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Why does outdoor play and Forest School positively impact children 
aged 3-5 years old?
The study proposed to link to the foundation phase framework in Wales (EYPF) being introduced in 2010, proposing a play-based curriculum highlighting outdoor play. 
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Part 1- A literature review 
The rationale for this research is to reinforce current literature and research on the topic of outdoor play and Forest Schools to provide an in-depth up to date understanding as to why outdoor play and Forest Schools have such a positive impact on children, specifically within the age range of 3-5 years old. The research aims to incorporate the Early Years Foundation Phase framework being implemented in practice. The focus of this research is to enable a qualitative study of investigating why children are positively impacted by outdoor play and Forest School. The research will look at children aged 3-5 years old and will be conducted by gathering observations of children and interviews with practitioners in a setting. This will produce a study on empirical information regarding the impact of development for children that practitioners are able to access for educational purposes.

Maynard and Waters (2014) suggest that outdoor play is important for children’s development and that outdoor play is considered unstructured exploration and engagement with nature.  In some settings there are opportunities to experience Forest Schools which are often structured and child-led. According to Ouvry, and Furtado (2022), children gain physical, cognitive, social and emotional development from opportunities from being involved in outdoor play and forest school sessions. Additionally, they state that outdoor play is considered to enhance children’s abilities such as gross and fine motor skills, balance, and coordination. Historically, it was suggested by Knight (2013) that outdoor play is definitively positive for children and their development. Knight (2013) highlighted the nature of progressive practices and new frameworks being introduced into Early Years settings, and Newman and Woodrow (2015) supported that there could be more up to date research on Early Years Topics to inform practitioners. 
The Welsh government introduced the Early Years Foundation Phase framework in 2010 for children aged 3-7 years old stating the importance of a play-based approach and a curriculum where the outdoors is considered an essential part of a child’s learning and development. The framework aims to support outdoor discovery and learning whilst developing a balanced approach to educational outcomes and joined-up learning for all ages (Welsh Government, 2015). Since this was introduced, there has been generalised research published in relation to children’s development which suggests that there could be a gap open for research on understanding the positive impacts on children’s development from the curriculum being put into practice in relation to outdoors and Forest School opportunities (Walker and Solvason, 2014).  Furthermore, taking into consideration the United Nations Convention Rights of the Child article 27, children should be exposed to a good quality standard of living. This highlights that children should be provided with standards to meet their physical and social needs to further support their development, holding the government responsible for families who may not be able to achieve this on their own or at home. This puts an obligation on Early Years settings to support children in receiving these opportunities (UNICEF, 2025). 
In considering this area, there are many theoretical frameworks that support the importance of the topic, such as Piaget’s constructivist theory and Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory. According to Waller et al. (2017) Piaget’s processes show the value of children being active learners based on providing hand-on experiences. Joyce (2012) suggests that Piaget’s theory sheds light on learning through active interaction with the environment, by providing the idea that children construct their own understanding of things by exploring and doing. Piaget believes that children experience four stages of cognitive function which is built upon how the child will develop and experience their world or environment. This point argues that outdoor play and Forest School are significant in a child’s life as they are based on child-led experiences. This aligns with the view of Piaget’s constructivism theory showing how children learn best, allowing children to gain constructed knowledge and to develop in age-appropriate ways (Constable, 2014). 
Additionally, as stated by Beames et al. (2023) Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory provides the same principles such as interacting with others to develop emotionally, socially and cognitively. The theory emphasizes the idea of nature learning and participation with environments. Evidence points to Forest School sessions which provide learning opportunities through scaffolding allowing practitioners to support children independently (Gilbertson et al., 2006).  Piaget and Vygotsky provide a strong foundation to investigate further, affirm and add value to current research since the introduction of the Foundation Phase in 2010 as to why children are so positively impacted by outdoor play and Forest School and how this supports their overall holistic development (Durant, 2012). 
