structure. His research involved
observing spontaneous and ongoing child
behaviour in everyday life. In this study,
Toby was making decisions about what, who
and where he played within predetermined
and negotiated boundaries and the time
sample provided an element of structure and
organization in gathering visual data.

The observations with the video camera
were captured in approximately 2-minute
time samples, which Wright (1960) consid-
ers the optimum time for this type of observa-
tion. The 2-minute timeframe was successful,
in as much as the play seemed to arrive at
a natural pause at this point, before the play
developed further, came to a conclusion or
turned into something else. If Toby’s play
continued beyond 2 minutes, the camera
would be stopped and restarted immediately,
providing a marker point.

Organization of Observations

Visits to the childcare setting, home and
community park for filming were pre-
arranged to cover the expected attendance of
Toby at the childcare setting and with his
parents for home and park visits. Each ses-
sion in the different locations lasted between
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1 and 2% hours and consisted of either a
morning or afternoon visit where video foot-
age was captured when Toby was engaged in
outdoor child-initiated, social play. The
actual play situations could not be planned
and it meant that there could be no expecta-
tion about the amount of data that might be
collected on each visit, or the type and situa-
tion of play that Toby and his peers would
engage with.

After the video data had been collected
early childhood professionals and Toby’s
parents were invited to review the footage
and semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted based on their responses to Toby’s
play and what they thought about Toby’s play
preferences. The interviews attempted to put
the early childhood professional and parent
at ease and ask questions directly relating to
their knowledge about Toby. Through seek-
ing opinion rather than answering questions
the power dynamics between interviewer and
interviewee were more balanced. This was
important, because Mishler (1986) describes
interviews as having unequal power relation-
ships between interviewer and interviewee
and argues that the perception by the inter-
viewee is that the interviewer has ‘all of the
answers’ and therefore authority and power
in an interview situation. Consequently,
interviewees may try to tailor their answers
to what they think the interviewer wants to
hear rather than being confident to express
their own opinion.

Ethical Considerations

There were three main areas of consideration
in relation to ethics in the planning and
design of the study:

o the cooperation and consent of the childcare set-
ting for filming to take place;

e the involvement of individual professionals and
parents of Toby in participating in video-stimulated
review sessions;

e Toby's assent to be filmed during child-initiated,
social outdoor play situations.
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For the parents of other children who may
have appeared in the video footage, an ‘opt
out’ or passive consent policy was adopted.
If a parent or guardian had concerns they
could specifically ask for their child not to be
filmed, however no concerns by parents were
raised before, during or after filming. Vellinga
et al. (2011: 2) considers that active consent
or ‘opt in’ can limit participation when large
numbers of participants are involved because
of the administration and collection of signed
consent forms required. They argue that ‘if
consent is considered an indication of will-
ingness rather than refusal and if risks for the
participants are low, an “opt out” arrange-
ment is generally the most effective proce-
dure without violating the option of providing
choice’. For the parents of Toby an ‘opt in’
consent policy was appropriate as their child
was the focus of the study and the filming
and their specific consent was necessary.
When filming Toby at home and in the com-
munity park, he was with his friends and the
filming had been pre-arranged. Parents of
Toby’s friends were asked to ‘opt in’ on those
occasions and his friends were also asked
their opinion about their outdoor play being
filmed.

Child Participants

At the first meeting with children in the
childcare setting, early childhood profession-
als facilitated time where the video camera
was introduced to all of the children in the
room and the study explained in child-
friendly terms. The children were interested
in the camera and wanted to hold it, but they
were not overly impressed as they were
familiar with a variety of technology.
Although Toby as the focus for the study had
been decided at this point, he was not singled
out in the group of children as all of them
were going to be filmed. Noyes (2008) states
the importance of children understanding the
nature of research and how they contribute.
In the explanation to children, the idea of
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having their outdoor play filmed seemed to
be accepted and they were happy to talk
about what they liked to play with.

During the time when children were
shown the video camera they verbally agreed
to being filmed. The children were aged
between 3%2 and 4 years and because of their
age, children’s assent was gained rather than
their full informed consent (Hill, 2005).
Lindsay (2000) states that seeking informed
consent from children is always questionable
as it is difficult to know if children under-
stand the context in which the research will
be presented or the implications for them at
a later date. However, in the 4 weeks prior to
the filming, on visits to the childcare setting,
the camera was visible and accessible for
children to handle, although no actual film-
ing took place.

Toby was asked if he was happy to be
filmed and he gave his verbal consent. It was
important that Toby views were acknowl-
edged as the study was mindful of children’s
rights to express their views and be heard
in matters that affect them (United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, arti-
cle 12; UN, 1989). Throughout the filming
period, at the beginning and at the end of
each visit, children were asked if they were
happy for the camera to be present. Toby and
his friends sometimes wanted to see what had
been filmed, especially when filming took
place in the home or in the community park.
Their requests were accommodated, usually
at the end of a visit, and they were then asked
if they were happy for the filming to continue
next time.

