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Abgract

Outdoor play should bearight of every child becauseit enablesthemto acquire physical and
motor skills, gainindependence and freedom, while preventing obesity and associated health
issues. Itisobserved, however, that Nigerian children are denied the opportunity for outdoor
play, particularly at home. The responsihility, therefore, rests on the school tofill thisgap by
providing more opportunitiesfor outdoor play for children whilein school. Thisstudy, therefore,
investigates preschool teachers’ perception of the benefits of outdoor play for children’s overall
development, and of their roles during children’s outdoor play. It adopted the descriptive
survey research design. The sample comprised of 439 pre-primary school teacherswho were
selected from Abeokuta Metropolis in Ogun Sate, Nigeria, using stratified and purposive
sampling techniques. A self-constructed questionnaire tagged ‘Outdoor Play Teachers’
Questionnaire’ (OPTQ) was used for data collection which had Cronbach Alpha reliability
coefficient of 0.873. Thefindingsreveal ed that most of the respondents had correct perception
of the benefits of outdoor play for children even though they had their fearsabout it. Children
mostly played outdoors during break time or at the close of school while children wait for
their parentsto pick themup. As children played outdoors, teachers believed that their roles
include supervision, giving instruction and ensuring that adhere to such instruction. The
recommendations include the need to provide opportunities for children’s outdoor play.

Key words: Play, Outdoor play, Pre-primary, Teachers’ perception, Children, Preschool teachers.

Introduction

Outdoor play isonemagjor characteristic of the childhood years; and afully enjoyablechildhoodis
among the best preparationsfor adulthood. Parentsand teachersarelikely to have fond memories
of their childhood outdoor activitiesincluding taking thefamily dog for walks, climbing treesand
learning to turn old tyresand cartwheelswith friends. Every child needsopportunitiesto explore,
jump, roll, climb, experiment, play hideand seek, run, swing and mani pul ate objects. Many of these
needs cannot be met indoors becauselarge open spaces are needed to fulfil thesebasic childhood
needswhich are crucia to development (Okoruwa, 2017).
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Thebenefits of outdoor play to children could be physical, cognitive, socid and emotiond.
Assummarised by Okoruwa (2016), the physical benefitsincludeimproving vision, enhancing
motor fitness, strongimmunity aswell asbetter coordination of the variousbody parts. Cognitively,
the benefitsincludeimproved long-term memory, better academic performance, aswell asenhanced
problem-solving and creetivethinking skills. Socio-emationdly, thebenefitsinc ude conflict resolution
skills, cooperation, autonomy, independence and minimised aggression and anxiety. In addition,
children’s outdoor play was found to result in better appreciation for wildlife and support for
conservation, eveninto adulthood (DeVilleet al, 2021). Therefore, children must not be denied
these benefitsfrom adequate outdoor play experiences.

Unfortunately today, children are spending more and moretimeindoors(McCurdy et al .,
2010; Teare, 2021) being confined to smd| gpartmentswhilewatching tel evision and playing computer
gamesaswell asintense academicinstruction. Also, parentsare usua ly overworked and too tired
to supervisether children, which trand atesto fewer opportunitiesto play outdoorsand be children.
For the Nigerian child, likethe counterpartsall over theworld, outdoor play isfast disappearing
fromtheir lives, especidly whilea home. Reasonsthat could beadduced for thisincludethefact thet
parents return homefrom work totally fatigued asaresult of overloaded work schedule, fear of
kidnapping, trafficandinjury (Little& Wyver, 2008; Brussoni et a, 2012). Thisconsequently raises
aconcern about the negativeimpact (socia, emotiona and cognitive) of spending lesstimeinthe
company of friendsand peers, aswell asin thenatural environment. Theanswer to thisconcern
seemsto liewith theschool, and specifically theteachers, who arein the position to make up for
theseinadequaciesin the school by providing children with more opportunitiesto play outdoors.

