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Four- to six-year-old children’s experiences of participating in
different physical environments and activities in early childhood
education and care institutions in Norway
Anne Holla Sivertsen and Børge Moe

Department of Physical Activity and Health, Queen Maud University College of Early Childhood Education,
Trondheim, Norway

ABSTRACT
Children’s well-being in early childhood education and care (ECEC) is
associated with their participation in both planning and assessing ECEC
activities. The aim of the study presented here was therefore to explore
children’s experiences of participating in different physical environments
and activities in ECEC institutions. Quantitative data were collected from
structured conversations with 3693 4–6-year-old children using the
Norwegian ECEC Well-Being Monitor from 2014 to 2019. Among the
results, children’s experiences of participating in ECEC activities were
diverse and depended upon the physical environment, although most
children experienced higher degrees of participation when outdoors
instead of indoors. Furthermore, going hiking and circle time are activities
the majority of children have to attend, even if they do not want to.
Increased awareness about how children experience opportunities for
participating in ECEC activities is important for ECEC institutions and may
influence pedagogical thinking and planning in different environments
and activities.
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Introduction

Children’s experiences of participating in everyday life are important to promoting their well-being
and democratic values (Holte et al. 2014; Ree, Alvestad, and Johansson 2019). In recognition of that
belief, participation is a principle in the Convention of the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1989),
paragraph 12, formally introduced into Norway and Norwegian ECEC institutions with the Norwe-
gian Kindergarten Act (Ministry of Education and Research 2006). Likewise, according to the Norwe-
gian Framework Plan for Kindergartens (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 2017),
children should receive frequent opportunities to participate in both planning and assessing activi-
ties in their ECEC institutions. The aim of our study was to explore how children have experienced
participation in different physical environments and activities in ECEC institutions in Norway.

In Norway, about 90% of 1- to 6-year-old children are enrolled in ECEC institutions, and the
majority spend full days there (41–45 h) each week (Statistics Norway 2020). Most of Norway’s
5700 ECEC institutions have access to various outdoor environments and natural areas (Lysklett
2013; Norwegian Directorate of Education and Training 2020; Norwegian Directorate of Health
2012; Statistics Norway 2020), and children spend 70% of the time outdoors in the summer and
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30% in the winter (Moser and Martinsen 2010). On a regular day, children engage in various activities,
some initiated by themselves (e.g. free play) and some by the staff (e.g. circle time and hiking).

Despite the sharpened focus on children’s participation in recent years, it remains necessary to
know how well their participation is accommodated in different physical environments and activities
in ECEC. After all, how children experience participation in their everyday lives can influence peda-
gogical thinking and planning in ECEC institutions.

Children’s participation in ECEC institutions

Participation, called medvirkning in Norwegian, can be defined as a physical and mental space that
affords an opportunity for self-expression and interacting with others (Bae et al. 2006, 8). The
concept of participation encompasses the possibility of being seen and listened to by others as
well as the freedom to make decisions (Bratterud, Sandseter, and Seland 2012; Holte et al. 2014).
To ensure that opportunity in ECEC, it is crucial to maintain responsive ECEC staff who listen and
understand children’s expressions of interest and their desires in everyday situations and activities
(Bratterud, Sandseter, and Seland 2012; Næs and Mordal 1997). For children, days in ECEC consist
of a broad range of playtime and staff-initiated activities occurring in different physical environ-
ments. In all such activities, it is essential to see and listen to each child in order to promote and facili-
tate their participation.

