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Introduction

Outdoor play is widely recognised as a central element of early childhood education, contributing to children’s physical, emotional, and social development. Within both the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and the Curriculum for Wales, outdoor learning is viewed as an essential part of children’s daily experiences, offering opportunities for exploration, independence, and interaction with peers. Social development is particularly important in the early years, as children begin to develop skills such as cooperation, communication, empathy, turn‑taking, and conflict resolution. These skills are shaped not only by children’s individual characteristics but also by the environments in which they play and learn.

A growing body of research suggests that outdoor environments provide unique opportunities for social interaction and collaborative play. Studies have shown that children often engage more freely and cooperatively outdoors, where space, natural materials, and fewer restrictions support shared activities and problem‑solving. Theoretical perspectives, including sociocultural theory, play theory, and the concept of affordances, offer useful frameworks for understanding how outdoor environments influence children’s social development.

This assignment explores the impact of outdoor play on children’s social development within an early years context. It begins with a review of relevant literature, followed by a methodology section outlining the research design, sampling, and data collection methods. The final section discusses the ethical considerations involved in conducting research with young children. Together, these sections form the basis of a small‑scale study that aims to contribute to understanding how outdoor play supports social development in early childhood settings.

Literature Review

Outdoor play is known to be a vital aspect of early childhood education. According to Waller et al. (2017), outdoor play is considered to be extremely significant for children’s well-being and learning processes. Bilton (2010) states that outdoor play is statutory in early years curricula. Outdoor play is viewed as an important means of learning both in the EYFS and the Curriculum for Wales. Peer interactions have already been identified to be crucial for children’s social development including cooperation, communication, empathy, taking turns, and conflict resolution.

Research suggests that outdoor play involves collaborative activities and problem-solving practices. Waite et al. (2016) highlight that outdoor play encourages collaboration and collective decision making. Additionally, Maynard and Waters (2007) note that cooperation is more likely to occur in outdoor environments than in indoor settings.

Indoor environments may restrict children’s opportunities to socialise due to limited space and structured routines. Outdoor environments, by contrast, offer more freedom of movement and fewer constraints, which support peer negotiation and cooperative play (Waite et al., 2016). This comparison demonstrates how the physical environment shapes children’s social interactions.

From a theoretical perspective, the social advantages of outdoor play can be explained using Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. Vygotsky (1978) argues that learning occurs through social interaction within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Siraj‑Blatchford (2009) notes that sociocultural theory underpins effective early years practice. Children engage in co‑construction of knowledge, peer scaffolding, and collaborative problem‑solving during outdoor play.

Piaget’s theory of play also helps explain the social benefits of outdoor environments. Piaget (1962) describes a progression from parallel to associative to cooperative play in early childhood. Broadhead (2004) argues that outdoor play accelerates cooperative play because children must negotiate roles, rules, and shared goals. Cooperative play includes activities such as building dens, role‑play, and group games.

Gibson’s (1979) concept of affordances is also relevant. Affordances refer to the action possibilities offered by an environment. Heft (1988) suggests that natural outdoor environments provide affordances that promote shared exploration and teamwork. Rough terrain, natural materials, and open spaces encourage joint activities, supporting children’s social development.

Empirical evidence supports the importance of outdoor play for social skills. Bento and Dias (2017) found that outdoor play enhances cooperation, empathy, and leadership. Dyment and O’Connell (2013) observed increased prosocial behaviours, such as helping others, during outdoor play. Outdoor play also supports communication. McInnes et al. (2013) found that children use more complex language outdoors, while Tovey (2007) noted that outdoor play encourages negotiation and problem‑solving talk.

Outdoor play also supports conflict resolution. Smith and Pellegrini (2013) found that children often resolve conflicts independently outdoors. Hedges and Cooper (2018) observed that children use negotiation strategies more frequently in outdoor settings.

Practitioner attitudes influence children’s outdoor play experiences. Dyment and Coleman (2012) note that some practitioners lack confidence in managing outdoor learning, which can limit children’s opportunities for social development.

Barriers to outdoor play include weather, staffing, and risk assessments. Knight (2013) highlights that these challenges can reduce practitioners’ willingness to use outdoor environments. Dyment and Coleman (2012) also note that limited training in outdoor pedagogy can restrict outdoor learning opportunities.

There is a lack of research focusing specifically on Welsh early years settings. Maynard and Waters (2007) highlight the need for context‑specific studies. Waller et al. (2017) argue that more empirical research is needed to understand how outdoor play supports development in real‑world settings. This study aims to address that gap.

Methodology

A qualitative methodology is appropriate for this study because the research aims to explore children’s social behaviours in depth. Creswell (2014) states that qualitative research is suitable for studying behaviours and experiences, while Mukherji and Albon (2018) argue that qualitative approaches are particularly appropriate for early years research due to the complexity of children’s interactions.

A small‑scale exploratory design is appropriate because it allows for detailed examination of children’s social interactions in a natural setting. Roberts‑Holmes (2018) notes that small‑scale studies are common in early years research because they allow for rich, context‑specific insights. This design also aligns with the practical constraints of working with young children, such as time limitations, safeguarding requirements, and the need to minimise disruption to daily routines.

Purposive sampling will be used to select 4–6 children aged 3–5 from one early years setting in Cardiff. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) describe purposive sampling as appropriate when selecting participants with specific characteristics relevant to the research question. The chosen age range is suitable because children aged 3–5 are typically developing key social skills such as cooperation, communication, and conflict resolution.

The outdoor area includes natural materials, climbing structures, and open spaces. Tovey (2007) highlights the importance of natural outdoor environments for social interaction. These features provide opportunities for observing cooperative play, communication, and conflict resolution. The setting’s outdoor environment is therefore well‑suited to exploring the research question.

