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Research for learning 

What evidence is there to support the importance of outdoor play for young children’s development? 

Abstract 

This abstract provides an overview of the evidence that has been researched to
support the importance of outdoor play for young children’s development. This
research paper discusses key findings from a variety of research studies, focusing
on the effect outdoor play has on physical and cognitive health, social and
emotional development and the impact on academic success. 
 
The reason for conducting the research throughout this paper is to find evidence
that supports the importance of outdoor play on young children’s development
and whether there any findings that are controversial to this. This topic has gained
increasing attention from educators, practitioners, parents and researchers so
this research paper investigates the evidence there is to support the significance
of outdoor play and the effect it has on children’s development. 
 
In this research paper, the findings from authors are discussed in a review of literature.
It shows an understanding of outdoor play and focuses on the
effect it has had on children’s physical and cognitive skills as well as their social
and emotional well-being. 
 
This paper outlines the benefits of outdoor play such as, enhanced creativity,
better physical and mental health, and increased resilience as an outcome of
outdoor play. It also investigates whether children are able to risk assess for
themselves and whether they can judge their safety and the limitations of the
outdoors. 
 
In conclusion, the research paper underlines the significance of outdoor play and
the positive effect it has on children’s development and their well-being. This has
been undertaken by looking at secondary research and planning primary research. From
this, there will be evidence of the benefits and limitations of outdoor play.


Literature Review

Outdoor play plays a huge part in young children’s development. This literature review analyses evidence that supports the importance of outdoor play and explores existing research on the various aspects of young children’s development. Outdoor play encompasses a range of different activities and their benefits to children’s physical, cognitive, social and emotional skills. This literature review explores the findings from research studies and theoretical frameworks to show a critical understanding of the significance of outdoor play for young children’s holistic development. 

Physical and Cognitive Development

One of the most obvious benefits of outdoor play is physical development. Pellegrini and Smith (1998) discovered that when children are able to climb and adventure into new surroundings they are enhancing their gross motor skills and building on their physical wellbeing as well as having better coordination and engagement than children who spend more time indoors. 

A similar view is that of Rook (2013) they explain that children who are exposed to the outdoors and nature develop increased physical and cognitive health, such as, a stronger immune system and more resilience when they encounter challenges through their learning because they have the skills to adapt to difficulties when playing in the outdoors. 

Being outdoors offers children a source of sensory experiences that allows them to be creative and problem solve independently which also develops their understanding of the real world. This develops sensory perception for children and this is another reason why outdoor play is important for young children’s development (Fjortoft, 2004). 

Research from Edgar and Rheta (2011) shows that outdoor play lets children make choices and learn through trial and error through engaging in unstructured activities. It promotes critical thinking and problem solving skills. It is also said that language skills of young children are developed through outdoor play as they are able to physically demonstrate words, for example, stomp, climb, run and jump. Their language comprehension is immediate and long standing. 

However outdoor play is not without its challenges, the outdoor area must be well-structured and safe to be able to scaffold a child’s learning. This is done by having supervision at all times to ensure children do not enter any dangerous territory or put themselves at risk during outdoor play. This can limit the time the adult has to engage in the child’s play as most of their time is spent supervising and directing the children’s play if it is not safe. Another negative aspect highlighted by Fathi and Al-Qaryouti (2016) during this research was teachers and educators find limitations within the planning and preparations for outdoor play as they have to plan around the surroundings and their knowledge may be limited. 


Social and Emotional Development

Social and emotional skills are developed and expanded through outdoor play due to the opportunities that it offers for young children. Whilst they play with peers and make choices about their play, it enables them to use their communication and problem-solving skills. Both of which are vital for social and emotional development. (Bento and Dias, 2017). 

In agreement to these authors Summers et al., (2019) suggests that a child’s emotional well-being is positively impacted by playing outdoors in the nature because they feel connected with their surroundings and this type of play promotes social relationships. Evidence from this research also shows a decrease in anxiety and depression in children as well as improved memory due to the interaction they have with the outdoors. 