From reviewing current literature, there are key themes arising from the idea of why outdoor play and Forest Schools positively impact on children aged 3-5 years old.  There are a number of results that suggest that outdoor play and Forest Schools are important. Beresford’s (2022) study undertook a review of reports covering Forest School practice with early years ages. This provided documented findings of supportive wellbeing outcomes for children by showing evidence of the usefulness of practical policies and programmes in place for outdoor play and Forest Schools. 
Differently, Bjorgen (2016) undertook a qualitative research study with observations of children in natural and standard outdoor environments which provided evidence that the use of more natural materials encouraged children to be more creative and promoted better engagement. Similarly, Massey (2004) used observations, however, he also included interviews with practitioners which provided a mixed-method approach. Massey’s research concluded that Forest School based outdoor activities provide emotional and communication benefits to children. Taylor, Pringle and Roscoe’s (2024) systematic review looked at 23 studies for children aged 3-7 years old in eight different countries.  This research showed measurable benefits for balance and coordination for children who played in natural outdoor settings. Fjortoft and Sageie’s (2001) observational study compared play behaviour in outdoor settings and found that there was an improvement in motor skills competence. Both research studies concluded that there is evidence that outdoor play improves fine and gross motor skills and this could be looked at in more depth. 
This research consistently shows that outdoor play and Forest Schools in high quality environments support the overall development of children. However, there are few links to the Foundation Phase Framework, so this is an area that can be further investigated. 


Part 2- Methodology considerations 
In line with Denzin and Lincoln (2011) the methodical consideration is going to be a qualitative based study where the research aims to interview six practitioners and observe three children to gather their perspectives. The chosen sample is children aged 3-5 years old, this is because this age range falls into the category of the Foundation Phase Framework and because of their preschool age there may be more opportunities to observe longer outdoor sessions as they are in an open setting. The chosen environment will be a nursery setting as it is age appropriate for the investigation. Tovey (2007) highlights that a nursery is considered a natural, safe and relevant place to study how children can benefit from the outdoors and Forest School play. Also, in practice, it is likely that this type of environment has a more flexible timetable and run more regular sessions in the outdoors or attending Forest School settings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). 
Brown and Perkins (2019) highlight that the use of qualitative research will supply richly enhanced information by capturing behaviours and perspectives in a natural way that does not disturb the individuals’ behaviour and so providing an authentic picture of their actions and interactions. Research by Newby (2014) suggests that qualitative research gathers information of the individual’s behaviour, thoughts and feelings which helps with the understanding of human experience. It can also observe specific areas where the individual needs support; this could be with learning or social skills.  It is flexible enough to capture individual’s experiences and complex situations that quantitative methods might not pick up. Additionally, it allows researchers to recognise a special perspective and experiences with hands-on research and would be an appropriate approach for a child that cannot communicate verbally (Mukherji and Albon, 2023). 
According to Podmore and Luff (2012) using a qualitative approach, such as observation, is considered the best method for a topic on children where the research is looking at outdoor play and Forest School activities. The qualitative approach within this context is useful because it can be seen firsthand how the children engage, interact with others and show enjoyment. This provides direct evidence of the children’s behaviour and preferences, by allowing for a child-centred approach so that the researcher can observe the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the children’s behaviour (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012). On the other hand, Wilmshurst (2008) highlights that there can be limitations to observations of children such as that it can be open to the bias of the researcher, and how the interpretation of the research influences the information gained from the observations of the children. Additionally, it is suggested that qualitative research has limited generalisability as it usually involves small sample sizes within specific contexts which means it may not represent all children's engagements and reactions. Lastly, it can be a challenge to maintain objectivity when considering observations due to children acting differently if they are aware of being observed or watched; this leads to a reduction in the authenticity of the information collected (Platt, 2016).