Gatekeepers

Early childhood professionals acted as gate-
keepers for the children’s participation in film-
ing in the childcare setting. In research with
children Alderson and Morrow (2004) con-
sider gatekeepers as a way in which safe-
guards can be put in place to ensure children
have a choice about participating. Practitioners
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or parents were present at all times during
filming and the video captured naturally
occurring child-initiated, social outdoor play
in their daily routine. Alderson (2004) warns
that children may find it difficult to tell an
adult that they no longer want to participate
because the relationship between the
researcher and child is not well established.
Therefore, children were made aware that they
could go to a practitioner or a parent if they
felt unsure of being filmed, just as they would
go to an adult in all other aspects of their daily
routine.

The study brought a relative stranger with
a video camera into the children’s world. In
general, children were not particularly both-
ered by the video camera, sometimes ask-
ing to be filmed and other times deliberately
moving away from where the camera was.
Langston et al. (2005) consider that research-
ers, especially collecting data over a period
of time or a number of visits need to be vigi-
lant to children’s unspoken expression or
reluctance to participate. The early childhood
professionals in the childcare setting had a
responsibility to the children’s well-being
and as such were in a position to monitor
children’s behaviour whilst being filmed and
also safeguard against any negative behav-
iour towards other children in line with their
established childcare policies. The practition-
ers were also attuned to children’s individual
responses to the video camera being present
and were therefore able to support them in
participating or withdrawing from the study.

Confidentiality, Privacy and
Anonymity

Participants’ data from the video-stimu-
lated review interviews was assigned pseu-
donyms to ensure anonymity and all
computer data records used the same pseu-
donyms. All interview transcripts were
made anonymous to ensure participants’
identities were not revealed. Computer
data and video footage was held securely
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with restricted access via a user name and
password. Toby’s parents and the childcare
setting agreed that video extracts may be
used in conference presentations and dis-
semination of the study. Where other chil-
dren appear in the video footage, specific
consent was sought from the parents for
the individual presentations of the video
footage. If necessary, images were
obscured to protect participant identity.

The video content filmed at the childcare
setting was made available to early child-
hood professionals associated with Toby.
They received a copy of the completed video
footage on DVD, and Toby’s parents also
received a copy of the complete footage in
the childcare setting, their home and commu-
nity park. The footage also formed part of the
interview process for both the professionals
and parents, used for video-stimulated review
(Forman, 1999).

The video aspect of the study acted as non-
participant observations and captured the nat-
urally occurring instances of child-initiated
social outdoor play in different play situa-
tions. In the childcare setting the researcher
was not counted in the legislative require-
ment for child/adult ratios and there was an
agreed protocol that the filming would not (as
far as possible) engage with children’s play
or indeed in any conflict that arose amongst
children. In the setting, the outdoor play
space was within a defined area and practi-
tioners acted as gatekeepers if a child wanted
to withdraw from being filmed. If any child
was in danger or conflict arose, the practi-
tioners acted in accordance with the setting’s
policies regardless of the filming. At the end
of each filming session the researcher, prac-
titioners and manager/owner discussed any
incidental event that happened during the
session and the potential reasons for the play
behaviour. All of the practitioners and man-
agers at the setting expressed interest in tak-
ing part in debriefing sessions and on-going
conversations about children’s outdoor play
and their play preferences. Their commit-
ment, time and willingness to accommodate
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the study have resulted in an open dialogue
about children’s play and individual setting
practices.

In the home and community park environ-
ment, Toby’s parents acted as gatekeepers.
In each visit Toby would be playing with
his friends and therefore their parents were
also present in the background and on hand
to resolve any conflict between children, if
it occurred.

FINDINGS

One of the most significant findings from the
study was that there was never a moment in
any of the observational video sequences
where Toby looked as if he had run out of
play ideas. There was a desire and motivation
to use whatever resources he found within
the different outdoor play contexts to follow
his own interests and ideas to a conclusion or
change his play into something else. There
was a fluid exchange of ideas between the
children he engaged with, and discussion and
experimentation fuelled his exploration and
experience of outdoor play.

Below are three examples, one from each
of the outdoor play contexts that was filmed.
There is an overview of the whole of the
video sequence followed by short interpreta-
tions of Toby’s actions identified by the time
code on the video. Parents and early child-
hood professionals also give their views on
Toby’s play from reviewing the sequences
independently.