Teachers determine children’s daily schedule and make the decision whether to take them
outdoorsto play or not, thereby serving as gatekeepersto the playground. Moreover, preschool-
aged children’s play behaviour is influenced by the teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about play, since
their opportunities to be active lay entirely in the hands of their teachers and care-givers. Teachers’
underlying perceptionsof the benefitsand barriersto children’s physical activity could determine
their attitude and behaviour around children during physical activity. An understanding of their
perceptions may, therefore, provideinsight about ways by which children’s physical activity in
school could be increased, and outdoorsin particular. Thisis very important becauseit isthe
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teachersthat makedaily decisions about when children use the outdoor playground and how long
they spend playing there.

The purpose of this study was to determine the perception of preschool teachers of the
benefits of outdoor play for children. It also investigated the teachers’ perception of their roles while
children played outdoors aswell asthe opportunities provided by teachersfor childrento play
outdoors.

Resear ch Questions

1. What is the importance and contribution of outdoor play to children’s total development as
perceived by preschool teachers?

2. What arethe opportunities provided for preschool ersto play outdoorsin school ?

3. How do preschool teachers’ perceivetheir rolesduring children’s outdoor play?

M ethodology

Theresearch design adopted in this study was the descriptive survey. All teachers of pre-primary
school children within AbeokutaMetropolisof Ogun State, Nigeria, made up the population for the
study. Thelocation waspurpos vely sdected being typicaly representative of thedifferent community
typesfoundin the state becauseit features urban, semi- urban and rural areascommunities. Stratified
and purposive sampling techniques were used to sel ect the participating schools. Therearetwo
strata within Abeokuta metropolis —Abeokuta South and North. The total of 16 public (government-
owned) and 30 private school sthat participated in the study were purposively selected from each
stratum based onthefollowing criteria: that the private school s had preschool sectionsand were
government-gpproved, and that the public school shad preschool sections. All the preschool teachers
in the selected schoolswere involved in the study, giving atotal sample of 439 teachers. One
instrument was used for data collection — a self-designed questionnaire tagged ‘Outdoor Play
Teachers’ Questionnaire’ (OPTQ). This questionnaire was divided into four sections - A, B, C and
D. Section Afocused on the respondents’ demographic data. Section B, which was made up of 20
items, sought information on the teachers’ perception of the importance of play to children’s holistic
devel opment. It adopted amodified 4-point Likert scaleof Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agreeand
Strongly Agree. The rating was on a scale of 1-4 where 1 stood for *Strongly Disagree’ and 4 for
‘Strongly Agree’. 2.5 was the cut-off point for decision making, where 2.5 and above was regarded
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as acceptable for the teachers’ perceived knowledge of the importance of play to children’s holistic
devel opment. Section C, which comprised of 5items, sought informetion on thefrequency of outdoor
play opportunities provided for children in the sampled schools. Section D focused on the teachers’
perception of their roleswhile children played outdoors. Meansand s mpl e percentageswere used
in providing answersto the research questionsraised for the study. Theface and content vaidity of
the questionnaire was ensured by giving thefirst draft to expertsin Early Childhood Education.
Based ontheir comments, thefirst draft was revised beforethe production of thefinal draft which
wasused for datacollection. Thefinal draft of the questionnaire had Cronbach Alpha Coefficient
for internal consistency of 0.873. Fiveresearch assistantswereinvolved inthedistribution of the
questionnaires.

Results
Respondents’ Demographic I nformation

Figure1l: Respondents’ Gender Distribution

Figure 1 reved sthat about 29% of the respondentswere males, whilefemaleswere about 71%;
implying that maj ority of the respondentswerefemales.
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Figure2: Respondents’ Highest Qualification

Figure 2 reved sthat theteacherswith Nigeria Certificatein Education (NCE) madeupthelargest
proportion of thesampled teachers (5296), foll owed by thosewith secondary school leaving certificate
(16.4%). 13.44% had National Diploma(ND), 10 had Higher National Diploma(HND) while 5%

of thesamplehad first degreefromtheuniversity.
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Figure3: Yearsof Teaching Experience
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Asshownin Figure 3, newly employed teachers having maximum of 5 yearsteaching experience
(46.7%) formed the largest maj ority of the respondents. Thiswasfollowed by thosewith 6to 10
years’ experience (27.33%) while those with 11 to 15 years (9.79%). Highly experienced teachers
having more than 15 years’ experience made up only about 16% of the sampled respondents.