Children’s participation and health in ECEC

For all children who attend ECEC institutions, it is also essential to promote their physical and mental
health, learning and development (Holte et al. 2014). Participating in everyday life is strongly corre-
lated with happiness or quality of life known as well-being (Holte et al. 2014), an abstract term related
to both social and cultural phenomena (Fattore, Mason, and Watson 2009; Mashford-Scott, Church,
and Tayler 2012). According to Fattore, Mason, and Watson (2009), three overarching, interconnect-
ing dimensions especially influence children’s subjective feeling of well-being: a positive sense of
self, agency over their everyday lives and a feeling of security and safety in relationships with
adults and peers. Beyond that, five hallmarks of participation have been identified as being essential
for children, one of which is the ‘freedom to choose and refuse community’ (Ree, Alvestad, and
Johansson 2019). Freedom of choice related to participating in activities is especially important to
children’s well-being, as is their involvement when those activities are planned and executed
(Ree, Alvestad, and Johansson 2019). In turn, children’s well-being in ECEC institutions depends
upon the degree to which they are allowed to engage in decision-making about matters affecting
their everyday life in different ECEC environments and activities. In support of that idea, Sandseter
and Seland (2016b) found a positive correlation between children’s subjective well-being in ECEC
institutions and their freedom to decide where to move, to choose activities and to negotiate
with staff. Thus, in studying their well-being, children need to be asked about their personal, subjec-
tive and internal feelings about phenomena in their everyday lives, whether in ECEC or otherwise
(Koch 2018; Mashford-Scott, Church, and Tayler 2012).

Play, activities and physical environments in ECEC institutions

Play is important to promoting not only children’s well-being, enjoyment and pleasure but also their
cognitive development and learning (Ginsburg 2007; Giske et al. 2018; Howard and McInnes 2013;
Kennedy-Behr, Rodger, and Mickan 2015; Sando 2019b; Sandseter and Seland 2017). For those
reasons, time and opportunities to develop and maintain friendships via play influence their experi-
ences of participating in everyday life (Corsaro 1985; Greve 2007). Play is moreover essential for chil-
dren to learn about themselves, other people and the physical environments surrounding them
(Lillemyr and Øfsti 1990), the last of which they integrate into their play by seizing the opportunities
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that it presents (Storli and Sandseter 2019). Gibson (1979) has referred to a person’s perception of
possibilities in the surrounding environment as affordances, a concept that comprises the environ-
ment as well as the materials and other people therein. Both the interpretation and perception of
possible affordances are personal, unique and immediate (Kyttä 2004; Storli and Sandseter 2019).

Several studies have shown that the physical environment, whether indoors or outdoors, impacts
children’s participation and well-being (Bjørgen 2015, 2017; Hagen 2015; Kemple et al. 2016; Neill
1982; Sando 2019a, 2019b; Storli and Sandseter 2019; Ulich and Mayr 2002). According to Sando
(2019b), children’s well-being indoors positively correlates with space (e.g. a room) that encourages
play involving physical activity and the freedom to use it. In ECEC institutions, time spent outdoors is
often devoted to children’s spontaneous free play involving a few other children, whereas time spent
away from the institution, such as while hiking, is often planned in advance and involves numerous
adults and other children (Hagen 2015; Kallestad and Ødegaard 2013; Sandseter and Seland 2016b;
Storli and Sandseter 2015). A recent study by Storli and Sandseter (2019) revealed that children play
for approximately two-thirds of their free time, whether in or outdoors, thus leaving a third of the
time to non-play activity. Tobiassen and Sandseter (2020), however, observed that 50% of this
non-play time includes activities that do not promote well-being, learning or social competence.

Aim of the study

The aim of our study was to explore how children experience participating in different physical
environments and activities in ECEC institutions. To that purpose, we formulated two research
questions:

–How do 4–6-year-old children experience participation indoors and outdoors in ECEC institutions?
–How do 4–6-year-old children experience participation during circle time and hiking in ECEC

institutions?

Materials and methods

The data used in our study were collected with the ECEC Well-Being Monitor, an online Norwegian
questionnaire made for ECEC institutions to use free of charge in order to obtain knowledge about
how 4–6-year-old children experience ECEC (Bratterud, Sandseter, and Seland 2012; Queen Maud
University College 2020; Sandseter and Seland 2017).

Questionnaire

The ECEC Well-Being Monitor is a tool that facilitates a structured conversation between a child and
an ECEC staff member (e.g. teacher or assistant) about ECEC, specifically about friendships and play,
relationships with staff, the physical environment, general well-being, activities engaged in and
experiences of participating and being seen and listened to. To access the instrument, ECEC staff
members have to register online, agree to the terms of use and provide basic information about
their institution (i.e. size, ownership, organisation and profile). To create a safe environment for
administering the Well-Being Monitor, staff should be quite familiar with the child in question.

