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An Examination of Natural Environment Experiences of Mothers of Children

Diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder?

Ezgi Emine Olas?, Esra Betiil K6lemen®
Abstract

Outdoor activities support children's active participation and contribute to their
experiential learning. Furthermore, they engage all senses of the children. Outdoor
activities are considered a necessity for children, particularly those diagnosed with
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Limited eye contact, avoidance of physical
contact, and difficulties in adhering to social norms often limit their participation
in outdoor activities. However, this situation increases the need for outdoor
activities among children with ASD and their primary caregivers, especially
mothers. Therefore, this study aims to examine the opinions of mothers of children
diagnosed with ASD regarding outdoor activities. A phenomenological approach,
a qualitative research method, was employed in this study. The study group
consisted of 13 mothers with children diagnosed with ASD, enrolled in a special
education preschool in Adapazar district of Sakarya province during the 2022-
2023 academic year. Purposive sampling method was used to select the study
group. Data were collected through a "Personal Information Form™ and a "Semi-
Structured Parent Interview Form™ prepared by the researchers and validated by
experts. Content analysis was used to analyze the data. According to the analysis,
mothers with higher education levels expressed the importance of dressing their
children appropriately for outdoor activities in all weather conditions, while
mothers with lower education levels expressed concerns about taking their
children outdoors in bad weather due to health reasons. Additionally, they
mentioned that shopping malls and parks were more effective outdoor
environments for children to socialize, as these places were more crowded and
conducive to socialization. Mothers with higher education levels did not see any
problem in taking their children outside even when it was snowing. Families
emphasized the significant effects of outdoor activities on children's social
development, especially in school settings. Based on the data obtained from the
study, it is recommended that the study could be conducted with a different sample
group, and data collection tools could be diversified.
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Introduction

Children are born with the desire to
explore the world around them by trying to learn
the situations that take place around them
(Civelek & Ozyilmaz Akamca, 2018). They
observe the environment quite a lot with a
spontaneous desire and need the materials to
engage (Sinan & Yerli, 2019). While all this is
happening, they may have to face a set of
situations and sudden events that are difficult to
accept during their lifetime. One of the events
they are likely to face (Saglam Tekir, 2015) is
autism spectrum disorder, a demographic group
that is particularly underrepresented in the
literature and excluded as participants (Fahy et
al., 2021). Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a
disability characterized by restricted, repetitive
behaviors, interests or activities with
inadequacy in social communication and
interaction that emerges in the early life period
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The
exact cause of ASD is unknown, and according
to 2020 data from the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), the prevalence
rate is approximately one in every 36 children.
ASD is a developmental disability that affects a
child's social skills and behavior (American
Academy of Pediatrics, 2023). It is also a
neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by
impaired language skills, limited interests (Xie
et al.,, 2022), and restricted and repetitive
behaviors (Zachor et al., 2017). In the DSM-IV-
TR, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (Toper, 2022) published by
the American Psychiatric Association (APA),
which is used in the diagnosis and classification
of ASD (Yilmaz, 2019), autistic disorder is
expressed as Asperger's Disorder and Pervasive
Developmental Disorder (PDD) that cannot be
otherwise specified. In the updated DSM-V, the
term autism spectrum disorder was used (Kaba
& Soykan Aysev, 2019).

Research shows that observable
behaviors related to ASD can emerge in the first
year of life and can be seen concretely towards
the end of the second year. It should be noted
that it is not qualified to explain ASD only by
the fact that the child experiences deficiencies
in holistic development compared to his/her
peers (Mitchell et al., 2011). Moreover, in
identifying these behaviors with early
intervention, it is necessary to know that not all