As reported by Edwards and Holland (2023) the qualitative approach with interviews with participants will allow the researcher to adapt their questions during the interviews. This provides a way of exploring issues in detail and depth and strengthens the examination of what lies behind the practitioner's actions and perspectives. King and Horrocks (2010) suggest that researchers can modify the questions to suit each practitioner, allowing for the examining of topics that could be personal or sensitive, while also making it suitable for a situation where the practitioner’s insights are valued about children’s enjoyment, learning and development. This can allow the practitioner to share patterns and give examples which provide context that might not be obvious through observation alone. This method can capture subjective experience and different points of view which provides a holistic description of the individual’s experience. Furthermore, interviews can provide a platform for practitioners’ views which are rarely heard in larger studies (Coe et al., 2017). The researcher can review the interviews in line with the observation throughout the research. 

When undertaking the interviews, it is suggested that the researcher should ask around ten to fifteen semi-structured questions, leaving one or two questions open-ended and recorded; this can help the researcher develop more efficient understanding (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Alternatively, Omeihe and Harrison (2024) suggest that there can be limitations to using qualitative interviews such as, they do not gather enough information because they can lack depth and context as they may only provide a small amount of information based on the questions produced. They effectively collect specific information, but it is difficult to uncover the full context of a person's feelings, experiences or behaviour over a long period of time where there can be many contributing factors. The predefined questions can also be misunderstood by the practitioner leading to inaccurate data (Rubin and Rubin, 2011). 
In accordance with Ness, Evans and Rooney (2013) it is suggested that for personal feedback from interviews and observations not to use a quantitative method such as a survey as it will not explore the topic of ‘why?’ Instead, quantitative methods give you the answer for when and how long. Additionally, quantitative approaches can oversimplify human experience by only offering a limited set of answers which do not capture the nuance or emotional aspects of decision making or experience. Thomas (2005) agrees and suggests it often fails to give the full picture of human behaviour, thoughts and emotions by only suppling a snapshot instead of an in-depth understanding. Thomas (2005) explains that it provides a limit to the understanding of why and is best for answering what, when and who questions which is why it is not suitable for the type of research being undertaken which is looking at the how and why. Thomas (2005) continues by adding that, numbers can disconnect researchers from the lived experience of people because it focuses on the findings of the figures. When a quantitive approach is used, often numbers can be misinterpreted and be misleading because of the use of graphs and presenting a narrative differently which does not show the context (Wilmshurst, 2017). Another limitation, stated by Rauteda (2025), of quantitative approaches is that there can be a possibility where researchers may overlook important observations because the design focuses only on the data and measurements. It is considered that with quantitative approaches that there is a risk of overgeneralisation of the findings which can be wrongly applied, such as missing data or poor sampling methods. Additionally, Rezaul and Islam (2024) point out that quantitative research requires a large sample size for data collection which can prove to be challenging and therefore it is not suitable for the type of information that this research would like to find out.
According to Belliappa and Lambert (2019) in research there are different approaches to methods and methodologies such as triangulation or mixed methods. Both terms are often labelled as research strategies that is used to study a topic in more than one way to enable more accurate outcomes from the research; however, there can be a differentiation between the two terms. Heale and Forbes (2013) suggest that the use of triangulation in research is to enhance the research and make it more trustworthy by using different methods from either quantitative or qualitative approaches to look at the same question in different ways. The use of mixed methods is to combine two different approaches; for example, one from quantitative and one from qualitative that show data in different forms. Fetters (2019) suggests an example of mixed methods is using qualitive and quantitive together such as completing surveys and interviews with the use of both numbers and information within the study. With this approach there is a definitive use of different methods; however, they are both in the category of the qualitative approach as they provide a clearer answer to the research question. 
According to Fusch, Fusch and Ness (2018) the use of triangulation consists of using different approaches of looking at the question and this can be done in a qualitive study alone. For this research, which is qualitive focused, the research has opted for two different approaches by using both observation and semi-structured interviews which is the combining of two qualitative methods. 
