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A Critical Evaluation of Outdoor Experiential Play within the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales through a Froebelian Lens.
Learning through play is widely positioned as central to early childhood education yet remains contested within both policy and practice (Welsh Government, 2014; Welsh Government, 2022). It is commonly understood as learning emerging through active, meaningful engagement, where children construct knowledge through self-motivated activity (Bruce, 2011). However, Bruce (2011) argues that play does not automatically result in learning, its pedagogical value depends upon the depth, continuity and agency it enables. This challenges policy assumptions that position play as inherently developmental and highlights the conditions required for meaningful learning within practice.
Froebelian principles provide a key theoretical lens through which play can be understood as a pedagogical approach rather than a discrete activity (Tovey, 2013). Froebel conceptualised play as the highest expression of human development, emphasising holistic growth, children’s relationship with nature and the role of the adult as a facilitator of learning (Tovey, 2013). These principles broadly align with contemporary sustainability discourse, particularly in relation to environmental connectedness and relational understandings of learning (Davis, 2015). However, Froebelian ideas emerged within a significantly different educational context, raising questions regarding their application within contemporary regulated early years provision. Post-humanist perspectives further complicate these understandings by positioning nature and material environments not simply as contexts for learning, but as active participants in children’s meaning-making and development (Taylor, 2013). From this perspective, the environment functions as a co-educator, actively shaping children’s learning experiences and relationships.
Within Wales, these principles are reflected within the Curriculum for Wales and the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, which underpin provision in settings including those supported by Mudiad Meithrin (Welsh Government, 2023; Mudiad Meithrin, 2023a). While the curriculum promotes play-based, child-centred learning and engagement with the environment, the extent to which it reflects an authentically Froebelian approach remains open to critique. Inspection evidence continues to highlight inconsistency in both the quality and frequency of outdoor learning experiences across settings, alongside variation in expectations surrounding outdoor provision (Estyn, 2023). 
This assignment critically evaluates outdoor experiential play within the non-maintained curriculum in Wales through a Froebelian lens. It argues that, despite strong philosophical alignment, enactment remains constrained by structural, pedagogical and ideological factors. This reflects tensions between macro-level policy discourse and micro-level enactment within practice. Adopting a macro-micro perspective, the analysis explores how national policy frameworks interact with everyday practice within early years settings. This perspective is also informed by wider understandings of learning environments as relational, experiential and shaped through interaction with people and the natural world. Contemporary perspectives increasingly position learning as emerging through interconnected relationships between children, adults and environments, rather than solely through formal instruction (Taylor, 2013; Kolb, 1984).
Froebelian principles position play as the central mechanism through which young children construct meaning and understanding, rather than merely an activity. Froebel conceptualised play as a form of “self-activity”, enabling children to engage with and make sense of the world (Tovey, 2013). The term “kindergarten”, meaning “children’s garden”, further reflects his belief that children develop through interaction with nature and carefully nurtured environments (Tovey, 2013). Froebel’s “gifts” and “occupations” reinforced this emphasis on embodied, experiential learning through the manipulation of materials, creativity, construction and sensory engagement with the environment (Lilley, 1967). Consequently, learning was positioned as relational and exploratory rather than transmissive, framing the child as an active participant in knowledge construction (Tovey, 2013). However, this assumes that conditions for sustained self-directed exploration are consistently available, which may not reflect the realities of contemporary early years provision in Wales.
Central to Froebelian philosophy is the relationship between the child, nature and the wider environment, with outdoor contexts positioned as essential to holistic development (Tovey, 2013). Within this perspective, engagement with nature is not optional, but a fundamental condition of practice. Interaction with natural materials can support physical competence, creativity and environmental connectedness, aligning with perspectives that position nature as an active contributor to learning (Davis, 2015). However, such perspectives have been critiqued for romanticising both childhood and nature, overlooking the structural constraints shaping contemporary early years provision (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2007; Davis, 2015). This creates tension between Froebelian ideals and increasingly outcome-driven educational environments, where sustained engagement with nature may be limited in practice.
Play remains contested within early childhood education, particularly in relation to the balance between child-led and more structured approaches. While Bruce (2011) emphasises the importance of depth, continuity and agency within play, this does not guarantee meaningful learning. Play has also been associated with creativity and positive learning dispositions (Moyles, 2010), although definitions of play vary across practitioners and contexts (Waters-Davies, 2022). Similarly, play-based pedagogies have been associated with dispositions including curiosity, persistence, collaboration and creativity (Katz and Chard, 2000). However, these qualities are often difficult to reconcile with accountability-driven systems focused on measurable outcomes and school readiness.
