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Section 1: A literature review 
In this essay, I will discuss the question: to what extent does outdoor play contribute to the holistic development of children? Outdoor play is widely recognised as an important factor in supporting the holistic development of children. Holistic development refers to the growth of the child across several interconnected areas, including physical, cognitive, social, emotional, and behavioural development. Fjørtoft (2004) suggests that outdoor play provides children with opportunities to explore, experiment, and engage with their environment in ways that contribute significantly to overall well-being and learning.
One of the key contributions of outdoor play is its impact on physical development. Activities such as climbing, running, jumping, and balancing help children develop gross motor skills, coordination, strength, and spatial awareness. Outdoor play also promotes healthy lifestyles by encouraging physical activity, which can reduce the risk of childhood obesity and improve general fitness levels (Bento and Dias, 2017). Furthermore, natural outdoor environments often provide greater freedom of movement than indoor settings, enabling children to develop confidence in their physical abilities. Outdoor play also contributes to cognitive development. Outdoor environments encourage curiosity, creativity, and problem-solving as children interact with natural materials and unfamiliar situations. According to Bruce (2011), children learn most effectively through active engagement and hands-on experiences. Through imaginative play and exploration, children develop critical thinking skills, concentration, and independence, which can positively influence academic learning.
In addition, playing outdoors often involves cooperation, negotiation, and communication with peers, helping children to build relationships and develop social competence. Experiences such as taking risks, overcoming challenges, and engaging in group activities can strengthen resilience, self-esteem, and emotional regulation (White, 2014). Despite these benefits, barriers such as safety concerns, limited outdoor spaces, increasing screen time, and parental restrictions may reduce opportunities for outdoor play. Therefore, the role of parents, schools, and early years practitioners is essential in creating safe and stimulating outdoor environments. Overall, outdoor play contributes significantly to children’s holistic development by supporting multiple aspects of growth simultaneously.
Researching the extent to which outdoor play contributes to children's holistic development is important because outdoor experiences significantly support children’s overall growth and well-being. In recent years, concerns have grown about reduced opportunities for outdoor play due to technological advancements, increased screen time, urbanisation, and safety concerns (Bento and Dias, 2017). As a result, children may have fewer opportunities to engage in active and exploratory play, making this topic highly relevant within early childhood and educational research.
The topic is also important because outdoor play has a strong impact on cognitive development. Outdoor learning environments encourage creativity, imagination, problem-solving, and independent thinking. According to Bruce (2011), children learn effectively through active engagement and play-based experiences. Through exploration and interaction with natural environments, children develop curiosity and critical thinking skills that can positively influence educational achievement.
Furthermore, outdoor play contributes to social and emotional development by encouraging communication, cooperation, teamwork, and emotional regulation. Children learn how to negotiate, share, and form relationships through play experiences with peers. White (2014) argues that outdoor play provides children with opportunities to develop self-esteem, independence, and emotional well-being.
Research into this topic is also significant for informing educational practice and policy. Findings may support schools, parents, and early years practitioners in creating outdoor learning opportunities that enhance children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development. Outdoor play has increasingly been recognised as an important aspect of early childhood education because it encourages active learning, creativity, independence, communication, and problem-solving skills (Bruce, 2011). By investigating the contribution of outdoor play to children’s holistic development, the research may help educational professionals better understand how outdoor environments can support children’s learning and well-being.
Although there is a substantial body of literature highlighting the benefits of outdoor play for children’s development, there are still several gaps and limitations within existing research. Much of the current literature focuses primarily on the physical benefits of outdoor play, such as improved motor skills, physical activity, and health outcomes (Fjørtoft, 2004). While these studies are valuable, there is comparatively less research exploring how outdoor play contributes equally across all areas of holistic development, including emotional well-being, social competence, and cognitive growth. This creates a need for more balanced and comprehensive studies.
Another limitation within current research is that many studies focus specifically on early childhood settings, with less attention given to older children and the long-term impact of outdoor play throughout childhood. Existing literature often examines short-term developmental outcomes rather than investigating how regular outdoor play may influence children’s development over time. Therefore, longer studies are needed to better understand the lasting effects of outdoor play on holistic development.
A lot of the available research is based on Western perspectives and educational systems, particularly in countries where outdoor learning is strongly encouraged. This may limit the ability to generalise findings across different cultural, social, and economic contexts. There is limited research exploring how outdoor play is experienced by children from diverse backgrounds or in urban areas where access to safe outdoor spaces may be restricted (Bento and Dias, 2017).
Some researchers also argue that there is insufficient evidence regarding the role of technology and modern lifestyles in reducing outdoor play opportunities. Although studies frequently mention increased screen time and safety concerns, there is limited research examining effective strategies for overcoming these barriers. Furthermore, children’s own perspectives and experiences of outdoor play are often overlooked in research, with many studies relying on adult observations or practitioner viewpoints. While existing literature strongly supports the importance of outdoor play, further research is required to address these gaps and provide a deeper understanding of how outdoor play contributes to children’s holistic development in contemporary society.