children with ASD have all the symptoms
(Hume et al., 2020). Behavioral problems
commonly encountered in children with ASD
include self-harm, tantrums, escape behavior,
sleep problems (Toper, 2022), and feeding
problems that occur with being affected by the
appearance, taste or texture of food (Emond et
al., 2010). They also differ from their normally
developing peers in language and speech skills
(Canpolat Ci1g & Diken, 2022). The majority of
children with ASD have intellectual disability,
and it is frequently observed that they have
difficulties in initiating and maintaining joint
attention (Orum Cattik, 2022). This situation
causes children with ASD to have negative
effects on concept learning, phonological
awareness skills, mathematics and academic
skills in early childhood (Téret & Ozmen,
2016). While the majority of children show
these problems because they do not have
options to express themselves, some of them
consciously show these behaviors in order to get
what they want more easily (Toper, 2022). It is
an undeniable fact that children diagnosed with
ASD, as well as children with normal
development, need to move and outdoor spaces
for their healthy development (Geney et al.,
2019). Children can interact anywhere, but they
need more qualified spaces to fully explore
themselves. For this reason, outdoor spaces that
offer a more comfortable movement
environment (Yildirirm, 2017) can provide
children with the opportunity to exhibit their
psychological, emotional and physical
characteristics and at the same time learn by
doing (Turgut & Yilmaz, 2010). The aim of
outdoor activities is to provide children with
out-of-class educational experiences that
involve  direct contact with  various
environments (Palmberg & Kuru, 2000), and
these experiences are also very important for
developing children's social and emotional
skills (Yilmaz, 2016). While the benefits of
outdoor learning are increasingly recognized
(Dyment, 2005), opportunities for outdoor
activities are significantly overlooked (Blake et
al., 2018) and not seen as a priority (Jidovtseff
et al, 2021). Froebel named the first
kindergarten he established in Germany as a
children's garden (kindergarten) and attached
great importance to both indoor and outdoor
spaces as learning environments (Yalgin &
Erden, 2022). According to Civelek and Uyanik
(2020), outdoor learning, which is a piece of the
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educational puzzle, is as important as indoor
learning. Thus, learning does not always take
place indoors; museums, zoos, botanical
gardens, water parks, playgrounds, forests and
rivers, (Yildirm & Ozyilmaz Akamca, 2017)
grassy areas where children can run and play,
roads with hard surfaces where they can ride
their bicycles, floors with different materials
such as gravel and soil, sandboxes and water
pools that can be used in suitable weather;
various earth mounds, a small outdoor theater if
possible, climbing nets (Kaya & Ulusoy, 2018)
are considered free spaces (Giizelyurt & Ozkan,
2018). Generally, outdoor experiences involve
the nature (Mcclintic & Petty, 2015). Therefore,
children need such playgrounds and green
spaces (Fjortoft & Sageie, 2000).

While outdoor space is very important
for typically developing children, it is equally
important and valuable for children with ASD.
However, there is limited research on the
experiences of children with ASD in the
outdoors, and they face particular challenges in
terms of access, inclusion and participation in
play (Blake et al., 2018). It is known that many
children with ASD are socially isolated, do not
engage in social play and very few initiate social
interactions with peers (Ziegler & Morrier,
2022). The outdoors has great potential as an
educational resource and can make a wide range
of contributions for children diagnosed with
ASD (O'Brien, 2009). It can be said that
children's ability to play and participate in social
play has positive effects on their attention and
motor skills (Fjertoft, 1., & Sageie, J. 2000) and
offers them the opportunity to get to know
themselves and their environment through their
senses (Yildirrm & Ozyilmaz Akamca, 2017).

Studies on the role of parents in outdoor
practices are very limited in the literature (Ata,
2016). Jayasuriya et al. (2016) concluded that
parents want their children to spend more time
in outdoor spaces. Other studies have shown
that although parents think that outdoor
activities contribute to development, they have
some concerns about it (Michek et al., 2015;
Jayasuriya et al., 2016). For example, Kalburan
(2014) concluded that parents' concerns about
safety are one of the obstacles that limit outdoor
practices (Kandemir, 2020). In addition, Yilmaz
(2016) and Kalburan (2014) found in their
studies that parents have limited time to spend
outdoors and lack of energy, which limit
outdoor practices. Furthermore, Alat et al.

(2012) found that parents living in an isolated
environment in the concrete buildings of
modern life have an urge to protect their
children from natural elements such as "dirt,
mud, insects, animals, rain and snow". This also
supports the safety concerns of parents. Based
on this, it is not enough to only examine the
opinions of teachers in order to enrich the time
spent outdoors. It can be said that the concerns
and opinions of mothers who have children
diagnosed with ASD about outdoor education
also affect the practices at school (Kandemir,
2020). Thus, in this study, it was aimed to
determine the opinions of mothers who have
children diagnosed with ASD and attending a
Special Education Kindergarten in Sakarya
about outdoor practices.