Alternative theoretical perspectives further complicate understandings of play. Piaget (1962) positions play as supporting individual cognitive development, while Vygotsky (1978) emphasises its social nature and the role of interaction and scaffolding in extending learning. Similarly, Bruner (1966) foregrounds discovery learning while placing greater emphasis on the structuring role of the adult. Taken together, these perspectives challenge interpretations of play as purely self-directed, instead suggesting that learning through play is co-constructed through interaction, guidance and context. From this perspective, learning through play can be understood as co-constructed through interaction, relationships and environmental engagement rather than emerging solely from individual discovery.
Critically, the assumption that play is inherently developmental has been widely challenged. While play may provide opportunities for exploration and creativity, its effectiveness depends upon context, practitioner interaction and the quality of provision (Wood, 2014). Consequently, “learning through play” risks becoming idealised within policy discourse, obscuring the complexities involved in its enactment within practice. Froebelian principles therefore remain influential as a conceptual framework, yet their enactment continues to be shaped and constrained by structural, pedagogical and contextual factors within contemporary early years provision.
Outdoor play can be understood as a pedagogical approach through which children engage physically, socially and cognitively with their environment. From a Froebelian perspective, outdoor environments provide opportunities for self-activity, enabling children to explore and construct meaning through direct experience (Tovey, 2013). Nature functions as an educator, offering dynamic contexts for learning that cannot be replicated indoors, aligning with experiential learning perspectives where knowledge is constructed through active engagement (Kolb, 1984). However, this assumes consistent access to rich outdoor environments, which is not reflected in Wales. Variability in provision across early years settings limits opportunities for outdoor play and learning (Estyn, 2023). However, outdoor play is not inherently developmental. Meaningful learning depends upon the quality of relationships, practitioner support and sustained opportunities for engagement.
Outdoor environments offer “affordances” for learning, referring to the possibilities for action that an environment provides (Gibson, 1979). Research highlights that such environments can support wellbeing, engagement and exploratory learning (Kiviranta et al., 2023), while also offering opportunities for movement, creativity and problem-solving (Lindfors et al., 2021). Empirical studies further demonstrate that environmental features such as uneven terrain, loose materials and changing conditions influence children’s play behaviours and risk-taking (Ramsden et al., 2025). These experiences support embodied learning, where cognition is closely connected to physical interaction with the environment (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2007). However, many of these findings derive from contexts where outdoor provision is already well-developed, raising questions regarding their transferability to settings with more limited access and resources.
These benefits are not consistently realised across settings. Access to outdoor environments is shaped by socioeconomic, geographical and institutional factors, resulting in unequal opportunities for play-based learning (Estyn, 2023; Kiviranta et al., 2023). For example, some non-maintained settings operating from older or community buildings may have access only to small hard-surfaced outdoor areas or timetabled outdoor use, restricting opportunities for continuous exploratory play (Estyn, 2023). Additionally, limited resources and practitioner confidence may further constrain effective implementation (Kiviranta et al., 2023). As a result, outdoor play cannot be understood as inherently developmental, but as dependent upon the structural and pedagogical conditions in which it is enacted.
The use of loose parts and open-ended materials further illustrates outdoor play as a pedagogical approach. Materials such as sticks, stones and water enable children to manipulate and transform their environment, fostering creativity and divergent thinking (Nicholson, 1971). While this aligns with Froebelian principles of exploration and discovery, implementation is often shaped by adult perceptions of risk and control. In practice, safety and accountability concerns may restrict opportunities for exploratory play, reflecting tensions between Froebelian ideals and risk-averse regulatory frameworks. Examples of effective practice identified by Estyn demonstrate what more sustained outdoor pedagogy can look like in practice. Settings with extensive outdoor provision were found to support children’s confidence, resilience and problem-solving through activities such as forest schools, loose parts play and exploratory “scrapyard” environments using real tools and open-ended materials (Estyn, 2023). However, such provision appears dependent upon significant investment, practitioner expertise and available outdoor infrastructure, conditions not consistently available across the non-maintained sector.
The role of the adult within outdoor play highlights ongoing tensions between child-led and guided learning. While Froebelian philosophy positions the adult as a facilitator (Tovey, 2013), Vygotsky (1978) emphasises the importance of social interaction and scaffolding in extending learning. Approaches such as sustained shared thinking demonstrate how adult involvement can deepen learning experiences (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002), yet excessive intervention may limit autonomy, while insufficient support risks superficial engagement. Consequently, the adult role cannot be understood as purely facilitative, but as requiring ongoing negotiation between competing pedagogical demands.