Naturalistic, non‑participant observations will be used to collect data. Flewitt (2005) supports naturalistic observations for capturing authentic behaviour. MacNaughton, Rolfe and Siraj‑Blatchford (2010) note that observations are ideal for young children who may struggle with interviews. Strengths of observation include ecological validity and suitability for young children. Limitations include potential researcher bias and challenges in interpreting behaviour.

Interviews with children were not chosen because young children may struggle with verbal recall, abstract questions, or structured interviews. Punch (2002) argues that young children may find interviews difficult due to developmental limitations. Christensen and James (2017) highlight similar concerns. For these reasons, interviews with children were excluded.

Semi‑structured interviews with practitioners may be used to provide insight into their perceptions of outdoor play and social development. Kvale and Brinkmann (2015) support semi‑structured interviews for gaining professional insight. Braun and Clarke (2013) note that interviews allow depth and flexibility. Practitioners can offer valuable perspectives on how outdoor play supports social development and what challenges they face in implementing outdoor learning.

Questionnaires were not chosen because they lack depth and are unsuitable for young children (Bell, 2014). Questionnaires may also limit the richness of data because they rely on fixed responses rather than open‑ended discussion.

Triangulation may be used to strengthen validity by combining observations with practitioner interviews. Denzin (1978) defines triangulation as using multiple methods to strengthen validity. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) support triangulation in small‑scale educational research. Using more than one method helps ensure that findings are credible and well‑supported.

Thematic analysis will be used to analyse the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) outline a six‑step process for thematic analysis, which is widely used in early years research. The steps include familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report.

Observations will be recorded using structured field notes, focusing on behaviours such as cooperation, communication, and conflict resolution. This systematic approach helps ensure consistency and keeps the data aligned with the research question. The analysis will begin with open coding, where initial labels are applied to segments of data. These codes will then be grouped into broader categories, eventually forming the main themes, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidance.

As the researcher, my role will be primarily observational, aiming to minimise influence on children’s behaviour. Keeping a reflective journal will help identify and reduce personal bias, which is important for ensuring credibility in qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). This reflective element strengthens the dependability and confirmability of the study.

Validity and reliability will be supported through detailed field notes, reflective journaling, and clear coding procedures. Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness criteria—credibility, dependability, confirmability—will guide the research. Shenton (2004) applies these principles to qualitative educational research.

Limitations include small sample size, single setting, potential observer effect, and time constraints (Robson, 2011; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). These limitations will be acknowledged when interpreting the findings.

Ethical Considerations

The study will follow BERA (2018) ethical guidelines, which emphasise safeguarding, respect, and children’s rights. Informed consent will be obtained from parents/carers, and assent will be sought from children. Alderson and Morrow (2011) stress the importance of parental consent and child assent. The UNCRC (1989) states that children have the right to express their views.

Children may express dissent non‑verbally. Einarsdottir (2007) notes that children often show refusal through body language or withdrawal. The researcher must stop observing immediately if a child shows discomfort.

Confidentiality will be maintained through pseudonyms and removal of identifying details (BERA, 2018). Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) emphasise the importance of anonymity for settings and individuals.

Risks to participants will be minimised by ensuring observations do not interfere with play and by following safeguarding procedures (NSPCC, 2020).

Safeguarding procedures will be followed in line with the setting’s policies. If any concerns arise during observations, these will be reported immediately to the designated safeguarding lead, following NSPCC (2020) guidance.

Risks to the researcher will be minimised by following setting policies, working in open spaces, and maintaining professional boundaries. GDPR requirements will be followed to minimise institutional risk (ICO, 2018).

Data will be stored securely using password‑protected files and locked storage, in line with GDPR (ICO, 2018). Data will be retained securely for the period required by the university’s research policy before being permanently deleted.

Ethical approval will be obtained from the university before data collection begins. This ensures that the study meets institutional standards for safety, transparency, and participant protection.

Power dynamics will be acknowledged. Christensen and Prout (2002) highlight adult–child power imbalances in research. Transparency will be maintained by informing practitioners of the study’s purpose and methods (BERA, 2018).

Children’s right to privacy will be respected throughout the study. Although observations occur in a group setting, care will be taken not to record sensitive information or private conversations that fall outside the scope of the research question.

Ethical limitations include the possibility that children may not fully understand consent (Alderson, 2005) and the risk of misinterpreting children’s behaviour (Punch, 2002).

Conclusion

Outdoor play has been shown throughout this assignment to play a significant role in supporting children’s social development within early years settings. The literature demonstrates that outdoor environments provide opportunities for cooperation, communication, empathy, turn‑taking, and conflict resolution. Theoretical perspectives such as Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, Piaget’s stages of play, and Gibson’s concept of affordances help explain why outdoor spaces naturally encourage shared activities and peer interaction. Empirical studies further support the idea that children often engage more confidently and collaboratively outdoors.

The methodology outlined a small‑scale qualitative approach designed to capture authentic examples of children’s social behaviour during outdoor play. Purposive sampling, naturalistic observations, and practitioner interviews were selected to gather rich and detailed data. The use of thematic analysis and reflective journaling aimed to strengthen the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. Ethical considerations were central throughout, with attention given to consent, assent, safeguarding, confidentiality, GDPR, and the rights of young children.

Overall, this study highlights the importance of outdoor play as a meaningful context for social development in early childhood. By examining how children interact, negotiate, and collaborate outdoors, the research contributes to a deeper understanding of how early years practitioners can support social learning. The findings may also help inform future practice and encourage further research, particularly within the Welsh context where evidence remains limited.
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