For this purpose, this study sought
answers to the following questions.

1. What are the opinions of
parents about outdoor practices?
2. What are the  outdoor

environments that parents frequently prefer for
their children? Why do they prefer these
environments?

3. What are the types of activities
that parents do in the outdoor environments they
frequently prefer for their children?

4. What are the opinions of
parents about the outdoor activities provided to
their children at school?

5. What are the expectations of
parents from the school or teachers in outdoor
activities provided to their children at school?

Method
Research Design

Phenomenological approach, as one of
the qualitative research methods, was used in
the study. According to Cropley (2002),
phenomenology is a preferred design for
focusing on situations that are recognized but do
not have an in-depth  understanding
(Biiyiikoztiirk et al.,, 2022). In this study,
phenomenological design was preferred to
provide in-depth information about the views of
mothers who have children with ASD on
outdoor practices.

Sample
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The participants consisted of 13
mothers who have children diagnosed with
ASD in a special education kindergarten
affiliated to the Ministry of National Education
in Adapazar district of Sakarya province in the
2022-2023 academic year. “Criterion sampling
method, which is one of the purposive sampling

Table 1
Demographic Information of Mothers

methods" was used to determine the study
group. The main purpose of the criterion
sampling method is to select a sample that meets
a set of predetermined criteria (Yildirim &
Simsek, 2011). The selection criterion was that
the mothers had a child diagnosed with ASD.

Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Age 20-30 1 7,6
31-40 8 61,5
41+ 4 30,7
Marital Status Married 12 92,5
Single 1 7,6
Education Level  primary School 4 30,7
Middle School 3 23,7
High School 2 15,38
University 4 30,7
Employment Yes y
Status No 13 100

As can be seen in Table 1, 61.5% of the
participants are between 31-40 years of age,
30.7% are 41 years of age or older, and 7.6% are
between 20-30 years of age. Considering the
marital status of the participants, it is seen that
the majority of them, 92.5%, are married, while
7.6% are single. According to the educational

Table 2
Demographic Information of Children

status of the participants, it is seen that 30.7%
are primary school graduates, 30.7% are
university graduates, 23.7% are middle school
graduates and 15.38% are high school
graduates. None of the participants were
working.

Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender Girl 1 7,6
Boy 12 92,30
36-48 months 4 30,76
Age 49-60 months 6 46,15
61-72 months 3 23,7
0 2 15,38
Number of Siblings 1 6 46,15
2+ 5 38,46
Atypical Autism 6 46,15
Diagnosis Au_tism spectrum disorder 3 23,7
Childhood Autism 1 7,6
Mild autism 3 23,7
2020 2 15,38
Date of Diagnosis 2021 7 53,84
2022 4 30,76
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As can be seen in Table 2, 92.30% of
the children were boys and 7.6% were girls.
When the age ranges are analyzed, it is seen that
46.15% of the children are between 49-60
months, 30.76% are between 36-48 months, and
23.7% are between 61-72 months. Regarding
the number of siblings, the majority (46.5%)
had only one sibling, 38.46% had two or more
siblings, and 15.38% had no siblings.
Considering the diagnoses of the children, most
of the children (46.15%) were diagnosed with
atypical autism, 23.7% were diagnosed with
autism  spectrum disorder, 23.7% were
diagnosed with mild autism, and 7.6% were
diagnosed with childhood autism. Considering
the dates of diagnosis, it was observed that
53.84% were diagnosed in 2021, 30.76% were
diagnosed in 2022, and 15.38% were diagnosed
in 2020.

Data Collection Tools

"Demographic Information Form™ and
"Semi-structured Parent Interview Form"
prepared by the researchers were used as data
collection tools. The interview form was
presented to four field experts, including two
preschool, one special education and one
measurement and evaluation experts. Based on
the feedback from the experts, the "Semi-
structured Parent Interview Form" was revised
and edited by the researchers. This form
consists of 5 open-ended questions. As a result
of the pilot study, taking into account the
weather conditions on the day of the interview,
the researchers asked one additional open-
ended question ("It's cool and slightly rainy at
the moment, can your child go out in the
schoolyard? So, can he/she go out when it
snows?") was included in the study.