The Well-Being Monitor consists of 50 questions with three or four answer choices, all inspired by
the Pictorial Scale of Perceived Competence and Social Acceptance for Young Children (Harter and
Pike 1984). The questions are divided into six themes: friendships and play, relationships with staff,
the physical environment, participation and well-being, activities and experiences of participating
(Queen Maud University College 2020).
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Data collection

Between 1 January 2014 and 31 December 2019, 3768 children completed the ECEC Well-Being
Monitor, 78 of whom were later excluded from the sample: 33 due to missing information about
age, 15 due to missing information about gender and 27 who were less than 4 years old. After
those exclusions, 3693 children – 1799 boys and 1894 girls – remained to form the sample. The chil-
dren did not have to answer all of the questions if they did not want to; thus, the number of answers
(N ) varies somewhat in the results.

We focused on seven questions related to children’s participation at their ECEC institutions. Four
of the questions related to their experiences of participation indoors versus outdoors, whereas the
other three related to their experiences of participating in circle time and hiking. All seven questions
had four possible answers: often, sometimes, almost never and never. For the purposes of our statisti-
cal analyses, we pooled responses of never and almost never into one category: never or almost never.

Statistical analyses

Children’s answers to questions about experiences of participating are presented as descriptive stat-
istics (n, %). We computed two-way contingency tables to evaluate possible associations between
gender and experiences of participating (1) indoor versus outdoor activities, and (2) during circle
time and hiking. Because the assumption of minimum expected cell frequency was not violated,
we used the chi-square test of independence to assess potential differences between boys and
girls. To evaluate the strengths of the associations, we calculated the Cramer’s V, and to evaluate
whether age influenced experiences of participation, we calculated Kendall’s tau-b correlations. In
supplementary analyses, we investigated whether experiences of participating in different physical
environments and activities were influenced by (1) friendships and play, (2) relationships with staff or
(3) being seen and listened to. Those analyses were conducted with a pooled sample of boys and
girls as a means to increase statistical power. We considered p values less than .05 as indicating stat-
istical significance. All analyses were conducted using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences for
Windows version 26.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY).

Ethical considerations

The study was approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data with the condition that the data
representing the specific ECEC institution would not be analysed due to the increased risk of identi-
fying individuals in institutions with small populations of children. Because ECEC staffmembers con-
ducted the conversations with the children, no direct contact occurred between the children and the
researchers.

Talking to children about their psychosocial health and well-being related to their ECEC institutions
generally requires special attention from staff. Each child’s well-being and feelings have to be met with
respect and care, and vulnerable children require taking special considerations. In our study, ECEC staff
members were instructed to contact professionals if any concern about children’s psychosocial health or
well-being arose, and all teachers using the ECEC Well-Being Monitor were encouraged to carefully read
the enclosed ‘Guide for Implementing the Conversation’. Both children and their parents had to approve
the use of the ECEC Well-Being Monitor, and for any reason at any time, children could choose not to
answer one or several questions or to stop answering questions altogether.

Results

Baseline characteristics of the sample appear in Table 1.
Table 2 shows how the children responded to questions about their experiences of participating

in indoor and outdoor activities at their ECEC institutions. A higher proportion of children reported
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that staff members often decide what they will do in indoor activities (17.0%) than in outdoor ones
(7.8%). While outdoors, however, a higher proportion of children reported often being able to opt
out of activities organised by the staff (35.9%) than while indoors (20.0%). The results were similar
between boys and girls. Although chi-square tests of independence indicated gender-based differ-
ences in responses to Question 1 (χ2= 9.665, p = .008), Question 2 (χ2= 7.820, p = .020) and Question
3 (χ2= 8.076, p = .018), the strengths of the associations were weak (Cramer’s V < .053). To assess the
possible association between age and experiences of participation, Kendall’s tau-b correlations were
calculated. Results revealed that a higher proportion of older children reported that staff never or
almost never decide what they should do, whether indoors (τb= -.069, p < .001) or outdoors (τb= -
.071, p < .001). In addition, a higher proportion of the older children reported that they could
never or almost never opt out of engaging in activities organised by staff, again whether indoors
(τb=−.053, p < .001) or outdoors (τb=−.034, p = .026). Although significant, the correlation coeffi-
cients imply only weak associations.