Childcare Setting

Video sequence: Tree climb (length 01.40.76)

Toby and three of his friends are thinking
about climbing one of the trees in the wood-
land area of the childcare setting. They are
stood at the base of the tree, looking up into
the branches then talking to each other and
looking up again. Toby points to one of the
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branches and walks around the tree trunk,
touching the bark and pulling at some of the
lower branches. He tentatively places his
foot on a part of the trunk that is sticking out
and reaches up for a branch. He balances
there for a moment, working out what to do
with his other foot. He twists his body so
that he can get his other foot in between two
branches a bit further up. The three other
boys are looking up at Toby, one holding
up his arms in case Toby falls back. Toby
manages to step up into the tree and inches
his way along one of the thicker branches.
He turns and sits on the branch and then
waves to his friends to try and get them to
join him. They attempt to follow his actions
one at a time with Toby pointing and giv-
ing instructions to them. Once all four boys
are in the tree, two sitting on the branch
and two standing between branches, they
start to talk about being super heroes. Toby
becomes quite animated in his actions and
jiggles around on the branch. The other boy
shouts out to stop as the branch is moving
under him and he clings on. The boys stand-
ing between branches start to climb down
and when they are near the ground jump out
of the tree and run around the base. The boy
who told Toby to stop moving inches his
way back to the tree trunk and Toby gives
some re-assurance whilst also moving in
the same direction. Eventually both boys
climb down the tree and run off in the same
direction.

Specific observations from the
footage
Time code: 00.00.00 — 00.28.66

Toby is trying to work out how to start to
climb the tree and by walking around the tree
trunk is looking for different options. Although
he is with three other children, he takes the
initiative to be the first to attempt to climb.

Time code: 00.07.85 — 00.45.04

Once Toby is in the tree he feels able to give
instructions to the other children as they fol-
low his actions. He gives encouragement and
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moves along the branch so that another boy
can join him sitting on the branch while the
other two stand between the other branches.

Time code: 00.46.07 — 00.57.02

As the boys discuss which super hero they
want to be, Toby becomes excited making
shooting noises as he outstretches his arms
and twists his body from side to side. When
the boy next to him shouts for him to stop,
Toby shows concern and does stop, instruct-
ing the other boys to start to climb down,
which they do.

Time code: 01.03.45 - 01.10.15

Toby waits for the other boys to climb
down the tree. He is patient, offering advice
on where they could put their feet or where
they could hold on to different parts of the
tree. He then shows his own skill and balance
in moving along the branch and negotiating
his way down the tree.

Time code: 01.15.30 — 01.30.28

When Toby gets back on the ground the
other boys have started to run off away from
the tree. Toby looks around and momentar-
ily looks as if he is going to do something
different, but then turns and runs in the same
direction, swinging his arms making shoot-
ing noises again.

Reactions from parents and early
childhood professionals

Reactions after viewing the video sequence as
part of video-stimulated review interviews:

We encourage a lot of free play here because we
have all the outside space and we do a lot of
observing of children working together and par-
ticularly problem solving. Children get the chance
to explore what they want to do, their interests
and so letting them climb and explore is an impor-
tant part of giving them enriched experiences.
(Early Childhood professional)

Toby was leading that play wasn’t he? He knew
what he wanted to do and encouraged the other
boys to come with him. He also knew when he
had taken it a bit far and showed concern for the
boy who told him to stop shaking the tree branch.
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I think it shows how Toby is a bit of risk taker, but
he also has compassion for others and that is
lovely as a parent to see. (Toby's mother)

Community Park

Video sequence: Stick argument and resolu-
tion (length 01.20.56)

Toby is in the park with two of his friends.
They are all involved in a running game
where one of the boys is chasing the other
two. Toby picks up a long but thin stick lying
on the ground next to a tree. He waves it
above his head and starts running with it. The
other boys follow in pursuit and one manages
to grab the end of it. There is a brief pulling
backward and forward until the other boy
grabs the middle of the stick and there is a
moment when all three refuse to let go. Toby
then drops to his knees and tries to lie on the
stick, making the other two let go. But one of
the boys grabs the end again, this time pulling
upwards and the stick breaks. The boy laughs
and runs off and Toby looks at the shorter
stick he is left with. He breaks the stick in
half again and gives a piece to the other child.
They all now have short sticks and re-start
the running game, now using the sticks out-
stretched in an attempt to ‘tag’ one another.

Specific observations from the
footage
Time code: 00.06.34 — 00.37.93

Toby is distracted from the running game
when he sees a long stick and goes to pick it
up. Through his body language it is evident
that he is surprised that it is lighter than he
first thought and he is able to lift it above his
head. He shouts out as he does this and starts
to run with it, attracting the attention of the
other boys.