As stated by Reilly, Archard and Kiyimba (2025) the approach of combining two qualitive methods is named as an intra-paradigm. This refers to the research being in one paradigm with the same philosophical worldview which can be either interpretivism or constructivist based. According to Flick (2018), based on the qualitive nature of how the two methods will be used, it is not considered a mixed methods as they are both in a qualitative context, however it is considered to be a form of triangulation called methodological triangulation as the data can be compared and contrasted to understand the same thing. The use of both methods is appropriate and needed for this type of study as it allows for the gathering of information which will strengthen the overall value of the research as the methods work together to cross examine information from difference sources (Creswell and Poth, 2018). The observation section to the research will generate what actually happens, while the interviews will explain why it is happening. The combination of this will produce an in-depth exploration to the topic and provide a base line for accurate data ensuring that it is a comprehensive study. It will also allow for the researcher to introduce the link to the Early Years Foundation Phase if they are not able to capture it from the observation of children, as they will be able to discuss it during the questions and interviews with the practitioners (Roberts-Holmes, 2018). 

Part 3- Ethical considerations 
According to Palaiologou (2012) ethical considerations are introduced as one of the most important elements of research as it is a legal requirement that ethical standards align with laws and institutes of research so that there is no long-term impact on the individuals who choose to participate. Ethics in research is highlighted as an integral part of becoming a researcher as it helps guide individuals and organisations to make decisions that are morally fair and respectful. In this case it would be nursery practitioners and the caregivers of children aged 3-5 years old. It forms the foundation for functional understanding when undertaking research in this context due to the nature of Early Years settings and children being involved where safeguarding is paramount. Additionally, it provides a baseline of providing a moral framework that guides human behaviour as well as relationships and decision making within research that all individuals must follow to provide a fair, safe and responsible environment and process for research. Bos (2020) suggests that ethical considerations are a vital part of research to ensure that human rights are protected including the dignity, safety and well-being of all participants. 
As stated by University of Wales, when research is considered, the researchers must follow the Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice (2022) by following the general ethical guidelines, such as completing an ethics form for approval. This is to ensure that the University approves of the researcher’s intentions, and the Code of Practice demonstrates UWTSD’s dedication to ethical standards. This document also allows for researchers to understand misconduct as defined within the Code as it can be detrimental to the field of study and participants when researchers do not adhere to all ethical principles and University ethical standards (UWTSD, 2022).
According to the Office for Human Research Protections (2024) the Belmont Report is a foundational document for the ethical conduct of research which involves human subjects. There are three core principles which are, Respect for the Person, Beneficence and Justice. It aims to protect participants in research studies by implementing informed consent and reducing the risk of harm. As suggested by Office for Human Research Protections (2024), without generalised ethics in research and practice, then personal relationships, workplace and societies can become unsafe. Ethics are the foundation of a better and more compassionate approach. 
In line with the British Educational Research Association (2024) researchers are to protect those aspects that come under the Equality Act 2010 which are age, gender, being married or in a civil partnership, pregnancy, disability, race, religion or belief. The researcher needs to be aware of the structural imbalance as well as the points stated above and social and economic status, parental standing and neurodiversity which has an impact on all social relationships especially the ones that are established in the research.  Additionally, the BERA document states that it is the duty of the researcher to find out the most relevant and practical means of educating participants about the finding of studies in which they are or were involved in. Researchers should think about how to interact with participants at the end of the study, such as by providing them with a debriefing (British Educational Research Association, 2024). 
Bell and Hafford-Letchfield (2015) suggest that ethical practice regarding adults and children entail working to professional standards and principles that protect the rights of both which includes the dignity and respect and wellbeing of all individuals, no matter their age. Some ethical principles are universal while others must be tailored depending on whether that is working with adults or children. As stated by Spencer (2021) core ethical principles for individuals involves allowing them to make informed decisions about the topic. Mayne, Howitt and Rennie (2018) highlight further principles would be respecting children’s growing ability to make decisions, involving them appropriately in line with their age and maturity. This means acting in the best interest of the individual by aiming to promote wellbeing and prevent any harm. According to Mauthner (2010) it is the role of the researcher to ensure the prevention of any actions that could cause physical or emotional harm by treating all individuals fairly and equitably regardless of their background and ability. Additionally, this means ensuring that there is honesty by keeping commitments and build trust through transparency and professionalism.  