Section 2: Methodological considerations 
The study will use a mixed-methods approach involving structured observations of children during outdoor play, questionnaires for parents and teachers, and semi-structured interviews with early years practitioners to explore the impact of outdoor play on children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
The observation method is particularly useful for this research as it enables the researcher to examine children’s behaviours and interactions within a natural outdoor environment. Through direct observation, the researcher is able to gather first-hand data on children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development during outdoor play activities. This method provides a more accurate representation of children’s behaviour, as young children may find it difficult to verbally express their thoughts or experiences through questionnaires or interviews (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). Furthermore, observations allow the researcher to identify patterns of communication, cooperation, problem-solving, creativity, and physical activity that may not be evident through other research methods. Structured observations also improve the reliability of the study by ensuring that specific behaviours and developmental indicators are consistently recorded. Overall, the observation method is beneficial because it provides detailed, real-life evidence of how outdoor play contributes to children’s holistic development (Punch & Oancea, 2014).
Survey and interview methods are valuable for this research because they enable the researcher to gather detailed information and personal perspectives from parents, teachers, and early years practitioners regarding the impact of outdoor play on children’s development. Surveys allow the researcher to collect data from a larger sample, making it possible to identify patterns, trends, and common opinions related to children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development. In addition, questionnaires can be completed efficiently and analysed systematically, which increases the reliability and comparability of the data collected (Bell & Waters, 2018).
Interviews are also beneficial as they provide more in-depth and qualitative insights into participants’ experiences and observations. Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to explore specific topics while also giving participants the opportunity to elaborate on their responses. This can lead to a deeper understanding of how outdoor play influences children’s behaviour, wellbeing, confidence, communication, and learning experiences. Furthermore, interviews enable the researcher to clarify responses and gain richer data that may not be captured through surveys alone (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Both methods are useful because they provide a combination of broad quantitative data and detailed qualitative evidence, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the role of outdoor play in children’s holistic development.
Questionnaires are useful for this research because they enable the researcher to collect data from a larger number of participants in an efficient and organised manner. By distributing questionnaires to parents, teachers, and early years practitioners, the researcher can gather a wide range of perspectives regarding the impact of outdoor play on children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development. This allows for the identification of common patterns, trends, and attitudes related to children’s holistic development. Also, questionnaires provide a structured method of data collection, which improves the reliability and consistency of the research findings. The use of both closed and open-ended questions enables the researcher to gather quantitative data that can be easily compared and analysed, as well as qualitative responses that provide further insight into participants’ experiences and opinions. Questionnaires are also cost-effective and less time-consuming compared to other research methods, making them practical for gathering information from multiple participants (Bryman, 2016). Furthermore, participants may feel more comfortable providing honest responses due to the anonymity that questionnaires can offer. Overall, questionnaire methods are beneficial because they provide accessible, measurable, and diverse data that support a comprehensive investigation into the contribution of outdoor play to children’s holistic development.
A focus group method may not be beneficial for this type of research because it can limit the reliability and accuracy of the data collected. In group discussions, some participants may dominate the conversation, while others may feel uncomfortable expressing their true opinions or experiences. This can result in biased data and may prevent the researcher from gaining a balanced understanding of the impact of outdoor play on children’s holistic development (Morgan, 1997). Furthermore, the topic of children’s development often involves personal observations and experiences from parents, teachers, and practitioners, which participants may be reluctant to discuss openly in front of others. This could reduce the depth and honesty of responses. Focus groups can also be difficult to manage and analyse, as multiple viewpoints are expressed simultaneously, making it challenging to identify individual perspectives clearly. In addition, focus groups rely on participants’ opinions and recollections rather than direct evidence of children’s behaviour. As this research aims to investigate the effects of outdoor play on physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development, methods such as observations and questionnaires may provide more reliable and detailed data. Ultimately, a focus group method may be less effective because it can produce limited, subjective, and potentially influenced responses that do not fully reflect individual experiences or children’s actual behaviours.
The researcher will conduct structured observations with approximately 15-20 children aged 4–6 years within an early years setting or primary school playground. The observations will take place during outdoor play sessions over a period of two weeks. Children will be selected because they regularly participate in outdoor play activities, allowing the researcher to examine behaviours linked to physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development. The researcher will use an observation checklist to record behaviours such as communication, cooperation, creativity, problem-solving, confidence, and physical activity levels. This method is appropriate because it enables the collection of first-hand data within a natural environment, providing a realistic understanding of children’s interactions and developmental experiences during outdoor play.