Time code: 00.38.02 — 00.52.39

As Toby runs with the stick he looks back
to see the other boys gaining on him. He
slows down, almost trying to decide what
to do; whether to keep running or to let
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them catch up. His decision is taken away
when one of the boys takes him by surprise
in grabbing the stick. The pulling back and
forth between the two appears playful until
the third child takes the middle of the stick.
At this point they all seem to be pulling and
Toby then uses his body weight to take the
stick down to the ground.

Time code: 00.53.04 — 00.59.88

The sudden movement to the ground
makes the other two boys momentarily let
go and Toby attempts to cover the stick with
his body. He shows his excitement in the
game by giving out short shrieks, but when
the other boy breaks the stick Toby quickly
assess the situation as he sees the boy run off.

Time code: 01.03.22 — 01.10.87

Toby looks down at the now shorter stick
and makes the decision to break the stick
in half again. The third boy is stood next to
Toby and does not suggest that he does this,
he simply looks from Toby to the stick as he
breaks it in half. Toby offers the other half of
the stick to the boy, who accepts with a smile.

Time code: 01.12.55 — 01.20.56

The running game seems to pick up where
it started apart from all three boys now hav-
ing sticks. Toby runs after his friend and insti-
gates the ‘tag’ game by tapping the stick on
his shoulder as he catches up. When he does
this the boy turns and starts to run after Toby.

Reactions from parents and early
childhood professionals

Reactions after viewing the video sequence as
part of video-stimulated review interviews:

It is interesting to see Toby in a different context,
not in the setting. He seems more confident here.
He really is running fast! | don't see that when he
is here [in the setting]. He is brilliant isn't he at
making the best out of a situation — he knew he
was in trouble when both of the other boys got
hold of the stick and he knew that pulling harder
wasn't going to work. So using his weight to take
it down to the ground was clever. He was problem-
solving, but then it kind of back fired when the
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stick broke. But then he was fast thinking and
resourceful and also kind. He decided to include
his friend and his actions meant that their game
could continue. (Early Childhood professional)

I'm really proud of him because that game could
have turned out in everyone falling out. He was
thinking on his feet and ultimately his actions
avoided confrontation. He doesn't like arguments
and | could see him thinking ‘how can | get out of
this one?’ (Toby’s father)

Home - In the Garden

Video sequence: Mud and small world ani-
mals (length 02.00.56)

Toby has his small world farm animals
outside and is playing with his younger sis-
ter and best friend. They start off near to the
house, but as the adults begin to ignore what
the children are doing, they move towards the
back of the garden to where there is a bare
patch of grass, near a water butt. Toby fills
a small bucket from the water butt and takes
it to the patch where he pours it into a hole
he has created with a toy spade. His friend
brings along the toy animals and puts them in
the mix of mud and water and Toby attempts
to make the hole bigger with the spade. When
his sister comes along, she tries to splash her
boots in the mud, but the boys protest as she
stands on the toy animals. She moves out of
the way and picks up a toy horse to put in
the mud. The boys move the animals in and
out of the mud, churning it up. Toby goes to
get more water from the water butt when his
Father notices what the children are doing
and stops the play.

Time code: 00.02.45 — 00.25.65

Toby has a purpose in his movement away
from the adults and takes with him the tools
he needs to create the mud patch. His friend
follows him and takes direction from him as
he starts to create the hole.

Time code: 00.30.25 — 00.58.21
Toby is talking to his friend quietly, almost
as if he knows he is doing something that he
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shouldn’t in making the mud patch. When his
friend puts the animals in the mud, he claps
his hands in agreement that it is a good idea.
He works with his friend to get each of the
toy animals in the mud, moving them back
and forth to also make the patch bigger.

Time code: 01.02.50 — 01.35.88

Toby stops his sister from ruining the
game by pushing her out of the way when
she wants to splash in the mud. She accepts
his small push and observes what the boys
are doing. She then attempts to join in with
her toy horse and Toby moves over creating
a space for her to join in. He directs what
she is doing by placing one of his hands over
hers and moving it in the same direction as
his other hand, back and forth in the mud.

Time code: 01.40.55 — 02.00.56

Toby makes the decision to get more water,
he leaves the other two and seems oblivious
to the initial enquiry from his father. He con-
centrates on filling his bucket and it is only
when his father physically comes over to
where the children are that Toby looks up
from what he is doing.