These expectations must also be understood within the structural realities of early years provision. Factors including staff ratios, time pressures and practitioner confidence shape how outdoor play is enacted, limiting opportunities for responsive facilitation. Increasing expectations surrounding assessment, accountability, inclusion and curriculum delivery have further intensified demands on practitioners, contributing to what Jefferson and Anderson (2021) describe as a “pedagogy parachute”, where layered professional expectations make responsive play-based pedagogy increasingly difficult to sustain.
Broader theoretical perspectives further complicate this relationship. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory highlights the influence of wider social, cultural and policy contexts on children’s development, while post-humanist approaches position the environment as an active participant in learning (Taylor, 2013). However, the application of these perspectives within structured educational systems remains limited, suggesting a disconnect between relational theories of learning and the regulatory frameworks shaping practice. From this perspective, the environment can be understood as more than simply a backdrop for learning, instead functioning as an active participant within children’s experiences and meaning-making processes (Taylor, 2013).
Risk and challenge are also central to outdoor play pedagogy. Research suggests that manageable risk supports children’s confidence, resilience and decision-making (Sandseter, 2007). Bilton (2010) similarly argues that effective outdoor pedagogy requires environments that balance safety with opportunities for challenge and exploration. However, early years settings are often characterised by risk-averse cultures, where safety and accountability concerns restrict opportunities for challenge (Wood, 2014; Bradbury, 2023). This reflects an ideological tension between discourses of protection and pedagogical approaches that value exploration and uncertainty. Consequently, risk can be understood not simply as a pedagogical consideration, but as a site where broader institutional priorities shape the limits of children’s experiences.
Overall, while outdoor play reflects key Froebelian principles, its effectiveness is shaped by the interaction between adult roles, structural conditions and wider policy contexts. Rather than representing a consistently enacted pedagogy, outdoor play can be understood as a negotiated practice in which philosophical ideals are mediated by the realities of early years provision.
The Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales provides opportunities for the enactment of Froebelian principles through its emphasis on play-based, child-centred learning and the role of the environment (Welsh Government, 2023). Froebel’s emphasis on self-activity, holistic development and engagement with nature aligns with curriculum expectations that position play as the primary vehicle for learning (Tovey, 2013). While the curriculum does not explicitly identify itself as Froebelian, its emphasis on play-based, child-centred and experiential learning reflects principles commonly associated with Froebelian pedagogy. Welsh curriculum guidance also positions the learning environment as a key enabler for authentic learning opportunities both indoors and outdoors (Welsh Government, 2022). However, this alignment appears more conceptual than structural, raising questions regarding the extent to which the curriculum can be considered authentically Froebelian in practice. Evidence suggests that practitioners often struggle to balance play-based approaches with academic expectations, sometimes reverting to more structured teaching practices (Walsh et al., 2010). Consequently, play-based pedagogy may be constrained by underlying demands for progression and accountability.
This limitation is particularly evident in relation to outdoor learning. Froebelian principles position engagement with nature as essential rather than optional (Tovey, 2013), yet the Welsh curriculum does not mandate consistent or sustained outdoor provision. As a result, access to outdoor learning remains dependent upon setting-level interpretation rather than guaranteed entitlement. The repeated emphasis within Welsh guidance and inspection frameworks on “free flow” outdoor access further suggests that such provision is not consistently available across settings (Estyn, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023). Consequently, the curriculum’s alignment with Froebelian principles can therefore be understood as partial rather than fully authentic, reflecting conceptual alignment without the structural conditions required for sustained enactment.
Despite these constraints, the curriculum does present opportunities for supporting key aspects of Froebelian pedagogy. Outdoor, experiential play has been shown to support physical health, emotional regulation and overall wellbeing (Davis, 2015), aligning with the curriculum’s focus on Health and Well-being (Welsh Government, 2022). Longitudinal research, including the EPPE and EPPSE studies, further highlights the importance of high-quality early years provision in supporting long-term cognitive and social outcomes (Sylva et al., 2004). However, these benefits remain dependent upon the quality and consistency of provision, suggesting that policy alignment alone is insufficient to secure such outcomes within practice.
The curriculum also promotes children’s agency and autonomy, reflecting Froebelian principles of the child as an active, self-directed learner (Tovey, 2013; Welsh Government, 2023). In Welsh-medium contexts, including those supported by Mudiad Meithrin, this may be further enhanced through opportunities for language development within meaningful play-based interactions. However, the extent to which this agency is realised remains shaped by practitioner interpretation and systemic conditions, suggesting that children’s autonomy may be more limited in practice than policy discourse implies. This also raises broader questions concerning children’s rights within early childhood education, particularly in relation to Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which recognises children’s right to play (United Nations, 1989).
