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Supporting learning and development in early childhood through physical play in the outdoors
Physical play in the outdoor environment is important for children as children progress their fine and gross motor skills which can be done through activities, climbing or exploring small things they may see on the floor. This encourages children to progress their milestones and to be active and healthy. Physical play in the outdoors also helps build core strength and spatial awareness while also boosting cognitive and emotional well-being. According to White, J. (2019) playing in the outdoor environment allows children to maximise their learning, development, enjoyment, health and education.
Physical play needs to be encouraged to children to do as it helps children to have a good physical fitness, you are able to do this through activities and games which encourage running, jumping, climbing and chasing, this is critical to aid development. If children can take part in the physical activities, it will help progress a child’s stability, bone density and muscle development. Being outdoors completing physical activities also helps with a child’s well-being as they are having fresh air and time to allow themselves to explore. (Early Years Alliance 2026) 
Practitioners and adults also need to encourage physical play outdoors by support learning through questioning, modelling, and extending children’s ideas without dominating play experiences, as it highlights the importance of balancing supervision with opportunities for independence.
In recent years, there have been several concerns regarding reduced outdoor activities and an increase in screen time by children. There are many reasons why this may happen due to many families living in areas which don’t have gardens or safe areas outdoors. Another reason may be due to other people who live around you making the spaces unsafe and not usable, it may even pose adults to fear people and what may happen if their children are exposed to those people. Another reason may be due to the traffic volume in the area, and the speed of vehicles, as if there are a lot of cars and vehicles in the area it poses a risk to children and making the area unsafe. (Lambert et al., 2022) 
According to (Psychology Notes HQ Editorial Staff, 2026) Piaget’s constructivist theory suggests that children learn actively through exploration and interaction with their environment. Outdoor play supports this by allowing children to investigate natural objects, solve problems, and test ideas independently. outdoor environments stimulate curiosity, imagination, and creative thinking. Children participating in outdoor learning activities often demonstrate improved concentration, problem-solving abilities, and language development. Exposure to natural environments has additionally been linked to enhanced memory, attention span, and executive functioning.
Unstructured outdoor play is particularly valuable because it enables child-led exploration and decision-making. Children learn to assess risks, negotiate challenges, and develop resilience through spontaneous play experiences. It is important for children to manage risk taking as it is important for intellectual growth and self-confidence. (Little and Wyver, 2008)
Outdoor learning environments also encourage experiential learning. Activities such as den building, gardening, water play, and exploring wildlife provide hands-on learning opportunities that support early science, mathematics, and communication skills. These experiences align closely with early years curriculum emphasise active learning and play-based education.
Research into outdoor physical play in early childhood requires careful methodological planning to ensure findings are reliable, valid, and ethically appropriate. Methodological considerations are important because children’s play behaviours are complex, spontaneous, and influenced by multiple environmental and social factors. Researchers studying outdoor play must therefore consider research design, observation methods, ethical issues, measurement tools, and influences when investigating how outdoor physical play supports learning and development.
One major methodological consideration is the choice of research design. Studies investigating outdoor physical play often use qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method approaches.
Qualitative approaches allow deeper insight into children’s experiences, interactions, creativity and emotional responses during outdoor play as it focus on understanding the why and how behind human behaviour rather than measuring quantities or frequencies. It collects non-numerical data such as text, audio, images or videos to gain insights into participants experiences, attitudes, and motivations. This approach is particularly useful for exploring reasons for behaviour and understanding social contexts in depth. (Hassan, M. 2024)
Quantitative approach is when researchers measure physical activity levels, motor development, and behavioural outcomes using structured tools and statistical analysis. Quantitative approach is used to identify patterns and make predictions. This method is used to observe events that affect a particular group of people, which is the sample. This research method is usually done through questionnaires, structured observations, and experiments. (Sreekumar, 2023) 
Triangulation approach also known as mixed-methods can enrich research as it offers a variety of datasets to explain differing aspects of an interest. There are four types of triangualation which are data triangulation, which includes matters such as periods of time, space and people. Investigator triangulation, which includes the use of several researchers in a study, theory triangulation, which encourages several theoretical schemes to enable interpretation of a phenomenon and methodological triangulation, which promotes the use of several data collection methods such as interviews and observations. (Soares and Dumville, 2008)
Long studies are also valuable because they allow researchers to examine long-term developmental outcomes associated with outdoor play. However, these studies can be time-consuming, expensive, and affected by participant attrition.
Observation is one of the most common research methods used in outdoor play studies because young children may struggle to verbally explain their experiences. Researchers often use direct observation techniques to record children’s movements, social interactions, and engagement levels during outdoor play.
Outdoor environments are dynamic and unpredictable, making it difficult to record all behaviours accurately. Weather conditions, noise, large play spaces, and rapid movement can affect data collection quality, as well as the observer may be biased where they believe the child can do more than what they are capable of. 
The method you would use for this research project would be a quantitative approach as it observes children’s physical activity levels in a pattern and makes predictions. You would do this by giving questionnaires to the children to ask their opinions on being outdoors and at the physical activities which are provided. This would then allow you to see the general idea children have and feel. You would also carry out this method by observing the children when they go outside to play over a period of time and days.
Ethical considerations are particularly important when conducting research with young children. Researchers must obtain informed consent from parents or guardians while also considering children’s assent and comfort during participation. You can gain consent from parents by giving a informed letter to explain what you are doing to the parents/guardians which they can then sign after reading if they allow the observation to happen on their child. It is also important that parents/guardians know they can decide at any time that they would like the observations to stop. Whilst also gaining consent from the parents/guardians it is also important to gain consent from the child themselves in the best way for their age. 
Whilst carrying out observations it is important that everything maintains Confidential and safeguarding procedures are in place, particularly when using video recordings or digital tracking devices. Researchers must ensure that children’s identities and personal data remain protected.There is also an ethical balance between observing natural play behaviours and avoiding unnecessary interference. Researchers should minimise disruption to children’s normal play experiences to maintain ecological validity and protect children’s wellbeing.
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