Reactions from parents and early
childhood professionals

Reactions after they viewed the video
sequence as part of video-stimulated review
interviews:

Toby is quite creative and this comes out in a range
of situations — even in mud! He definitely leads the
play and somehow gets other children to join in
with his ideas. He sort of persuades them with his
quiet confidence and sense of authority, even
when he must know he shouldn’t be doing it!
(Early childhood professional)

| couldn’t believe it when | saw what he was doing
and getting his little sister to do as well. He has
always liked getting messy and seems to find every
opportunity to get dirty. (Toby’s father)

Evidence of Toby’s play preferences in
child-directed, social outdoor play was evi-
dent throughout all of the video sequences
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taken over a 4-week period. The insights
from parents and early childhood profes-
sionals from the video-stimulated review
provides different perspectives on his play
and supports shared understanding of his
actions and decisions in different outdoor
play contexts.

DISCUSSION

Toby'’s Play

The study considered through non-partici-
pant video observation Toby’s outdoor play
experiences and the way he made choices
and decisions about his play. Waller (2006)
suggests that opportunities to play in natural
environments are valuable and significant to
children’s experiences and general well-
being. Children are active participants in
their environment, especially when they are
able to interact and have the autonomy to
play and be creative (Canning, 2013). For
Toby, his outdoor play in particular was seen
to evoke a desire for him to be more physical
in his actions, for example wanting to climb
trees, and being more animated in his verbal
responses in all three contexts. Langston
et al. (2005) discuss how children’s play is
influenced by their immediate environment
as they use the resources available to them to
develop and master skills, explore and prob-
lem-solve, be creative and use their imagina-
tion. The study showed that for Toby the
outdoor environment encouraged play that
challenged him and allowed him to demon-
strate his initiative and risk-taking.

In all three outdoor contexts there is evi-
dence of Toby engaging with the natural
materials of his environment and risk-taking;
climbing the tree, using the sticks in the park
and utilizing the mud puddle for his toy ani-
mals in his garden. There is also evidence
of his concern for his friends demonstrated
through his actions of helping one to climb
down from the tree and resolving the argument
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in the park, by breaking the stick so everyone
could play together. Toby draws on his exist-
ing knowledge and understanding of inter-
acting with others and his actions result in
creative responses so that further play opportu-
nities can develop. The replaying of the video
enables these subtle nuances of his behaviour
to be analysed and explored with parents and
other professionals (Fleer, 2015; Haw, 2008).
It also facilitates connections being made
between different play situations in terms of
reoccurring themes for individual children’s
play, for example, Toby’s willingness to take
physical risks as well as emotional risks in
the stick argument and garden play (Canning,
2014).

The process where children come together
to share play and create a game out of the
environment they find themselves in requires
them to utilize their past experiences and
interpretations of the world around them
(Beghetto and Kaufman, 2007). The interrela-
tionship between the children’s social interac-
tions in all of the play contexts draws on their
existing cultural understanding and attempts
to push some of the boundaries to see ‘what
happens if ...?". This is the case when Toby
quietly moves himself, sister and friend
towards the back of the garden to be near the
water butt to create a mud patch. It was almost
as if Toby knew that if he tried to create the
mud in the middle of the garden, the play
would not be allowed to happen, but moving
away from the adults enabled him to create
the patch and experiment with his toy animals
in the mud. His understanding that the mud
patch was not something that was acceptable
was reinforced by his father’s comment, ‘I
couldn’t believe it when I saw what he was
doing!” Rogoff (2003) argues that children are
alert to learning from the cultural opportuni-
ties and reactions from others around them.
Their cultural background and social inter-
actions influence what they come to know
as acceptable and not acceptable behaviour.
Children’s relationships with other children
and adults shape their future experiences and
allow for further interpretation of their social
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contexts. Toby has learnt that in order to expe-
rience something that is not fully approved of
by the significant adults in his life, he has to
find a clandestine way to make it happen.

Children’s Perspectives

Clark (2005) argues that children need to be
acknowledged as experts on their own expe-
riences and their opinions can support find-
ings and conclusions in the same way that
‘video-stimulated review’ with adults can.
Encouraging children to view video footage
of their play is a way in which they can be
actively involved in research about them-
selves, offering their opinion, insights and
explanation about what they were doing.
Burke (2005) argues that the process of using
different tools or methods with children in
research can enhance understanding of chil-
dren’s lives, and capturing children’s opin-
ions about their play experiences can
minimize bias and subjectivity of the inter-
pretation of video footage. Children are
interested in all types of technology and
image-making and their lives are saturated
with media influences from a very young
age, therefore, they have skills in making
meaning from video images (Burke, 2008;
Robson, 2012). However, gaining the views
of children, especially very young children,
can be challenging and using a variety of
techniques such as inviting more than one
child who appeared in the video to comment;
involving early childhood professionals to
facilitate the feedback as they have an estab-
lished relationship with the child or using a
prop such as a teddy bear or puppet to
encourage children to comment are useful.
Other strategies include stopping the video at
different points to ask specific questions
about what children have just seen them-
selves doing; playing the video in its entirety,
then asking questions; or repeating the video
several times before asking questions. Video
can also be used to ask more general ques-
tions about children’s preferences.
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Forman (1999) suggests that although
using video with children can help them to
recall what they have been doing and poten-
tially what those actions meant to them at
the time, it requires a high level of thinking.
Therefore it is not always successful and
other methods such as using still ‘grabs’ from
the video and using them as a prompt for dis-
cussion may work better. It is also impor-
tant to consider nonverbal cues that children
express when watching themselves back on
video, such as pointing to the screen or get-
ting excited at certain points and considering
what that means. Robson (2012) considers
that using images reflecting play that chil-
dren have recently been involved in should
stimulate children’s reflections. She suggests
this is especially true when they are videos of
children’s own play choices and set in con-
texts that are meaningful to them. However,
it is also important to think about expecta-
tions from gaining children’s perspectives.
They may not be insightful or reflective and
so having a range of perspectives from those
closely associated with the children in the
study is important.