However, the implementation of Froebelian principles within contemporary early years settings remains constrained by structural, pedagogical and ideological barriers. Factors including funding, staff ratios and access to resources act as significant constraints, with research and inspection evidence identifying these as persistent barriers to the consistent implementation of high-quality play-based provision (Estyn, 2023; Parker, Thomsen and Berry, 2022). Funding inequalities further contribute to inconsistency across provision. Estyn (2024) reported that some non-maintained settings, particularly those operating within disadvantaged communities, did not always receive sufficient Early Years Pupil Development Grant (EYPDG) support due to inconsistencies in local funding formulas. This is particularly significant for non-maintained settings such as Cylchoedd Meithrin, which may rely upon limited resources and shared community facilities.
While policy promotes experiential environments, access to outdoor space and materials remains uneven, particularly within resource-limited contexts (Welsh Government, 2023). In practice, barriers including limited funding, inadequate outdoor infrastructure and reliance on weather-dependent provision may reduce outdoor learning to short or occasional experiences rather than a continuous pedagogical environment. In some settings, limitations relating to secure outdoor access and weather-appropriate environments may further restrict opportunities for sustained outdoor pedagogy. From a Froebelian perspective, this is significant because engagement with nature is intended to be embedded within children’s everyday experiences rather than positioned as an additional activity. Consequently, the extent to which the curriculum can reflect Froebelian principles remains dependent not only upon curriculum guidance, but also upon the material conditions within individual settings (Estyn, 2023; Parker, Thomsen and Berry, 2022).
These constraints are closely linked to pedagogical challenges at practitioner level. The effectiveness of play-based learning depends upon practitioner knowledge and the ability to balance child-led exploration with intentional support (Wood, 2014). However, this requires considerable professional judgement, and practitioners may struggle to interpret what “learning through play” looks like in practice, particularly within assessment-driven contexts (Conn and Murphy, 2022). Training opportunities such as the ‘Bod y Tu Allan’ programme highlight the need for targeted professional development, while also indicating that outdoor pedagogy is not consistently embedded within the workforce (Mudiad Meithrin, 2023b). Estyn (2024) further identified variation in access to professional learning across the early years sector, with practitioners reporting limited opportunities for training related to effective outdoor pedagogy and play-based learning. Froebelian approaches therefore place substantial demands upon workforce knowledge, confidence and professional autonomy, extending beyond the supervision of play alone.
The role of the adult further illustrates this tension. While Froebel emphasised facilitation (Tovey, 2013) and Vygotsky highlights the importance of interaction and scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978), achieving this balance is difficult within ratio-driven environments where time and attention are limited. In such contexts, practitioners may prioritise supervision and routine over sustained interaction, limiting opportunities for sustained shared thinking and reducing play to surface-level engagement. Approaches such as sustained shared thinking demonstrate how adults can extend learning (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002), yet excessive intervention may limit autonomy while insufficient support risks superficial engagement. Consequently, the adult role cannot be understood as purely facilitative, but as negotiated within the realities of practice.
Ideological barriers further complicate the enactment of Froebelian principles. Increasing emphasis on school readiness, assessment and measurable outcomes often conflicts with the open-ended nature of play. Supporters of more structured pedagogical approaches may argue that explicit instruction and measurable progression are necessary to ensure consistency in educational outcomes, particularly for children considered at risk of underachievement. As Wood (2014) argues, play is promoted in policy yet regulated in practice, while Bradbury (2023) highlights how systemic pressures limit its realisation. Consequently, play-based learning risks becoming increasingly instrumentalised in support of wider policy goals. While Welsh policy positions play as central to children’s wellbeing and holistic development (Welsh Government, 2022), it is also expected to produce measurable outcomes linked to attainment and school readiness. This creates tension with Froebelian perspectives, which position play as intrinsically meaningful rather than primarily a mechanism for accountability and progression.
This tension is reinforced through the concept of “slow pedagogy”, which emphasises time, reflection and unhurried learning (Clark, 2023; Froebel Trust, 2022). However, such approaches are difficult to sustain within systems driven by progression and accountability, contributing to notions of the “hurried child”. Temporal pressures therefore further restrict the depth and continuity required for meaningful play-based learning.
Taken together, these structural, pedagogical and ideological factors reveal a persistent disconnection between Froebelian philosophy and contemporary early years systems. While Froebelian principles remain influential conceptually, their enactment continues to be shaped by competing policy, institutional and practical demands.