Data Collection

In this study, a series of steps were
taken to collect the data. First, the ethics
committee documents on the Sakarya
University institute page were filled in and
submitted to the ethics committee and the
necessary permissions were obtained. Before
starting the data collection process, a pilot study
was conducted with two mothers (to determine
the factors such as fluency, duration,
incomprehension of interview questions, etc.).
As a result of the pilot study, no questions were
changed in the interview form. The schools
where the data would be collected were

determined and permission was requested from
the principals of the schools. In line with the
permissions received, the school principal went
to the special education kindergarten on a
predetermined Wednesday and introduced the
researcher to the mothers. Afterwards, it was
decided that the principal's office was suitable
for the interview (in terms of coolness, light,
noise, etc.) and only the mothers of children
diagnosed with ASD who wanted to participate
voluntarily were called to the room one by one.
After a brief greeting, the mothers were verbally
asked for permission for voice recording and the
interviews lasted approximately 8-10 minutes.
Eight parents were interviewed on the first day,
and the interviews were terminated as it was
time for lunch break. On the following Monday,
the school was visited again and four more
parents were interviewed. The interview started
with demographic questions first for the mother
and then for the child. Afterwards, the interview
questions prepared by the researchers were
audio-recorded and the interview was finalized.
On the day of the main interview, the weather
was cool and rainy. Therefore, when all the
guestions were finished, the mothers were asked
an additional improvised question, as "Now that
the weather is cool and slightly rainy, can your
child go out in the schoolyard? And can he/she
go out when it snows?". At the end of the
interviews, the audio recordings were listened
to and the answers were transcribed online and
shared with the other researcher. The coding
was done by the researchers in separate places
and the names of the participants were given as
Al, A2.....A13 respectively.

Data Analysis

The results were analyzed using content
analysis. In the analysis of the data, similar
features were transformed into themes/ codes.
The incidence of the data was expressed as
frequency. All data were analyzed based on the
research questions.

Validity and Reliability

The validity and reliability of the data
obtained is important for the scientific nature of
the study. For this reason, different methods
were used to ensure the reliability and validity
of the data. In qualitative data, codes and themes
were created by two experts to reduce
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researcher bias and to ensure internal validity
(Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Results
In this section, the research questions are
examined in detail.

Mothers' Descriptions of Outdoor Practices

Indoor

playfg( Lgund
4 2
R iR AN
(OMESTO
OUTDOORS

The mothers were asked the question
"What comes to your mind when you think of
outdoor practices?" and were asked to define
this concept. Other answers given by the
mothers to this question are presented in Figure
1.

Street
f(4) Forest
f(2)

/

Qutdoor
Playgrounds Schcfl(czl}fard

AN

Walking

areas
Green]a;reas F(1)

Figure 1. Model of Responses to the Question "When it comes to Outdoor Practices"

Mothers expressed their views on the
guestion of what do you understand when it
comes to outdoor practices as follows;

A2: "Parks, walking areas, playing
outside. For me, it actually means the problems
of children with autism. Because we are
excluded in every sense and we have difficulty
in benefiting from outdoor practices."

A9: "l understand spending time
outdoors."”

Al12: "l think of explorations in the
forest.”

When asked what do you understand
when it comes to outdoor practices, mothers
expressed their opinions as playgrounds,
shopping malls, parks, streets, forests, school
gardens, walking areas, and green areas. When
Figure 1 is examined, it is seen that the highest
frequency of the practices that come to mind for
outdoor is the park (f=8). The other highest
frequencies were streets (f=4), playgrounds
(f=4), and shopping malls (f=4).

Eight mothers were asked the additional
guestion "It's cool and slightly rainy at the

moment, can your child go out in the
schoolyard? So, can he/she go out when it
snows?". They expressed their views on the
guestion as follows;

A6: "If there are no symptoms of
iliness, of course. He can get dirty, he can play
with water."

A9: "No, sir, he will get sick. His
immunity drops. This time he will fall behind in
classes. | don't want him to go out if it is cold.”

Al13: "Yes. If he is not going to stay

for a very long time, he can go out, because he
has almost never gone out."”
When the opinions are analyzed, it is seen that
the majority of the respondents answered "yes"
(f=6), while the remaining respondents
answered "no" (f=2).

