ECEY5010
2517446
Word count: 3,604
AI statement
I acknowledge the use of chat GPT (https://chatgpt.com)  on the 3rd of May 2026 to help me choose a topic for my research study.
I used the prompt:
1. Interesting early years assignment topics
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work.
I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes and other resources used, before and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.















An exploration into the influence of outdoor play on emotional wellbeing in the early years.
Literature review
Outdoor play involves any physical activity that takes place in a natural outdoor environment, resources such as trees, mud and water are encouraging materials that enhance the natural experience for learning and free play for young learners (Beams, 2012 p.1). Outdoor play provides a freedom of movement, an opportunity to take risks, be creative and relax in an unstructured setting that allows room for reflection and development (Robertson, 2014, p.21). Outdoor play encourages risk taking, creativity and resilience in early years learners through child led learning and play. Outdoor play allows schools to merge a formal and informal learning environment that promotes physical and ideological development (Henderson et al, 2016, p.2). Research conducted by Wells (2003) concluded that the stress of a young learner can be minimised by living a life that is enriched with nature (Wells, 2003, p.314)
The aim of this paper is to deeply explore and investigate the impact outdoor play has on the overall emotional wellbeing of young children within the early years setting. This research review will examine relative literature supporting the use of outdoor play in the early years learning environment with the aim of developing a stronger understanding of its impact and influence on young learners. This review will investigate the changes of behaviour and emotions of young children during outdoor learning to identify potential challenges and limitations surrounding the implementation of outdoor play within early years settings. This article will bring focus to the values of playful learning, how a nurturing natural environment is created, sustainability approaches and ethical considerations (Robertson, 2014, p.20).
Outdoor play is vital within the early years settings as it provides a strong base for future emotional and mental wellbeing. UNICEF (2025) claim that outdoor play provides a sense of relief and freedom for learners, improving their focus, lowering stress and anxiety levels through enjoyment and lack of academic pressure and structure. These benefits overall improve an early year learner's self-confidence, resilience and independence, positively impacting their current and future mental and emotional wellbeing (Skotáková et al, 2025, p.9). 
Outdoor play is also important as it provides an opportunity for children to experience informal outdoor play, many young children are deprived of the chance to have child-initiated play and are instead micromanaged or using technology as a sense of freedom (Robertson, 2014, p.22). Free play in nature allows children to socialise and re-charge their batteries in a relaxed and informal environment that has no expectations or external goals overall benefiting their health and wellbeing. (Robertson, 2014, p.23-26).
Lev Vygotsky believed that social interaction is significantly influenced by interaction with more knowledgeable others. Children first address fundamental functions on a social level, by interacting with peers and general communication. These fundamental functions are supported by outdoor play as it encourages mutual play, communication and shared activities. Lev Vygotsky said, ‘social environment is not just where a child learns but is the force that literally shapes cognitive development’.
Many research articles view outdoor play as an essential curriculum value within education due to its opportunities for exploration, free will and inclusion. Outdoor play challenges a child's independence skills, resilience, confidence and provides them with a deeper sense of appreciation for nature (Skotáková et al, 2025, p.9). Outdoor play allows children to work in an inclusive environment that enables a challenge by choice protocol, allowing the children to independently choose their own learning styles and take part in the activities they feel confident doing (Skotáková et al, 2025, p.16-17). This is important as it boosts active experimentation within education, provides framework for reflective observations, and abstract conceptualism (Skotáková et al, 2025, p.20).
Another strong benefit of promoting outdoor play and learning is the inclusion effect (Page et al, 2013, p.48). Children with additional learning needs are able to feel more confident and included into physical playing activities, enhancing their school experience and social skills (Robertson, 2014, p.22). 
Human health is enhanced through meaningful connections, outdoor play provides a strong foundation for cooperation between early years learners, relationship formations and allows them to create meaningful connections to people and the environment through emotional engagement. This is proved to minimise stress levels, enhance vigilance and independence (Henderson et al, 2016, p.124-126). Kellert (1997) suggested that a child’s connection with nature has a positive impact on their emotional relationship formation needs, improving creativity and imagination during free play (Kellert, 1997, p.6).
There are many research gaps in the current knowledge of outdoor plays impact on emotional wellbeing. In comparison to the other early years research reviews available, outdoor play is viewed a minority, lacking extensive research and only small number of resources. Most articles on outdoor play primarily focus on the physical and mobility benefits of outdoor play, showing a blind eye to the emotional and mental advantages. 