Table 3 shows how the children responded to questions about their experiences of participation
during circle time and hiking in their ECEC institution. Most children answered that they could never
or almost never decide not to participate in circle time (67.6%) or hiking (72.5%). When hiking, 56%
of the children answered that they could never or almost never participate in deciding where to go,
and the results were similar between boys and girls. That result was confirmed by non-significant chi-
square values (p < .05). Meanwhile, a higher proportion of older children reported that they could
never or almost never choose not to join circle time (τb=−.119, p < .001) or hiking (τb=−.108, p
< .001). While hiking, a higher proportion of older children answered that they could never or
almost never decide on where to go (τb=−.059, p < .001). Although significant, the correlation coeffi-
cients again imply weak associations.

In supplementary analyses conducted in a pooled sample of boys and girls to increase stat-
istical power, we investigated whether their children’s experiences of participating in different
physical environments and activities were influenced by friendships and play, relationships with
staff or being seen and listened to. These analyses were conducted in a pooled sample of boys
and girls to increase statistical power. All analyses yielded largely similar results (data not
shown).

Discussion

The results of our study paint a varied picture of how children experience participation in different
physical environments and activities in ECEC institutions in Norway. Most children reported a high
degree of participation when outdoors but not indoors, and most also reported experiencing
little freedom of choice when it comes to circle time and hiking. By age, 6-year-old children reported
a higher degree of participation indoors compared with their 4- and 5-year-old peers.

Table 1. Baseline characteristics of the study population.

Overall, N(%) Boys, N (%) Girls, N (%)

Total 3693 (100%) 1799 (48.7%) 1894 (51.3%)
Year of data collection
2014 397 (10.8%) 210 (52.9%) 187 (47.1%)
2015 287 (7.8%) 147 (51.2%) 140 (48.8%)
2016 597 (16.2%) 295 (49.4%) 302 (50.6%)
2017 390 (10.6%) 191 (49.0%) 199 (51.0%)
2018 1076 (29.1%) 503 (46.7%) 573 (53.3%)
2019 946 (25.6%) 453 (47.9%) 493 (52.1%)

Age (year of participation – year of birth)
4 years old 732 (19.8%) 350 (47.8%) 382 (52.2%)
5 years old 1748 (47.3%) 855 (48.9%) 893 (51.1%)
6 years old 1213 (32.8%) 594 (49.0%) 619 (51.0%)
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Children’s experiences of participating indoors and outdoors

The children reported a high degree of participation when spending time outdoors, which aligns
with the findings of Sandseter and Seland (2016a). The high level of participation outdoors strength-
ens the perception of the outdoor physical environment as promoting children’s psychosocial health
and well-being (Atwool 2006; Deci and Ryan 2012; Holte et al. 2014). In that dynamic, affordances are
essential (Gibson 1979), and the outdoors is likely to hold more potential affordances than indoor
environments (Kyttä 2004), which are often fixed, if not permanent, and organised by adults
(Nordtømme 2016; Sando 2019b). Nevertheless, children in other studies have reported feeling
free to use rooms, toys and equipment indoors whenever they wanted to (Sandseter and Seland
2016a), and the free use of such resources is essential to children’s engagement attendance and
well-being, for it provides a feeling of agency (Fattore, Mason, and Watson 2009; Ree, Alvestad,
and Johansson 2019). Despite this free use policy seen in other studies, our results indicate that
this is insufficient for children to experience a high degree of participation indoors. The outdoor
environment, by contrast, has been shown to provide greater complexity and affordances (Gibson
1979; Kyttä 2004), which may increase children’s perception of their agency and freedom of choice.

Another important difference between indoor and outdoor environments is the relatively large
degree of physical space available outdoors. The outdoors provides children with numerous possi-
bilities to move freely and to engage in running, climbing, rolling and bicycling, all of which are
activities that most children prefer (Bratterud, Sandseter, and Seland 2012). By contrast, most
ECEC institutions impose restrictions on the space made available for some activities, especially
indoors, which can reduce children’s freedom of choice, agency and, in turn, sense of participation.