Outdoor Environments Where Mothers Take
Their Children and Reasons for Going to
These Environments

The mothers were asked the question "Which
outdoor environments do you take your child to
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and why?". The responses of the mothers to this
question are presented in Figure 2.

Shopping mall
(7)

Playgrounds
f(6)

4

ﬂNVIROHMEHTS
AND REASONS

NDOOR
AREA

—

ENVIRONMENT P
OUTDOORS

/N

Green areas
(1)

Park
(7)

Desire to socialize

!

Sensory sensitivity

(5) ~— P 4 (1)
REASONS FOR
Child's interests GOING SN Exposure
fi3) (1)
More secluded / l \. .
environments Environments for Distanice

(3)

Figure 2. Model of Environments Where Mothe

The opinions of the mothers regarding
the question "Which outdoor environments do
you take your children to and why?" are as
follows;

Ab: "Shopping mall, playgrounds, park.
For him to integrate (socialize) with his peers."

Al10: "We usually go to the park. I
support him in areas where he is afraid to walk."

Al13: "He loves the park very much. We
often go to the playgrounds in the shopping
mall. Because we can reach them more easily."

When considering the opinions of the
mothers regarding the question "Which outdoor
environments do you take your children to and
why?", it is seen that the most preferred indoor

family involvement

(1)
f(2)

rs Take Their Children and Reasons for Going There

environment is shopping malls (f=7), while the
most preferred outdoor environment is parks
(f=7). Whereas the most prominent reason for
going is the desire to socialize (f=5), children's
interest (f=3) and more secluded environments
(f=3) are also important among the reasons for
going.

Activities that Mothers Do with Their Children
in Outdoor Environments

The mothers were asked the question "Which
activities do you often do with your child in
outdoor environments?”. The responses of the
mothers to this question are presented in Figure
3.
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PLAYING
GAMES

SWINGING
F(4)
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AVTIVITIES
F(1)
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ACTIVITIES

Figure 3. Model of the Types of Activities that Mothers Frequently Prefer for Their Children in Outdoor

Environments

Mothers' opinions on the activities they
frequently prefer for their children in outdoor
environments are as follows;

A6: "We even ride the swings together;
I even go down the small slides with him."

A8: "We play games, we put him in
contact with new people.”

Al3: "He usually does activities by
himself, we watch him."”

When the opinions of the mothers
regarding the question "Which activities do you
often do with your child in outdoor
environments?" were analyzed, it was seen that

they often played games (f=5). However,
swinging (f=4) was another most preferred
activity to do together.

Mothers' Opinions on Outdoor Activities
Provided to Their Children at School

The mothers were asked the question
"What are your opinions about the outdoor
activities provided to your child at school?".
The responses of the mothers to this question
are presented in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Model of Mothers' Opinions on Outdoor Activities Provided to Their Children at School

Mothers' opinions on the outdoor activities
provided to their children at school are as
follows;

A2: "l definitely think it is a good thing
in terms of socialization. People's gaze. For
those who don't know, people will find it
strange in a problem behavior that may occur
outside. I would like them to ride a bicycle."

A6: "It helps him socialize a little bit.
My son would not enter any environment, now
when children run, he runs too. The fact that my
child would involuntarily move away from that
environment due to inconsiderate people would
also have a negative effect on him. There should
be more activities for special children, they can
also go on trips.”

A10: "It can be a trouble for children
with a lot of problem behaviors. Different areas
can be difficult for children with a routine. The
teacher may have difficulty in establishing
control alone. I would like the school garden to
become more efficient.”

When the opinions of the mothers
regarding the question "What are your opinions

about the outdoor activities provided to your
children at school?" are examined, it is seen that
problem behaviors (f=4) are seen as a negative
opinion, while socialization (f=9) is seen as a
positive opinion. In addition, when the
suggestions were examined in two different
categories, indoor and outdoor, it was seen that
the shopping mall came to the fore with 4
people among indoor suggestions and the
school garden came to the fore with 7 people
among outdoor suggestions.

Parents’ Expectations from Schools or
Teachers in Outdoor Activities Provided to
Their Children at School

The mothers were asked the question "What are
your expectations from the school or teachers in
outdoor activities provided to your child at
school?". The answers given by the mothers
regarding this question are presented in Figure
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Figure 5. Model of Expectations of Mothers from Schools or Teachers for Outdoor Activities

The opinions of mothers regarding their
expectations from schools or teachers for
outdoor activities are as follows;

AL: "l would like to see all the practices
that every child with normal development can
do. Teachers have a very difficult job, there is
not just one child. Therefore, it is difficult for
teachers to cope. Honestly, | don't have much
expectation."