The researcher will distribute questionnaires to approximately 25–30 parents and teachers from the selected early years setting or primary school. Participants will be chosen because they regularly observe the children’s behaviours, learning, and development both at home and within the educational environment. The questionnaire will include a combination of closed and open-ended questions related to children’s participation in outdoor play and its perceived effects on their physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development. Questionnaires may be distributed electronically or in paper format to encourage accessibility and convenience. This method is beneficial because it allows the researcher to gather a wide range of opinions and identify patterns and trends efficiently.
The researcher will conduct semi-structured interviews with approximately 3-8 early years practitioners or teachers working within the selected educational setting. Participants will be selected based on their professional experience and regular involvement with children during outdoor play activities. The interviews will take place in a quiet and private area within the setting and will last approximately 10-15 minutes each. Open-ended questions will be used to encourage participants to discuss their experiences and observations regarding the impact of outdoor play on children’s development. This method is useful because it provides detailed qualitative data and allows the researcher to explore participants’ perspectives in greater depth while also clarifying responses where necessary.
Triangulation is a research strategy that involves using multiple methods, sources, or perspectives to investigate a research topic to improve the validity, reliability, and credibility of the findings (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). The purpose of triangulation is to compare and combine different forms of data to develop a more complete understanding of the research problem. By collecting information from different sources, the researcher can identify similarities and differences within the data, which helps strengthen the overall accuracy of the study.
This research has used triangulation through the use of multiple research methods, including structured observations, questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews. Observations provide first-hand evidence of children’s behaviours and interactions during outdoor play, while questionnaires gather broader perspectives from parents and teachers. In addition, interviews provide more detailed qualitative insights from early years practitioners regarding children’s development and experiences. Using these different methods allows the researcher to examine the topic from several perspectives rather than relying on one source of data alone.
The use of triangulation is beneficial because it increases the credibility and trustworthiness of the research findings. If similar patterns or conclusions emerge from observations, questionnaires, and interviews, the researcher can be more confident in the accuracy of the results. Triangulation also helps reduce the limitations associated with individual research methods. For example, observations may provide behavioural evidence but not explain participants’ thoughts or opinions, whereas interviews and questionnaires allow participants to share personal experiences and viewpoints. Combining qualitative and quantitative data also provides a more comprehensive understanding of how outdoor play contributes to children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development. Triangulation strengthens the quality of the research by improving reliability, reducing bias, and providing a broader and more balanced understanding of the contribution of outdoor play to children’s holistic development.






Section 3: Ethical Consideration 
Critical awareness refers to the ability to analyse and evaluate information reflectively and objectively, rather than simply describing findings or accepting them without question. It involves considering the reliability and validity of evidence, recognising potential bias, and exploring alternative explanations before concluding (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). In research, it supports the development of balanced and well-supported judgements.
In relation to the research topic of outdoor play and children’s holistic development, critical awareness requires the researcher to recognise that development is multi-factorial and influenced by a range of experiences, not solely outdoor play. This includes home life, socioeconomic background, relationships, and educational experiences. Therefore, any conclusions about the impact of outdoor play must be made cautiously and in context, acknowledging that it is one of several contributing influences on children’s development (Bryman, 2016).
Critical awareness is also important when interpreting data collected through observations, questionnaires, and interviews. For example, observations may be affected by the researcher interpretation or children altering their behaviour when observed. Questionnaires may reflect parental perceptions rather than objective measures of development, while interviews may be influenced by personal experiences and professional viewpoints (Bell & Waters, 2018). Being critically aware of these limitations ensures that the findings are interpreted carefully and not overstated.
This is particularly relevant in relation to the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), which emphasises a holistic approach to child development through the four purposes: becoming ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. Outdoor play can be linked to these goals, particularly in supporting physical wellbeing, social interaction, creativity, and problem-solving. However, a critically aware researcher would recognise that the Curriculum for Wales promotes development across all learning experiences, not exclusively through outdoor play. Therefore, outdoor play should be viewed as one important context within a broader educational framework that supports holistic development.
Gaining consent is a fundamental ethical requirement in research, particularly when the study involves children. In this research on outdoor play and children’s holistic development, informed consent will be obtained from all participants before any data collection takes place. Consent will be given by parents or legal guardians for children under the age of 16, as children are considered a vulnerable group and cannot legally provide full consent on their own (British Educational Research Association, 2018).
For the children involved in structured observations, parental consent will be requested through an information sheet and consent form that clearly explains the purpose of the study, what participation involves, and how the data will be used. In addition, assent will be gained from the children themselves in an age-appropriate way, ensuring they understand they are taking part and that they can choose not to participate at any time without consequence. This supports ethical practice by respecting children’s autonomy and right to withdraw.