Video Observation

The use of video as a research analysis tool
presents both challenges and advantages.
Some of the challenges have been outlined in
the careful consideration of ethics and the
need for building relationships so that video
observation is accepted by the children, par-
ents and professionals. Video observation
can support thinking about new ways of
working, however Pramling Samuelsson and
Carlsson (2008) suggest that in order for
practitioners to adopt different approaches to
children’s learning they need to have good
general knowledge of child development to
understand children’s behaviour in different
social play situations; have an insight into
children’s personal background and family
circumstances; be able to sensitively inter-
pret children’s views and to show respect for
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children’s competence and experience in
their play.

Stephen (2010: 15) recognizes that the
‘landscape of provision is shifting’ and so in
considering children’s experiences in differ-
ent contexts video observation is a method
that can be used to analyse those experiences
to support children’s holistic development.
Variations in how practitioners interpret
children’s outdoor play can cause tension
between professionals in what they make
of their observations in practice (Sylva and
Pugh, 2005). Therefore an important impli-
cation in analysing video data and dissemi-
nating findings is that professionals, both
researchers and practitioners, need to talk to
each other, sharing their values and beliefs
about children’s play. Being actively involved
in continuous professional development that
focuses on active discussion about the signif-
icance of children’s outdoor play as well as
being self-reflective about how different play
situations are interpreted is essential. The
sharing of values and approaches to practice
may also support understanding inconsisten-
cies in the way play is generally observed and
interpreted.

Use of Video Review for
Continuing Professional
Development

The results from the video footage provided
a fascinating insight into children’s play
behaviour and their interactions with other
children. After the study was completed
Toby’s childcare setting asked for some
staff development sessions based around
the video data. With the permission of his
parents, sequences of Toby’s outdoor play
were shown to the whole staff team and
resulted in stimulating discussion, not only
specific to his play, but also to wider con-
cerns about practice, observation, assess-
ment and planning. Howard (2010: 93)
argues that practitioners are often suscepti-
ble to adopting a structured activity approach
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where learning is more easily observed as it
allows them to ‘manage parental pressure for
academic achievement and at the same time
protect their own accountability’. Through
the discussions with staff it emerged that
although practitioners understood the
benefits of outdoor play, they did not con-
sider themselves to be ‘play professionals’
although they wanted to promote a play-
based curriculum.

The overriding conclusion from the staff
development sessions was that most had
never considered analysing outdoor play in
such detail and the video enabled sequences
of play to be replayed and discussed at
length. Sherin and Van Es (2005) consider
video as an insightful means of reviewing
what happens in the classroom and provides
space to reflect on the interactions between
adults and children. The ability to review
the video sequences of Toby’s play provided
opportunity for his key early childhood pro-
fessional and the wider staff group to discuss
and reflect on his play and also their role in
supporting that play.

As a consequence of the professional
development sessions the childcare setting
is going to look into using video more fre-
quently in the setting to capture and analyse
children’s play and to use it as a basis for
future professional development. The use of
digital cameras in settings and in the home is
prolific and so the introduction of video is not
seen to be an issue for early childhood pro-
fessionals. However, some criteria for video
recording were discussed so that in terms
of supporting professional development, the
footage was not a series of random events,
but focused on specific areas of practice such
as child-initiated, social outdoor play.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the use of video as
a non-participant observational tool for out-
door play. It has considered the use of video
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in qualitative research, capturing sequences
of Toby’s play and the different ways in
which video footage can be utilized to stimu-
late debate around children’s play behaviours
and preferences. Through the outdoor play
examples of Toby and his friends, and
insights from his parents and early childhood
professionals closely associated with him,
video has supported understanding his
choices, aspects of his personality and play
preferences which may have been missed
through other data-gathering techniques. The
ability to re-play and re-analyse video means
that it can be used in diverse and purposeful
ways such as professional development or for
parents to see their child in a different envi-
ronment and context. The flexibility of the
data enables shared understanding to be
developed around the child and can facilitate
wider debates about values and beliefs, as in
this study, about the benefits and challenges
of outdoor play.