Most research reviews do not consider the implication that not all learning environments have the resources necessary to implement outdoor play into the curriculum. Not all early year's settings have environments for learning, such as schools located in the city, or play centres that have a small playing space. Another potential problem with the environment is the lack of resources for older students, not everyone will be interested in climbing the tree, or squishing the mud (Beams, 2012, p.2).

Methodological considerations
This study will collect data through a qualitative research approach to explore how outdoor play influences emotional wellbeing in early years children. Qualitative research focuses on the understanding of emotions, behaviours and experiences, making this an appropriate approach as it provides focus on the natural behaviours of participants (Newby, 2014, p.165). By using a qualitative approach, the researcher will be able to bring focus to the understanding of the displayed behaviours and emotions rather than relying on numerical data alone (Nolan et al, 2013, p.89).
The method of data collection for this research will be observation, carried out in the natural environment of the participants. Observation is an appropriate method for this research study as it provides a strong opportunity for the researcher to observe a child's natural behaviours, emotional responses and interactions during outdoor play in an outdoor environment. Emotional wellbeing is difficult to analyse through statistics alone, observation allows the researcher to use qualitative data for a deeper understanding of the impact of emotions, confidence and social abilities of young learners and how these skills develop naturally during participation in outdoor play (Palaiologou, 2012, p.105).
[bookmark: _Int_7gTXhgdv]The sample will consist of eight children in the reception class of a primary school, participants will be aged between four and five during the time of the observation. This sample was chosen as learning at this stage is highly play focussed, the children frequently participate in outdoor play, are comfortable taking part and the natural resources in the setting are perfect for their age group. Data is likely to be more authentic in the natural and familiar environment of learners, rather than creating a false artificial environment that may disrupt natural play and impact the findings of this research.
This sample size was chosen to ensure that the researcher can observe the children in depth, it allows detailed observations of each child's behaviour, social interactions and emotional regulation changes during outdoor play. The small sample ensures that the researcher can remain focussed and is less likely to miss vital responses of participants, impacting the findings of this research. This increases the accuracy of the data and is primarily focused on the qualitative method by gaining an in depth understanding of the patterns of behaviours and emotions rather than producing a large amount of numerical data (Hammond, 2021, p.156). 
[bookmark: _Int_DOifBscR]The sample will be drawn from one early years setting to ensure that they are all familiar with their environment and results are consistent with their natural behaviours and emotional regulation. By doing this, participants can stay consistent with regular routines in a structured environment. Staff will be present during observation to ensure that the participants are also familiar with the adults present and are encouraged to play as they usually would to ensure that their usual setting does not change significantly from the usual routine, creating a sense of normality during observation. 
[bookmark: _Int_McafRHb1]A random sample will be drawn based on the attendance and consent of the students, names of the participants will be pulled out of a hat to ensure each child has an equal opportunity for participation and that the sample is completely random with no researcher bias. This ensures that children are not accidentally chosen based on their qualities, accessibility or through personal judgement. Random sampling will increase the validity of the results by increasing the reliability and being representative of all qualities (Newby, 2014, p.302). As a result, the findings are more likely to reflect the genuine patterns of children's behaviours and emotions during outdoor play.
[bookmark: _Int_wnohjaDe]Research will be conducted in the woodlands of the participants school yard, this ensures that all participants are familiar with the environment and are comfortable taking part, this increases the chance of children behaving naturally and improving the reliability of the research. The woodlands is an ideal setting for this research as it is easily accessible and can be used consistently across multiple observation settings. The setting has already been risk assessed, making it a safe, yet authentic place for observation. The woodland provides a rich, natural environment filled with natural resources for play, encouraging creativity and independence. This allows the children to freely explore and engage in open ended play.
[bookmark: _Int_4J7vTHHl]An interview would not be an appropriate research method for this study as it does not match the developmental stages or the natural communication methods of four and five year olds due to their limited language development and understanding (Palaiologou, 2012, p.35). An interview is likely to have produced unreliable data as young children may struggle understand questions or explain a clear answer. Interviews can easily influence a child's answer through a power imbalance (Nolan et al, 2013, p.79), children may respond to the adults tone of voice, facial expressions, wording, or apply pressure to their answer, this will influence their true thoughts and feelings and produce a imbalanced result. Another issue with using interviews as a research method in this study is that young children find it difficult to sit still and remain focused, the interview may become boring and the chid will disengage with the research. This impacts the findings of the study as they may give random and abrupt answers or stop engaging all together (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.73). 