Outdoor play is also positioned as a key mechanism for supporting sustainability and children’s connection to nature. From a Froebelian perspective, engagement with the natural environment is central to holistic development (Tovey, 2013), while contemporary sustainability discourse highlights the role of early experiences in shaping ecological awareness and long-term environmental responsibility (Davis, 2015). Within Wales, this is reinforced through policy frameworks including the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). Outdoor play may therefore support forms of ecological citizenship by fostering emotional connection, responsibility and relational understanding towards the natural world. This also connects to children’s rights discourse, where access to meaningful outdoor environments may be understood as part of children’s rights to participation, wellbeing and play. However, despite this policy emphasis the integration of sustainability within early years practice remains uneven. 
Research suggests that sustainability is often promoted rhetorically but lacks depth in practice (Siraj-Blatchford, Hirst and Boyd, 2018). Post-humanist perspectives further position sustainability as relational and interconnected rather than as a discrete curricular theme, emphasising children’s entanglement with human and non-human worlds (Taylor, 2013). Where outdoor play is limited or inconsistently implemented, opportunities for meaningful engagement with nature are reduced, increasing the risk that sustainability becomes symbolic rather than enacted. As Bradbury (2023) argues, systemic pressures often limit the realisation of play-based approaches, reinforcing the idea that both play and sustainability may function more as policy discourse than embedded pedagogical practice.
International comparisons further highlight differences in the implementation of outdoor play. Nordic models, particularly in countries such as Sweden, embed outdoor learning and environmental engagement as central aspects of early childhood provision (Samuelsson and Kaga, 2008). In these contexts, outdoor play functions not as an addition to the curriculum, but as an integral component of everyday practice. This demonstrates that outdoor learning can be structurally embedded rather than positioned as an aspirational element of policy.
In contrast, the Welsh context reflects a weaker level of structural integration, where outdoor learning is strongly advocated yet variably enacted across settings (Estyn, 2023). In practice, this may result in outdoor play being restricted to short, timetabled sessions rather than embedded as a continuous learning environment, limiting opportunities for extended exploration (Wood, 2014). However, such comparisons must also be situated within broader social and cultural contexts, as Nordic approaches are supported by policy frameworks and cultural values that are not directly transferable. Nevertheless, they provide a useful benchmark, demonstrating that stronger alignment between policy, practice and pedagogy is achievable within early years systems (Samuelsson and Kaga, 2008; Parker, Thomsen and Berry, 2022). This suggests that the limitations within the Welsh context are not conceptual but systemic, reflecting differences in structural support and implementation.
Taken together, these comparisons reinforce the argument that while Froebelian principles and sustainability are strongly reflected within Welsh policy discourse, their enactment remains uneven within practice. Sustainability therefore cannot be understood as fully embedded within early years provision, but as shaped by the same structural conditions that influence play-based pedagogy more broadly.
In conclusion, this assignment has critically examined the extent to which Froebelian principles of outdoor, experiential play align with the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales. While there is clear philosophical alignment in the emphasis on play-based, child-centred learning, holistic development and engagement with the environment, this alignment remains more conceptual than consistently realised within practice. Although outdoor play reflects key Froebelian principles of self-activity and learning through engagement with nature, these approaches continue to be shaped by the structural realities of contemporary early years provision.
The analysis identified persistent tensions between policy aspirations and pedagogical enactment. Despite strong policy endorsement of play-based learning, outdoor play remains influenced by structural, pedagogical and ideological pressures, including funding inequalities, workforce capacity, practitioner confidence and increasing emphasis on measurable outcomes. Tensions also persist surrounding the role of the adult were expectations of facilitation frequently conflict with demands for accountability and progression. Similarly, while outdoor environments offer significant opportunities for experiential learning and ecological awareness, uneven access and inconsistent implementation continue to restrict their potential within practice.
Overall, the curriculum can be understood as rhetorically aligned with Froebelian principles, yet lacking the structural conditions required for their sustained enactment. Outdoor play within the Welsh early years context therefore operates as a negotiated practice shaped by structural conditions, practitioner capacity and wider institutional priorities.
This has important implications for policy, practice and professional development. Greater alignment between policy expectations and the reality of provision is required, alongside sustained investment in workforce development to support high-quality play-based pedagogy. Without such support, play and sustainability risk remaining aspirational rather than transformative within early years education. Ultimately, this raises broader questions regarding whether play-based pedagogy within Welsh early years provision functions as a consistently enacted educational approach, or primarily as a policy ideal constrained by systemic conditions.
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