Research Question 1. What is the importance and contribution of outdoor play to children’s total

development as perceived by preschool teachers?

Table 1: Teacher-perceived importance of outdoor play to children’s total development.

Items SA A D SD Mean Decision

1. Prevention of obesity 169 207 45 18 2.80 Agree
(38.50) (47.15) (10.25) (4.10)

2. Promotion of decision-making skills 122 259 40 18 291 Agree
(27.1) (58.9) (9.30) (4.70)

3.  Improvement of children’s mood 183 223 28 5 2.67 Agree
(41.69) (50.80) (6.38) (1.14)

4. Enhancement of creativity and imagination 184 222 29 4 2.67 Agree
(41.91) (50.57) (6.61) (0.91)

5.  Understanding and respect for nature 150 241 38 10 2.79 Agree
(34.17) (54.90) (8.66) (2.28)

6. Provides opportunity to use surplus 108 256 52 23 2.87 Agree
Energy (24.62) (58.30) (11.85) (5.23)

7. Strengthens immunity 198 182 34 25 2.94 Agree
(45.1) (41.46) (7.74) (5.70)

8. Increases independence 100 190 64 85 2.71 Agree
(22.78) (43.28) (14.58) (19.36)

9. Provides more opportunities for social 194 174 42 29 2.75 Agree
interaction (44.19) (39.64) (9.57) (6.60)

10. Acaquisition of skills for 82 198 126 22 2.93 Agree
keeping safe (18.68) (47.61) (28.70) (5.01)

11. Children make disturbing noise 112 187 94 46 2.99 Agree
(25.52) (42.60) (21.41) (10.47)

12. Hindrance due to shortage of free open space 70 227 114 28 2.79 Agree
(15.94) (51.71) (25.97) (6.38)

13. Frequent injuries 80 179 124 56 2381 Agree
(18.22) (40.77) (28.25) (12.76)

14. Overloaded scheme of work 75 127 159 78 2.45 Agree
(17.08) (28.93) (36.22) (17.77)

15. Children could get lost or kidnapped 94 187 94 64 2.92 Agree
(21.41) (42.60) (21.41) (14.58)

16. Children unsafe due to absence of school fence 143 196 179 21 2.95 Agree
(32.57) (44.65) (18.00) (4.78)

17. Children should not play outdoors so that they do 64 157 151 67 2.50 Agree
not get dirty (14.58) (35.76) (34.40) (15.26)

18. Insufficient teachers for children’s supervision 97 181 118 43 2.64 Agree
(22.10) (41.23) (26.88) (9.79)

19. Lack of play equipment 78 197 121 43 2.89 Agree
(17.77) (44.87) (27.56) (9.79)

20. Money should be spent on teaching aids 138 156 112 33 291 Agree
rather than outdoor play equipment (31.44) (35.54) (25.51) (7.52)

W eighted average 2.79

Valuesin parenthesis arein percentage (%)
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Table 1 reveals that the teachers agreed that outdoor play improves children’s mood, prevents
obesity, encourages creativity and imagination, gives children opportunity to use surplus energy,
obesity, promotes deci sion-making skillsand hel ps children to understand and respect nature. This
showsthat they had acorrect perception of the benefits of outdoor play for children.

They also believed that outdoor play teaches children how to keep themselves safe and that it
strengthenstheir immunity. They also perceived that it provides children with more opportunitiesfor
socid interaction than indoor play and increasestheir independence.

However, they opined that while playing outdoors, children could belost or kidnapped as
well asget injured. They a sofelt that children make noiseto disturb neighbours during outdoor
play. Intheir opinion, hindrancesto outdoor play include the absence of school fence, shortage of
free open space, lack of outdoor play equipment, insufficient teachers for children’s supervision
whileat play and overloaded schemeof work.

Resear ch Question 2: What arethe opportunities provided for preschoolersto play outdoorsin
schoal ?