Observation is a powerful and appropriate research tool when working with early years students, however there are several limitations that may disrupt the findings of the study. One key limitation is researcher bias. Also known as the halo effect, the researcher may unintentionally influence the findings by incorrectly interoperating children's behaviours and emotions based on their own opinions, expectations and assumptions. The halo effect reduces the validity and objectivity of this study as it may reflect the researcher's personal impressions of a child rather than what truly happened (Lambert, 2019, p.39). This will decrease the factual reliability of the results and impact all findings. In addition, the presence of an observer may influence and impact the child's natural behaviours. Children are likely to present different behaviours and change responses when they are aware they are being observed by someone new. If this occurs, the altered behaviour or change in emotional regulation can hugely impact the authenticity of the findings and reliability of the research. Observation as a research method can also be incredibly time consuming, sufficient time is necessary to ensure that the relative research can be obtained and appropriately assessed. There is a high risk that vital information can be missed during short and quick sessions. Observing multiple children whilst taking notes can be difficult and lack authenticity, missing key information and vital findings in the study's outcome. Whilst observation is useful for identifying the actions of children, it does not provide an explanation for why they may behave in that way. This research method does not directly consider their thoughts and feelings and does not provide reason behind emotions and behaviours during observation. Despite these limitations, observation remains the most influential and valuable way this research can be conducted, when used carefully, this method ensures the safety and ethical considerations of the participants are of highest priority (Lambert, 2019, p.24).

Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are principles and guidelines, followed by the researcher to ensure that their research is safe, respectful, fair, done with respect for the rights and privacy for participants, including child participants (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.29). Researchers are required to obtain informed consent from participants, parents and the setting prior to the observation taking place (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.30) this ensures that researchers are following ethical guidelines and procedures (Nolan et al, 2013, p.74). Informed consent can be obtained by handing out a consent form highlighting the information about the observation, their rights and the use and storage of data. 
An information sheet will be given to parents, guardians and the school prior to observation. This document will clearly state the intentions of the research, the methods being used, the role undertaken by participants, any possible risks or benefits and how confidentiality will be maintained. A contact number for the researcher and the connected university will be available on the information sheet to ensure that parents, guardians or the settings staff can contact the researcher or university with queries or concerns. This information sheet provides clear and direct information involving the process being undertaken, allowing the participants to make an informed decision on participating. 
As the study involves young children who are unable to provide full legal consent themselves, consent from a parent or guardian is necessary prior to the observation taking place (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.19). A consent form requiring a signature will be handed out to the parents and the school. The consent form will ensure that they are aware of what the purpose of the observation is, what this observation will involve, where its located, how long it will take, that participation is voluntary, that children have the right to withdraw, how data will be used, confidentiality of information and remaining anonymous (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.71). Children’s rights are as important as any other humans, therefore they will also be asked to provide verbal consent (Mayne et al, 2018, p. 8). This will ensure that they are also willing, able and comfortable to take part, they will be reminded what the observation entails and their right to stop involvement at any time without consequence (BERA, 2018). 
To protect participants, confidentiality and anouminity must be kept throughout the observation to ensure their safety and be ethically considerate (Nolan et al, 2013, p.76). To ensure that all participants remain anonymous, the children's real names will not be used in the research review, the staff of the schools real names will not be used and the schools name and location will also be kept anonymous for confidentiality and protection (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.32). Instead, participant numbers will be used during observation to protect identities. (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.48) All observation information and findings will be stored securely and only available to the researcher to be used only for this observation. Taking these measures will ensure that any personal information remains confidential and protected as well as complying with ethical research guidelines and data protection policies (Bos, 2020, p.180).