REFERENCES

Ailwood, J. (2010) 'Playing with some tensions:
Poststructuralism, Foucault and early child-
hood education.” In L. Brooker and S.
Edwards (eds), Engaging Play. Maidenhead:
Open University Press. pp. 210-22.

Alderson, P. (2004) ‘Ethics’. In S. Fraser, V.
Lewis, S. Ding, M. Kellett and C. Robinson
(eds), Doing Research with Children and
Young People. London: Sage. pp. 97-112.

Alderson, P. and Morrow, V. (2004) Ethics,
Social Research and Consulting with Chil-
dren and Young People. Ilford: Barnardos.

Beghetto, R. and Kaufman, J. (2007) ‘Toward a
broader conception of creativity: A case for
‘mini-c’ creativity’. Psychology of Aesthetics,
Creativity and the Arts, 1 (2): 73-9.

Brooker, L. (2002) Starting School —Young Chil-
dren Learning Cultures. Buckingham: Open
University Press.

Burke, C. (2005) 'Play in focus: Children
researching their own spaces and places for
play’. Children, Youth and Environments, 15
(1): 27-53.

30/03/17 8:00 PM



478 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF OUTDOOR PLAY AND LEARNING

Burke, C. (2008) ‘Play in focus: Children’s visual
voice in participative research’. In P. Thomson
(ed.), Doing Visual Research with Children
and Young People. Abingdon: Routledge.
pp. 23-36.

Canning, N. (2013) ‘Where’s the bear? Over
there! — creative thinking and imagination in
den making’. Early Child Development and
Care, 183 (8): 1042-53.

Canning, N. (2014) ‘The DNA of play and
empowerment: thematic analysis of four
year old children’s outdoor play’. Paper pre-
sented at the conference European Early
Childhood Education Research Conference,
Crete, Greece 7-10 September, 2014.

Clark, A. (2005) ‘Listening to and involving
young children: A review of research and
practice’. Early Child Development and Care,
175 (6): 489-505.

Cohen, L., Manion, L. and Morrison, K. (2007)
Research Methods in Education, 6th edn.
Abingdon: Routledge.

Corsaro, W.A. (2005) The Sociology of Child-
hood, 2nd edn. Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine
Forge Press.

Denzin, N. and Lincoln, Y. (2011) ‘The disci-
pline and practice of qualitative research’. In
N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (eds), The SAGE
Handbook of Qualitative Research, 4th edn.
London: Sage. pp. 1-20.

Dicks, B., Flewitt, R., Lancaster, L. and Pahl, K.
(2011) 'Multimodality and ethnography:
working at the intersection’. Qualitative
Research, 11 (3): 227-37.

Ely, M., Anzul, M., Friedman, T., Garner, D. and
Steinmetz, A. (1991) Doing Qualitative
Research: Circles within Circles. London:
Falmer Press.

Fleer, M. (2015) ‘Pedagogical positioning in
play — teachers being inside and outside of
children’s imaginary play’. Early Child Devel-
opment and Care, 185 (11): 1801-14.

Flewitt, R. (2006) ‘Using video to investigate
preschool classroom interaction: Education
research assumptions and methodological
practices’. Visual Communication, 5 (1):
25-50.

Forman, G. (1999) ‘Instant video revisiting: The
video camera as a “Tool of the Mind” for
young children’. Early Childhood Research
and Practice, 1 (2): 1-5.

BK-SAGE-WALLER_ET_AL-170085-Chp29.indd 478

Greene, S. and Hill, M. (2005) ‘Researching
children’s experience: Methods and meth-
odological issues’. In S. Greene and
D. Hogan (eds), Researching Children’s Expe-
riences: Approaches and Methods. London:
Sage. pp. 1-21.

Hammersley, M. (1998) Reading Ethnographic
Research: A Critical Guide, 2nd edn. Abing-
don: Routledge.

Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. (2007) Eth-
nography: Principles in Practice, 3rd edn.
Abingdon: Routledge.

Haw, K. (2008) ‘Voice and video: Seen, heard
and listened to?’ In P. Thomson (ed.), Doing
Visual Research with Children and Young
People. Abingdon: Routledge. pp. 192-207.

Hill, M. (2005) ‘Ethical considerations in
researching children’s experiences’. In
S. Greene and D. Hogan (eds), Researching
Children’s Experiences: Approaches and
Methods. London: Sage. pp. 61-86.