A barrier to social and emotional development is shown in the research from Patchen et.al (2022). During outdoor play, children are more likely to become injured or become exposed to germs. This can knock the confidence of practitioners who are teaching in the outdoors as they are anxious about the risks. Children could also become nervous to engage in outdoor play if they have been affected by injury or illness due to their engagement in outdoor learning. 

Benefits for Academic Success

Research indicates that outdoor play is linked to better academic performance in children. A research study by Sallis et al. (2001) showed that physical activity, including outdoor play, can improve cognitive functions such as memory, attention, and problem-solving. 

Children can achieve things outdoors that could never be achieved indoors. They can roam free, dig, climb, experience all weathers and engage in stimulating sensory experiences that are specific to outdoor play. All of this ignites creativity and children flourish in these environment and carry these experiences through their academic learning. (East Ayrshire Council, 2023). 

Conclusion

This literature review demonstrates various evidence showing the significance of outdoor play for young children’s development. The positive effects it has on children is shown through their enhanced physical, cognitive, social and emotional well-being. The benefits to outdoor play are also displayed in children’s academic performance because children have deeper connections with the outdoors and their surroundings. Young children have never ending opportunities in the outdoors, they can make decisions and lead their play which evidently enhances their development. 

Methodology 

Aspers & Court (2019) suggests that qualitative research is used when collecting data on lived experiences, emotions and behaviours.  Examples of research methods would be focus groups, interviews and observational studies.  In contrast, quantitative research focuses on numerical data which is useful when asking questions like how many, how much and how often.  The data collected from this method is usually displayed in graphic form drawn from a large sample size.

The first qualitative method of research for the purposes of this study is observation. 

Observation 

The first method of research is observation. Observation is used to develop a naturalistic understanding. Researchers often use this method to gain a deeper understanding of their research in a natural context. This approach is used to produce qualitative research. This method of research is used to validate and complement findings from a variety of other research methods to ensure they are reliable. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 
Observation is a good way of collecting rich, qualitative data that explores the behaviours and interactions of the activity that is being observed (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This allows researchers to collect detailed and in-depth descriptions of what they have observed. 
Observation helps to understand social, cultural and environmental factors that influence behaviours (Gobo, 2008). 

There are many reasons why observation is chosen however it can come with some limitations. Observational research can sometimes be biased, resulting in inaccurate assessments and outcomes. (Boyko, 2013). 
Another limitation to observation is the presence of the observer may change the behaviour of the participants as they are apprehensive about being watched and observed. (Tutor2u, 2021). 

Observation is both a qualitative and quantitative technique. Qualitative research involves collecting data by looking and listening. Quantitative data expresses the data in numerical form. (Vannak, 2015). 

The sample 

The sample showed in this observation are reception children aged 4-6 years as these children will most likely have the communication, cognitive and motor skills to complete the tasks necessary. The reason for choosing children of this age and ability is to provide a deep understanding of how young children use natural resources to engage in den building. The participants will have a varying level of experience in activities like this and there will be participants of different genders, backgrounds and cultures to ensure the research is diverse. The sample size will be 8 children participating in the observation. 

The research that will be conducted is observing how children use natural resources from their surroundings to create and build dens. They will be engaging in an outdoor nature area where they will be asked to build a den with a group using only natural materials. They will be observed on how they communicate with each other during the task, this will be looking at the language they use and how well they listen to one another. Another part of this observation will be looking at what children used specific materials and the ideas they come up with individually and as a group. Their ability to problem-solve will also be looked at during the observation, if they run into difficulty, how well are they able to solve it? The observer must closely look at whether the children are making informed choices and are they demonstrating safety awareness whilst building the den. The observation will be done over several weeks to gather enough qualitative data to produce evidence on how outdoor play supports young children’s development. 

Interview

Interviews are often used as a research method based on the nature of the research questions, the need for in-depth understanding and the preferences of both the participant and the researcher. Interviews allow researchers to get information in more detail that cannot be obtained through other types of research methods. (Mekhirji and Albon, 2018).