In our study, 6-year-old children reported a higher degree of participation than their 4- and 5-
year-old counterparts. Added to the high degree of children’s participation in outdoor environments,
that result has ramifications from a pedagogical standpoint given the reduction of outdoor learning
experiences that occurs as age and level of education increase (Waite 2010; Waite, Rogers, and Evans
2013). In that light, the result underscores the importance of the pedagogical approach taken and
using the outdoors as a setting for promoting children’s learning, experiences of participation
and, in turn, well-being. However, the observed age-based difference in how children perceive
their participation may be explained by the relative maturity of their understanding of what it
means to participate.

Organisation of time indoors versus outdoors

In ECEC institutions, time spent outdoors is often dedicated to children’s free play, whereas staff-
organised activities are often emphasised indoors (Kallestad and Ødegaard 2013). When children
are free to choose what to do and with whom to play, their implied agency may strengthen their
feeling of participation as well as promote their development, learning and sense of well-being
(Corsaro 1985; Greve 2007; Öhman 2012). Although that trend likely differs between ECEC insti-
tutions, our study was not designed to clarify how time and indoor versus outdoor activities are
organised. Even so, the result indicates that time spent outdoors is organised in a way that empha-
sises children’s experience of participation.

Implications of children’s participation in different environments

Most children in our study reported experiencing a high degree of participation outdoors, whereas
few reported a similar experience while indoors. The organisation of time and activities are important
in this matter, and increased emphasise on children’s participation needs to be addressed especially
indoors. The nature of free play accommodates children’s engagement, participation and freedom to
choose where, with what and with whom to play (Öhman 2012). Along with children’s high and rela-
tively consistent engagement and in free play (Storli and Sandseter 2019; Tobiassen and Sandseter
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2020) that finding emphasises the importance of time for free play for children in ECEC institutions,
both indoors and outdoors.

For most children, affordances available indoors and outdoors, in combination with the avail-
ability and freedom to use them, are likely to promote a feeling of participation and agency.
However, some children may struggle to realise and use those affordances, especially outdoors
(Gibson 1979; Kyttä 2004), and the number of choices may be overwhelming as well. At the
same time, participation depends upon not only a high number of choices and the freedom
to choose but also being listened to and seen by others (Bae 2012; Holte et al. 2014). Some chil-
dren, however, may struggle to listen to others, speak their minds and/or express themselves. To
promote the participation of all children both indoors and outdoors, it is important to identify
and support those children. Nevertheless, several studies have reported little interaction and
communication between children and staff in free play situations (Kallestad and Ødegaard
2013; Sandseter and Seland 2016a; Seland 2009) or else communication outdoors being
reduced to a helping hand from staff when needed (Hagen 2015). Children who do not speak
their minds or who struggle to engage in play might slip under the staff’s radar, especially in
large outdoor areas. In response, to give all children a feeling of being seen and listened to,
staff members need to be available and present for all children. For some children, it may
also be helpful to reduce the extent of choices (e.g. play materials available, number of children
in the same area and the size of the area). However, because most children enjoy engaging in
free play, restrictions are likely to negatively affect their experiences of participation and general
well-being (Ree, Alvestad, and Johansson 2019; Sando 2019a; Sandseter and Seland 2016a;
Sandseter, Storli, and Sando 2020). The staff at ECEC institutions thus has to balance positive
and negative aspects with the needs of all children, which requires considerable awareness
from the staff.

Children’s experiences with participating in circle time and hiking

The organisation of activities in ECEC institutions may serve a great impact on children’s experi-
ences of participation. For that reason, to ensure children’s participation when planning and organ-
ising activities, staff members need to pay attention to all children and, in the process, see and
listen to them (Fattore, Mason, and Watson 2009; Ree, Alvestad, and Johansson 2019). Results
from our study indicate that most children did not experience any freedom of choice about
their participation in circle time and hiking. However, including children in planning activities
such as circle time and hiking is entirely possible and can give them a sense of ownership over
specific activities (Ree, Alvestad, and Johansson 2019). Such consideration benefits from a pedago-
gical approach and philosophy that emphasises children’s voices and takes their considerations
into account.