Howard, J. and Mclnnes, K. (2010) ‘Thinking
through the challenge of a play-based cur-
riculum’. In J. Moyles (ed.), Thinking about
Play: Developing a Reflective Approach.
London: McGraw Hill. pp. 30-44.

Langston, A., Abbott, L., Lewis, V. and Kellett,
M. (2005) ‘Early childhood’. In S. Fraser, V.
Lewis, S. Ding, M. Kellett and C. Robinson
(eds), Doing Research with Children and
Young People. London: Sage. pp. 147-60.

Lindsay, G. (2000) ‘Researching children’s per-
spectives: Ethical issues’. In A. Lewis and
G. Lyndsey (eds), Researching Children’s Per-
spectives. Buckingham: Open University
Press. pp. 3-20.

Lofland, J., Lofland, L., Snow, D. and Anderson,
L. (2006) Analysing Social Settings: A Guide
to Qualitative Observation and Analysis, 4th
edn. San Francisco: Wadsworth Press.

MacNaughton, G. (1999) ‘Even pink tents have
glass ceilings: Crossing the gender bounda-
ries in pretend play’. In E. Dau and E. Jones
(eds), Child’s Play: Revisiting Play in Early
Childhood Settings. Sydney: MacLennan and
Petty Pty. pp. 76-89.

Mishler, E. (1986) Research Interviewing: Con-
text and Narrative. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Noyes, A. (2008) ‘Using video diaries to investi-
gate learner trajectories: Researching the

30/03/17 8:00 PM



VIDEO AS AN ANALYSIS TOOL FOR OUTDOOR PLAY

“unknown unknowns”’. In P. Thomson (ed.),
Doing Visual Research with Children and
Young People. Abingdon: Routledge.
pp. 132-45.

O'Reilly, K. (2009) Key Concepts in Ethnogra-
phy. London: Sage.

Paley, V. (1988) Bad Guys Don’t Have Birthdays:
Fantasy Play at Four. Chicago, IL: University
of Chicago Press.

Pramling Samuelsson, I. and Carlsson, M. (2008)
‘The playing learning child: Towards a peda-
gogy of early childhood'. Scandlinavian Journal
of Educational Research, 52 (6): 623-41.

Robson, S. (2011) ‘Producing and using video
data in the early years: Ethical questions and
practical consequences in research with
young children’. Children and Society, 25 (3):
179-89.

Robson, S. (2012) 'Children’s voices: Young
children as participants in research’. In
H. Fumoto, S. Robson, S. Greenfield and
D. Hargreaves (eds), Young Children’s Crea-
tive Thinking. London: Sage. pp. 55-68.

Rogoff, B. (2003) The Cultural Nature of
Human Development. Oxford: Open Univer-
sity Press.

Sawyer, K. (1997) Pretend Play as Improvisation:
Conversation in the Preschool Classroom.
Washington: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Sherin, M. and Van Es, E. (2005) 'Using video
to support teachers’ ability to notice class-
room interactions’, Journal of Technology
and Teacher Education, 13 (3): 475-91.

Simons, H. (1996) ‘The paradox of case study’.
Cambridge Journal of Education, 26 (2):
225-41.

BK-SAGE-WALLER_ET_AL-170085-Chp29.indd 479

479

Stake, R. (1995) The Art of Case Study Research.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Stephen, C. (2010) 'Pedagogy: the silent part-
ner in early years learning’. Early Years, 30
(1): 15-28.

Sylva, K. and Pugh, G. (2005) ‘Transforming
the early years in education’, Oxford Review
of Education, 31 (1): 11-27.

United Nations (1989) United Nations Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).
Europe: UN Rights Committee.

Vellinga, A., Cormican, M., Hanahoe, B.,
Bennett, K. and Murphy, A. (2011) 'Opt-out
as an acceptable method of obtaining con-
sent in medical research: a short report'.
BMC Medical Research Methodology Jour-
nal, 11 (40): 1-4.

Vygotsky, L. (1966) 'Play and its role in the
mental development of the child’. Available
online at www.marxists.org/archive/vygotsky/
works/1933/play.htm (accessed 1 July 2011).

Vygotsky, L. (1978) Mind in Society: The Devel-
opment of Higher Psychological Processes.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Waller, T. (2006) '“Be careful—don’t come too
close to my Octopus Tree”: Recording and
evaluating young children’s perspectives of
outdoor learning’. Children Youth and Envi-
ronments, 16 (2): 75-104.

Wright, H. (1960) ‘Observational child study’. In
PH. Mussen (ed.), Handbook of Research
Methods in Childhood Development. London:
John Wiley and Sons. pp. 71-139.

Yin, R. (2009) Case Study Research: Design and
Methods, 4th edn. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.

30/03/17 8:00 PM