For questionnaires and interviews involving parents, teachers, and early years practitioners, written informed consent will also be obtained. Participants will be provided with clear information about the aims of the research, the voluntary nature of participation, confidentiality, and data protection procedures. They will be given sufficient time to read the information and ask questions before agreeing to take part.
Consent will also be treated as an ongoing process rather than a one-time agreement. Participants will be reminded that they can withdraw their data at any stage before analysis without providing a reason. All data will be anonymised to protect identities and stored securely in line with ethical and data protection guidelines. Gaining informed consent ensures that the research is conducted ethically, transparently, and with respect for all participants, particularly children, while maintaining compliance with professional research standards.
Ensuring confidentiality and anonymity is a key ethical requirement in research, particularly when working with children and educational settings. In this study on outdoor play and children’s holistic development, confidentiality will be maintained by ensuring that all personal data collected from participants is kept private and only accessible to the researcher. This means that any information shared through questionnaires, interviews, or observations will not be disclosed to unauthorised individuals and will only be used for the purpose of the research (British Educational Research Association, 2018).
Anonymity will be ensured by removing or altering any identifying information, such as the names of children, parents, teachers, or schools. Instead, participants will be assigned codes (e.g., C1 P1, T1) to protect their identities in all written reports and analysis. This ensures that individuals cannot be identified from the findings, which helps to reduce potential harm or discomfort and encourages more honest responses.
The research will also comply with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018, which set out clear requirements for how personal data must be collected, stored, and processed. Under GDPR principles, data must be processed lawfully, fairly, and transparently, and only collected for specified and legitimate purposes. In this study, data will be stored securely on password-protected devices, and any physical documents will be kept in locked storage. Data will only be retained for as long as necessary and will be securely deleted after the completion of the research.
Participants will also be informed about how their data will be used, stored, and protected through an information sheet, ensuring transparency in line with GDPR requirements. They will have the right to withdraw their data at any stage before analysis, further supporting their data protection rights. Maintaining confidentiality and anonymity ensures that the research is ethical, protects participants from harm, and complies with legal frameworks such as UK GDPR, while also promoting trust and honesty in the data collection process.
Reducing risk in research is essential to ensure the safety of participants, the researcher, and the institution, as well as to maintain compliance with legal and ethical standards such as the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR). In this study on outdoor play and children’s holistic development, several measures will be implemented to minimise potential risks, particularly in relation to data loss, confidentiality, and data protection.
To reduce the risk of data loss, all digital data, such as questionnaire responses, interview transcripts, and observation notes, will be stored on password-protected, encrypted devices. In addition, data will be regularly backed up to a secure, university-approved storage system to prevent accidental loss or corruption. Physical documents, such as consent forms, will be stored in locked filing cabinets with access restricted only to the researcher and, if required, the university supervisor. These measures ensure data integrity and reduce the risk of unauthorised access or accidental loss.
In relation to GDPR compliance, the research will follow the principles of lawful, fair, and transparent processing of personal data. Only data that is necessary for the research will be collected (data minimisation), and it will only be used for the stated academic purpose. Participants will be fully informed about how their data will be used, stored, and deleted. All personal identifiers will be removed during transcription and analysis to ensure anonymity. Data will be securely deleted after a specified retention period in accordance with university policy and GDPR requirements (UK Government, 2018; European Union, 2016).
To reduce risk to participants, the research will ensure that participation is voluntary and that individuals can withdraw at any time without consequence. Questions in interviews and questionnaires will be designed to avoid sensitive or distressing topics, and observations will be conducted in a non-intrusive way within normal outdoor play settings. This helps ensure that children’s routines are not disrupted and that there is no emotional or psychological harm.
To reduce risk to the researcher and university, all data collection will take place within approved settings and in line with university ethical approval procedures. The researcher will follow safeguarding policies when working with children and will not be left unsupervised with participants, where required by school policy. This reduces safeguarding risks and ensures compliance with institutional expectations.
These risk-reduction strategies align with the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals. The research approach reflects these values by prioritising safety, responsibility, and respect for individuals’ rights throughout the research process (Welsh Government, 2022). For example, the Curriculum for Wales promotes children’s wellbeing and development in safe and supportive environments, which is reflected in the ethical safeguarding procedures used in this study. These measures ensure that the research is conducted safely, ethically, and in compliance with legal frameworks such as GDPR, while also protecting participants, the researcher, and the university from potential harm.
Correct data storage is essential in research to ensure compliance with ethical standards, protect participants’ information, and meet legal requirements such as the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR). In this study on outdoor play and children’s holistic development, data will be stored securely throughout the research process to prevent loss, unauthorised access, or misuse. These procedures ensure compliance with ethical research standards outlined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA), which emphasises secure handling and protection of participant data in educational research. Overall, secure data storage is essential to protect participants’ privacy, maintain research integrity, and ensure compliance with legal frameworks such as UK GDPR.
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