Table2: Frequency of opportunity for children’s outdoor play

Item Always Sometimes Never
1. Priorto morning assembly 90 (20.50) 139 (31.70) 210 (47.80)
2. During break time 269 (61.30) 92 (21.00) 78 (17.70)
3. Atcloseof school 104 (23.70) 183 (41.70) 152 (34.60)
4. Byclasstimeteble 137 (31.20) 203 (46.20) 99 (22.60)
5. During classroom teaching 37 (8.40) 100 (22.80) 302 (68.80)

Valuesin parenthesis arein percentage (%)

AsshowninTable2, childrenwere mostly given opportunity to play outdoorsduring bresk
time. It a so reveal sthat teachershardly alowed the childrento engagein activitiesoutdoorsduring
classroomteaching. Thisisprobably becausemost teachers, rather thanincorporate outdoor activities
into their teaching, believed that outdoor play was meant for recreational and rel axation purposes
only.

Research Question 3: How do preschool teachers’ perceivetheir rolesduring children’s outdoor

play?
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Table 3: Rolesof teacher swhilechildren play outdoor s

ltem Yes No
1. Supervison 369 (84.05) 70 (15.95)
2. Prevention of accidents 363 (82.69) 76 (17.31)
3. Ingtructionon how to play 361 (82.23) 78 (17.77)
4. Joininginplay 225 (51.25) 214 (48.75)
5. Settling disputes 348 (79.27) 91 (20.73)
6. Useof caneto enforce obedienceto ingruction 234 (53.30) 205 (46.70)
7. Opportunity to rest 184 (41.91) 255 (58.09)
8. Opportunity to do other school assgnments 226 (51.48) 213 (48.52)

Valuesin parenthesis arein percentage (%)

Asrevededin Table3, most of therespondentsbdieved that their roleswere supervision of
the children, settle disputes among them, instruct them on how to play (contrary to free play)
and prevention of accidents. Whileotherspreferred to spend outdoor play time doing other school
duties, about half of the sampled teachersbelieved they should jointhe childrenintheir play.

Discussion of Findings

From the demographi c characteristics of the sampled preschool teachers, the gender distribution of
the preschool teachers presented in Figure 1 reveal ed that there were more femal ethan males
among the sampl ed teachers. Thissupportsthefindingsfrom other partsof theworldlike Turkey and
Sweden, gating that femd eteachersaremorein preschool classroomsthan ma eteachers(Hedline &
Aberg, 2013; Ramazan, Ikbal & Betul, 2012). Thisis probably because women are generally
believed to be more nurturing than men asreported by Eisenmann (2017).

Figure 2 revealed that alarge proportion of the sampled preschool teachers were well
qudified, havingtherequisite Nigeria Certificatein Education. Thisiscontrary to thefindingsof Ige
(2013) and Omotuyole (2011) cited in Sopekan, Ashimolowo & Dagunduro (2016) stating that
majority of theteachers employed to teach pre-primary classesare not certified. Thisdifference
could bedueto thefact that Ogun Stateisknown to have many tertiary institutions compared to
other statesin Nigeria. Thistrand atesto theavailability of many graduates of theseinstitutionsto
readily take up the availabl eteaching jobs.

Table 1 showsaweighted averagevaueof 2.79, revealing afairly good perception of the
respondents about the contribution of outdoor play and its importance to children’s holistic
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development. They, however, believed that spending money on the purchase of teaching aidsis
better than doing so on outdoor play equipment. Thisis possibly dueto the general belief that
outdoor play isonly for recreation, having no cognitive gainswhatsoever, and therefore contributing
nothing to children’s learning.

Table 2 revea sthat children were mostly given the opportunity to play outdoors during
break timeonly. Thisfinding corroboratesthe submissionsof Brownet al. (2009), Thigpen (2007)
and Pate et d (2008) stating that in spite of the fact that children spend long hoursin childcare
centers, they are vigorously active for only 12 to 46 minutes, making up 2—-3% of their day in
schoal.