A4: "When it snows, they can build
snowmen, skateboard, ride bicycles. 1 would
like the school and teachers to make the children
do everything they can do."

Al10: "The school can organize an
activity every week. | would like municipalities
to be consulted for costly practices. Because due
to the cost, outdoor practices are not done and
remain incomplete.”

When the opinions of the mothers
regarding the question "What are your
expectations from the school or teachers
regarding outdoor practices?" are examined, it
is seen that social skills expectations (f=8) are
quite high. However, expectation of reducing
problem behaviors and communication with

senior management (f=4) is demanded at the
same rate, while 3 mothers have no
expectations.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study was conducted to examine
the views of mothers who have children
diagnosed with ASD attending a special
education kindergarten about outdoor space.
Outdoor space, which is the main subject of the
study, plays a role in supporting children's
development in all areas because it provides an
opportunity for children to move freely (Rivkin,
1997). Nowadays, attitudes towards the
outdoors are rapidly growing both domestically
and internationally. Sjoblom (2021) concluded
in his study that "in recent years, interest in
outdoor learning has been increasing rapidly”,
while Agkar (2021) stated that the importance
of spending time outdoors has also increased in
the education sector. The findings of this study
shed light on the opinions and suggestions of
mothers who have children diagnosed with
ASD regarding the outdoor space and deepen
the discussions on the subject.
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Within the scope of the first sub-
problem of the study, " What comes to your
mind when you think of outdoor practices?", it
is seen that the mothers in the study group
mostly said "indoor playgrounds and parks".
Apart from these, there are also answers such as
shopping malls, streets, forests and school
gardens. Remmen & lversen (2022) state in
their study that outdoor applications can be
many environments outside the school.
Yildim & Ozyilmaz Akamca (2017) also
stated in their study that learning can take place
not only in the classroom but also in outdoors.
These findings support mothers' opinions on
outdoor practices.

Within the scope of the second sub-
problem of the study, "Which outdoor
environments do you take your child to and
why?", it is seen that mothers mostly prefer
"shopping mall" as an indoor area and "park" as
an outdoor area. Sizhan (2022) examined
parents' views on outdoor play opportunities in
the development of their children. He reached a
similar conclusion to this study and found that
the most preferred choice was the playground in
the neighborhood. In this study, when the
reasons for going to outdoor environments are
examined, it is seen that the desire for
"socialization” is at the forefront. In Kiigiin's
(2022) study, outdoor spaces were defined as
places that are larger than indoor spaces, where
more people can be together, and which also
include socialization. Therefore, it is not
unexpected that the reason why mothers prefer
outdoor spaces is mostly the desire to socialize.
These results are also consistent with the
findings of Kandir & Alpan (2008) that social
emotional development is very important in
children and should be supported, and that one
of the most important tools for this is activities
in outdoors. Alat et al. (2012), in a study
conducted with parents of children with normal
development, found that parents did not give
enough opportunity for outdoor play. However,
in this study, parents who had children
diagnosed with ASD stated that they were
selective when choosing a place because of
people's gaze, that they chose secluded areas,
and that they used the existing opportunities for
the socialization of their children as much as
possible. In contrast to the results of this study,
Mart (2021) found that participant parents
preferred indoor activities.

Within the scope of the third sub-
problem of the study, " Which activities do you

often do with your child in outdoor
environments”, mothers frequently stated
"playing games (individually) and swinging".
Among the findings, it was observed that
children mostly did activities individually and
mothers remained in the role of observers. The
findings of Syrjdmaki (2023) study, on the other
hand, showed that autistic children were mostly
involved in adult-supported play situations.
Must et al. (2015) also found that 60% of
parents of children with ASD reported that the
child needed "too much" supervision and that
this was a barrier to physical activity.