[bookmark: _Int_aaYEbbyo][bookmark: _Int_cObl4SIe]In order to reduce risks for participants, certain measures must be put in place in order to ensure that no physical, emotional, social, or legal harm is caused. This is vital within this research review as the participants are young vulnerable children who rely on adults. By ensuring formed consent is obtained and providing clear information to parents and guardians, they can voluntarily agree to participate in the study on the behalf of the child. It is also vital that we receive the children's consent, ensuring that they are willing to participate, if they show any signs of discomfort or disinterest their participation should immediately stop to avoid harm. Another way researchers reduce risks for participants is through ethical approval and planning. Prior to the study, the researcher should be following the vital ethical guidelines to ensure that research process is reviewed for potential risks, is appropriate with safeguarding regulations and that it is focused on the main purpose of study (Hammond, 2021, p.73). A critical measure to ensure risks are reduced for participants would be minimising negative emotional and psychological impacts (Walker, 2014, p.34). Young children are sensitive beings that can become easily distressed or anxious, to reduce this the researcher should be respectful, responsive and unobtrusive. Judgemental language should be avoided and ensuring children do not feel uncomfortable helps maintain the natural environment and reduces any psychological harm (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.18). Another method for reducing risks is to ensures confidentiality and data protection. All data collected and stored must be confidential and anonymous to ensure that children and other participants cannot be identified in the research review (Palaiologou, 2012, p.166). To ensure this data should only be accessible by authorised personnel, names must be replaced with a numbering system and that it is compliant with the GDPR regulations to reduce any risks of a breach or misuse of data.
Reducing risks for researcher is a vital part of ethical planning as it ensures that they are also protected from physical and professional harm. One key method for reducing risks for researchers is by following necessary safeguarding procedures and supervision policies. Researchers are vulnerable to the risk of misunderstandings and allegations when working with young children, this is avoided by obtaining a working DBS to ensure all interactions are professionally approved and being observed by qualified staff. By having clear safeguarding measures, researchers can avoid allegations which would impact their profession (Palaiologou, 2012, p.164). Another potential risk for researchers is physical risks. Risk assessments prior to observation are also vital for the researcher, an assessment of the environment should be conducted before the research takes place to ensure that the researcher is aware of potential hazards such as weather conditions, and uneven ground. This allows the researcher to prepare for the weather and terrain by wearing appropriate clothing, reducing the chance of injury. Emotional and professional risks also need to be reduced for the researcher, when observing or interpreting a child’s behaviour, it is vital that the researcher follows a structured method to avoid subjective judgement and reducing the risks of bias. This ensures that research is accurate and prevents stress or ethical uncertainty. Data protection and confidentiality are also a high risk for researchers as a lack of professionalism when storing and using data could have legal or ethical complications (Harcourt et al, 2011, p.32). This is reduced by ensuring that all data and findings are stored following GDPR regulations to minimise opportunity for data misuse.
[bookmark: _Int_wsMWmYsW]Reducing risks for university is a vital part of ethical considerations as the institution can be held responsible for the studies carried out by its students or employees. If risks are not appropriately managed, the university could be faced with legal or ethical consequences. One way university's minimise risk is through ethical approval process, this requires students and staff to complete an ethics application prior to undertaking a research study. This allows the university to manage the risks by ensuring all research reviews are ethical, appropriate and justified, preventing unethical studies from taking place. Universities also reduce risks by requiring students and staff to undertake a DBS check and compliance with their safeguarding requirements prior to the research taking place. This ensures that risks of harm to participants are reduced and protects the university from potential misconduct harm or unsafe practice. Another method used by universities to reduce risks is by protecting the institution with insurance and legal coverage. Universities use liability insurance to cover all approved research studies undertaken by students and staff, this ensures that the university is protected from being held legally responsible for accidents or misconduct by students or staff.
Ethical considerations for collecting and storing data are vital during research studies as they ensure that data and findings are handled and used legally, safely and respectfully. Researchers should ensure confidentiality during data collection. It is vital that findings from research studies be handled with care and professionalism. Data should be collected and used in a way that ensures anouminity for participants. Storing data is also vital as it is an important ethical requirement for security. Data must be appropriately stored to ensure that only authorised personnel can access the data. Researchers must also ensure that all data is appropriately disposed of according to ethical requirements. Data must be destroyed after its use to ensure that sensitive information is not kept longer than is necessary.
Overall, ethical considerations are vital when collecting, storing and using personal data. Many components such as informed consent, confidentiality, storge, GDPR guidelines and responsible retention form the necessary principles that ensure that the participants are protected and respected prior, during and after observation.
This research review has deeply explored the influence and impact of outdoor play on a young learners emotional wellbeing through observation and analysis of relevant literature. Overall, based on the significant amount of benefits and positive findings within this review, the study highlights the importance of having outdoor play as a part of the national school curriculum and how it significantly increases the emotional wellbeing of children within the early year setting.
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