Thetablea soreved sthat children were seldom alowed to participatein outdoor activities
as part of classroom teaching. This is possibly as a result of most teachers’ perception of outdoor
play asameansof recreation and rel axation only. They wereof the opinionthat neither learning nor
cognitive development could occur during children’s outdoor play. Contrary to this belief, Burdette
& Whitaker (2005), Robson & Rowe (2012) and Chawla & Escalante (2007) submitted that
outdoor play offerschildren opportunitiesto makedecisions, solve problemsand think creetively.
Theseare cognitivegainswhich children may not easily find inthe more staticindoor environment.
Moreover, these authors reported that playing and learning in outdoor settings resulted in leaners’
improved performance on tests, fewer classroom disruptionsaswell ashigher grade point averages
(GPAS).

AsrevededinTable3, most of theteachersviewedtheir roleswhile children play outdoors
assupervisory in order to prevent accidents, settling disputes and instructing the children on
how to play (rather than allowing them to play freely). About haf of therespondentsexpressed
willingness to join in the children’s play, while others preferred spending time that could be used for
outdoor play doing other school duties. Inasimilar study, Waite (2009) found that that too much
paper work which focuses on covering the syllabus, |eaving insufficient timefor child-centered
activities, wasamgor congtraint preventing teachersfrom dlowing children go out of the classrooms
for play or outdoor learning.

Generaly, thequantity and quality of play that children engagein during outdoor play is
influenced by theroles played by teachers because they arethe onesthat determinethetype, level
and duration of play activitiesthat occur on the playground. Thisiswhy the perception of the
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teachers about their roles during children’s outdoor play is important. Specifically, increasingthe
amount of timefor childrento play outdoorsmay not result in concretecognitive, physical andsodid gains
for themif theteacher istooredtrictive.

Conduson

The perception of the teacher about the importance of outdoor play to children’s development will
determine the opportunities provided by the teacher for children’s outdoor play. Similarly, the teacher’s
perceived role during children’s play would have a great influence on the quality of children’s outdoor
play. Children cannot enjoy the benefitsof outdoor play if theteacher rarely bringsthem outdoors
for active play, even though the school may have plenty of space and equipment. However, with
teachers having the right perception of the importance of outdoor play to children’s development,
and of the influence of their role during play on the quantity and quality of children’s play, a preschool
that lacks adequate play equipment could still make outdoor play possiblefor children through
improvised equipment, gamesand activities. Thiswould go alongway in enabling thechildrento
enjoy al thebenefitsof outdoor play.

Recommendations

Teachers did not perceive the role of outdoor play in children’s cognitive development. That was
why they felt that spending money on teaching aids was better than spending it on outdoor play
equipment. There should be workshops and seminars organised by the government and school
proprietors to reveal to teachers how important play is for children’s cognitive development. This
should a so serveasopportunity to train teachers about how to skilfully incul cate outdoor activities
into their teaching. School management should significantly increase the quantity and quality of
outdoor timefor children. They should aso train and support teachersand caregiversin the use of
outdoor environments for children’s learning and development.

Thefact that teachers preferred to remain indoors doing other school dutiesrather than
play outdoor with the children could beasaresult of too much work load leaving limited timefor
outdoor play. Common teacher-perceived barriersto going outdoors such as shortage of teachers
to supervise children during outdoor play aswell as overloaded scheme of work should, therefore,
be addressed. Thisisimportant because many children do not havethe opportunity to play outdoors
at home since some neighbourhoods are unsafefor children. Also, many parents cannot supervise

124



UNILORIN JOURNAL OF LIFELONG EDUCATION 6(1) 2022 TOLU O.0OK ORUWA

their children’s play having returned from work over-stressed themselves. As such, the only
opportunitiesfor children to experiencethe benefits of outdoor play may bethose opportunities
providedintheschoal.

Teachers’ perception of their roles during children’s play could determine the quality and
guantity of outdoor play that children enjoy in schools. Teachers should thereforebetrained to
enlighten them about their expected roles during children’s outdoor play so that the latter can benefit
maximally fromthegainsof such play opportunitiesfor their al-round development.

Furthermore, owing to the benefits of play for children’s holistic development, it is imperative
for the government to provide safe playgroundsfor children in their various neighbouhoods. The
adults in children’s lives should also be more tolerant about children’s noise and hyper-activity,
recognising their needsfor movement and free play, not only in backyardsand on school playgrounds,
but in public spacesaswell.
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