Within the scope of the fourth sub-
problem of the study, "What are your opinions
about the outdoor activities provided to your
child at school?", mothers stated "problematic
behaviors" as a negative opinion and
"socialization" as a positive opinion. Louv
(2010) emphasized that children who spend
most of their time indoors face negative
consequences such as retarded development,
increased obesity, maladaptive behaviors and
depression because they do not have enough
experience to play freely and explore their
environment. This view supports the mothers'
opinions about the positive effect of outdoor
activities on socialization. Fjortoft & Sageie
(2000) concluded that outdoor activities
increase fine motor development and the
development of eye-hand-foot coordination,
which is in line with the mothers' positive
opinion that it will support motor skills. In
addition, parents in Ince & Akcanca's (2021)
study stated that outdoor learning environments
in the preschool education process have
multifaceted advantages for life skills such as
observing concrete and real objects/events,
gaining real life experiences, learning rules such
as queuing, waiting in line, etc.; for cognitive
skills such as realizing permanent learning and
learning by doing; for social skills such as
socialization opportunity, development of
cooperation, development of self-confidence
and for affective skills such as enjoyment. This
result supports the findings of the present study.
When the suggestions of the mothers in outdoor
activities were examined, they stated that
"going to the shopping mall" could be used
more effectively in the indoor area and "school
garden” could be used more effectively as an
outdoor area. Tepebag & Aktas Arnas (2017)
found that using school gardens as an
educational environment in learning processes
is of great importance to support children’s

101



CMER 4o
» §
<
& oy N
¥ Y
Y 4

Sq1ndd

me

==

Journal of STEM Teacher Institutes, 2024, 4(2), 91-105

development and creativity. This is in line with
the suggestions made in the current study.
Within the scope of the fifth sub-
problem of the study, "What are your
expectations from the school or teachers in
outdoor activities provided to your child at
school?", mothers mostly expressed their
opinions as "social skills expectations". Apart
from this, some mothers demanded that
problem behaviors be reduced and that
communication be established with senior
management, while there are also mothers who
do not have any expectations. There are
differences between the expectations of parents
with normally developing children and parents
who have children diagnosed with ASD.
Kalburan (2014) found in his study that
although families wanted to increase the
number of playgrounds, parks and green
environments for different reasons, more
serious precautions should be taken for the
safety of these environments. In this study, the
fact that mothers who have children diagnosed
with ASD frequently request social skills may
be due to the fact that they are isolated by the
society. Li et al. (2019) found that parents
generally felt that their children were excluded
from outdoor public spaces. Ince & Akcanca
(2021) conducted a study on the reasons why
outdoor learning environments are not utilized
frequently enough in preschool education.
Among the most frequently cited reasons given
by the parents in that study were economic
reasons, which were stated as the cost of
outdoor learning environments. However, in
this study, the reason why mothers expected to
communicate with senior management units is
that these cost expenses can be covered by
senior management units. While mothers of
children with special needs express their
concerns depending on their children's
diagnostic status and therefore limit their
children's participation in outdoor activities,
mothers of children with normal development
limit their children's participation in outdoor
activities for simpler reasons such as lack of
interest, safety and time. Alat et al. (2012) found
that parents try to keep their children away from
cold weather, mud, insects, animals, in short,
from nature for reasons such as health and
safety in their limited urban lives. He concluded
that even in schools with garden facilities,
children spend more time in the classroom
environment due to teachers' and parents'
concerns about safety and health issues and

weather conditions. As a result of their study,
Tepebag & Aktag Arnas (2017) found that the
biggest obstacle to outdoor learning experiences
was adults' concerns that weather conditions
would negatively affect children's health.
Kalburan (2014) also concluded that families
have concerns about outdoor play due to
dangers such as traffic density, kidnapping by
strangers or being injured for different reasons.

It is seen that the opinions of mothers
who have children diagnosed with ASD
towards the outdoor space do not differ
according to the age, gender and year of
diagnosis of the children, but differ according to
the diagnosis group of the children, the number
of siblings, the education level and occupation
of the mothers. These findings coincide with
the findings of Karaca & Aral (2020) that there
is no difference according to gender and that
there is a difference according to educational
status.

Recommendations

Access to outdoor spaces and facilities
may be suitable or adaptable for children with
ASD. Since the study was limited in terms of
the number of participants and a single
diagnostic group, the scope can be broader and
more in-depth in future studies. The study can
also be conducted with fathers who have
children diagnosed with ASD. The study can
also be addressed in terms of teachers working
with children who have special needs
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