Implications of organised activities

Our results additionally show that children reported having little freedom of choice over circle time
and hiking. Several other studies have also highlighted children’s reduced well-being when they
have to engage in activities that do not want to (Bae 2009; Fattore, Mason, and Watson 2009;
Holte et al. 2014; Koch 2018). Against that trend, Sandseter and Seland (2016a) found that more
that 90% of children in their study were satisfied with activities organised by the staff. It is possible
that fun and/or engaging content in those activities mitigated some of the negative effects of
reduced freedom of choice. At any rate, in activities such as circle time and hiking, children’s partici-
pation can be activated in several ways (e.g. asking them where to go, eat and/or play) in order to
reduce their feeling of obligation.
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The balance of participation

Children’s experiences of participating in organised activities could pose some dilemmas for staff at
ECEC institutions. On the one hand, the staff is responsible for the activities, the content and desired
outcomes with reference to the NFPK (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 2017). On
the other, children have the right to participate, to express their opinions and to be seen and listened
to by the staff. ECEC staff members thus have to balance the NFPK with each child’s feelings, self-
worth and sense of ownership achievement. Several researchers have highlighted the importance
of talking to and observing children, giving them the opportunity to express themselves and allow-
ing them to participate in planning activities in order to increase their well-being (Fattore, Mason,
and Watson 2009; Løkken and Søbstad 2013; Mashford-Scott, Church, and Tayler 2012; Murray
2019). For ECEC staff, striking a balance between those considerations may be quite challenging,
however. If a child does not want to join circle time, for example, then the staff needs to assess
ways of accommodating the child’s decision. Because a child’s well-being in a particular situation
has to be considered in light of the aim and purpose of the planned activity, a balance between
the individual and the group perspective also needs to be achieved. Although the NFPK’s criteria
suggest that children need to attend organised activities, if a child does not want to, then the
staff needs to listen to the child regardless of the criteria. Those sorts of situations call for careful
consideration by ECEC staff.

Strengths and limitations of the study

The strengths of our study include assessing children’s subjective experiences of participation by
hosting a structured conversation involving numerous participants from a wide range of ECEC insti-
tutions in geographically varied locales. A limitation of our study, however, was its cross-sectional
design. Without longitudinal data, it is impossible to establish whether our findings represent associ-
ations or true cause and effects. Although we conducted supplementary analyses to assess whether
our results were influenced by factors related to friendships and play, relationships with staff and
being seen and listened to, we cannot rule out residual confounding due to unknown or unmea-
sured factors. Another limitation is that the children’s answers may be influenced by their relation-
ships and level of trust with the ECEC practitioner. Because the momentary mood and feelings of the
children and staff may have positively or negatively influenced the answers given, whether the chil-
dren’s answers represent stable beliefs or simply their feelings at the time of data collection remains
unknown. The ECEC Well-Being Monitor contains 50 questions, and both the children and staff may
have found it tedious such that the answers given became less accurate over time. Even so, our study
provides novel data within a field that is rarely studied.

Conclusion

The chief aim of our study was to explore 4–6-year-old children’s experiences of participating
in different physical environments and activities in ECEC institutions, particularly in Norway.
Outdoor environments seem to facilitate children’s experiences of participating better than
indoor environments, which implies room for improving children’s participation in indoor
activities. Children reported little freedom of choice regarding organised activities such as
circle time and hiking, and ECEC staff therefore need to strike a balance between accommo-
date each child and the group of children as a whole. The results additionally imply that
having a safe outdoor environment and permitting free play are important to increasing chil-
dren’s experiences of participating and, in turn, their well-being, and that implication is likely
important both in Norway and internationally. Last, the study revealed the need for special
awareness of children’s ability to participate in indoor environments and in planned activities.
However, further studies are needed to identify and examine what children themselves find

EDUCATION 3–13 9



to be important to promoting their experiences of participating in different activities in
different physical environments.
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