In line with Sandu, Frunza and Unguru (2019) some ethical considerations which relate to this type of study of observations and interviews will consist of obtaining informed consent from participants such as nursery practitioners and caregivers of the children, who are aged 3-5 years old. This ensures that the participants voluntarily agree to undertake part in the study with full understanding of what is involved. It ensures the participants’ information or data is kept private and confidential. It is a process of carefully evaluating and reflecting on what is fair or unfair in a situation when making decisions or taking actions that affect others. This is essential within research because it protects the participants’ rights as well as dignity and their wellbeing, it also ensures the integrity of the research process and promotes trust (Farrimond, 2012). 
In line with the Data Protection Act (2018) confidentiality and trust is important when collecting sensitive information, including how it will be processed, who will have access to the information and how the individual's privacy will be protected. Additionally, as suggested by Johnson and Christensen (2012), consent forms are a legal or formal document that explain the details of the specific action and agreement requiring a person's signature to indicate that they understand the information provided. Everyone involved will need to agree and sign the consent form.  According to Saracho (2014) confidentially will need to be protected and so any documents from interviews, observations and consent forms will be locked away safely. Only the researcher will have access to these documents. Should any of the documents be digital they will be protected with a password.
Harcourt, Perry and Waller (2011) highlight that when undertaking research involving children, principles include protecting the rights of the child, promoting their well-being and ensuring their safety. The role of the researcher in relation to ethics with children is to ensure that they make the process age appropriate and communicate clearly. This includes the consideration of safeguarding principles which they should always adhere to, to prioritise the best interest of the child, this could include stopping the research at any point, even if the child or caregiver wishes to continue (Derenzo, Singer and Moss, 2020).  Ethical considerations are core values when undertaking observations with children. Observing children in natural environments, such as playgrounds or Forest Schools, is a useful way to learn about a child’s behavior while watching their growth and interactions. However, Farrell (2005) states that this must consider the emotional or psychological impact it may have on the child, including how this may affect the power imbalance between adult and child as a child could feel complied to cooperate. The researcher must consider the vulnerability of the child who may not understand the implications of taking part in the research. This requires the caregiver and the researcher to balance the protection of the child. Ethics in the context of children allows for voluntary participation and protection from coercion (Bourke, 2020). 
According to Kvale (2007) when conducting an interview with adults, especially for research, ethical considerations are vital to ensure fairness is undertaken and the interview is carried out respectfully and is culturally sensitive. The researcher should aim to reduce bias and build trust, so that the process is more accurate with an ethical outcome. The researcher should acknowledge and respect the nursery practitioner’s cultural background and take into consideration their language and be aware that not everyone shares the same cultural values when being interviewed. According to Gubrium (2012) the researcher should create a safe environment for the interview to be undertaken so the nursery practitioner feels safe to speak freely and ensure their voice is recorded as spoken and not paraphrased in a way that loses its original meaning. The researcher must ensure to clearly explain the purpose and process for what the interview is being undertaken for and evidencing that it must be explained to the nursery practitioners that they have the right to withdraw or refuse answering any question at any point (Bell and Waters, 2018).
Ultimately, Busby (2025) proposes that the process of undertaking ethics should be tailored appropriately to the topic, researcher and participants by avoiding sensitive information and situations, while all individuals should understand the context of the situation and what is asked of them in their roles. There should be an avoidance of oppressive practice such as stereotyping or having biased assumptions in order to ensure a safe, valued and ethical process. 
In conclusion, this research will allow for insight to understanding the perspectives of practitioners combined with the observational information from children in nurtural settings engaging with outdoor play and Forest Schools. The potential gathered information and findings from this research will allow for an evaluation of current practices and future research to be highlighted as well as providing current information in line with the development of the Foundation Phase Framework in relation to children aged 3-7 years old, stating the importance of a play-based approach curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019).
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