This method of research can gather information about behaviour, feelings, attitudes and knowledge. Interviews can be effective for researchers looking to collect qualitative data. Interviews can also give researchers the chance to ask open questions which can provide them with more detailed information on their subject. (University Libraries, 2023).  

The Sample 

A purposive sample of children aged 5-7 will be selected for this observational research as their comprehension may be better than that of younger children. The rationale for choosing children of this age is because they will have the knowledge to answer open questions and provide in depth information. They will take part in a structured interview. 

The children will be interviewed on why they think outdoor play helps them. They will be interviewed in an environment that they are familiar with, and they can withdraw from the interview at any time. If a child does decide to leave the interview, this implies they have withdrawn their consent so the interview must be concluded at that point. If children agree to the interview and are happy to participate, then it may go ahead. (Robert-Holmes, 2018).

During this research, there will be 5 questions to be answered. 

The questions are all open questions, so they allow the researcher to gather more information than if they were to ask closed questions. The more data they are able to collect, the more analysing can be done to find evidence to support outdoor play and the effect it has on young children’s development. The questions can be worded in any way the interviewer finds appropriate. These questions have been worded in a way that the children will understand so they are tailored to the audience. 

Interviews can come with many limitations. One limitation is that they are very time consuming as they require a vast amount of preparation. 
Another limitation is that when conducting a structured interview, there will not be a lot of variety of answers due to the format that is used. (Alsaawi, 2014). 


One of the main ethical issues that needs to be considered when conducting an interview is, informed consent. Participants must be aware of the risks and benefits and have the knowledge of what the interview is about and how the data from the research will be stored. 

Questionnaire 

Babbie (2016) tells us that questionnaires are used as a research method as they can be used to collect data from both individuals and groups. They can be used in various fields of research such as, social science research, market research and public opinions. 

Questionnaires consist of a series of questions for people to answer, to obtain large amounts of information from large groups of participants. They are used to collect qualitative and quantitative data on subjects behaviours, opinions and characteristics. (Simply Psychology, 2023)

The Sample

Chosen for the questionnaire will be children aged 6 and 7 from a year 2 group of the foundation phase. The reason for choosing these children as the sample is because they will have the comprehension to answer the questions and the ability to provide the information needed. There will be children participating from various backgrounds, cultures and of different genders to produce various answers and diverse data.

The children will be given a questionnaire on how outdoor play supports their development. They will have a practitioner with them to help answer any questions however the practitioner must not influence the children’s answers or have a biased effect. All of the questions asked will produce an answer relevant to the subject. The questionnaire will be short and concise with clear questions so the children understand the meaning of what they are answering. The aim of this is to find out whether the children think outdoor play has supported their development. 

Triangulation 

Research triangulation is a method used to enhance the reliability and accuracy of research findings. It involves using a variety of sources to establish credibility and make sure that the research is valid. The purpose of triangulation is to verify the findings of a study. It is a technique that uses mixed methods to validate research findings. However triangulation should not be confused with the mixed method approach. Mixed methods involve combining quantitative and qualitative research methods whilst triangulation refers to the researcher’s utilisation of different approaches to collect information and critically analyse the findings. (Research Gate, 2021). 

The Halo Effect 

The concept of the Halo effect is a cognitive bias that happens in the process of forming an impression. It occurs when an individual assesses another individual’s attributes based on the evaluation of one specific attribute. (Gabrieli, 2021). 

The Hawthorne Effect

Observation of participants in research is an effective method for collecting qualitative data and understanding behaviours, as long as the participants do not change their behaviours due to an observer being present. Sometimes, when individuals are being observed they can alter their behaviour. This is known as the Hawthorne effect. (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014)









Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations in research are fundamental to ensure that the rights and well-being of participants are appreciated. Here are some ethical considerations that should be followed throughout research. These ethical considerations are essential when conducting research with children to uphold their rights, protect their well-being, and promote the responsible and ethical practice of child-related research. Researchers should also be aware of any specific national and international laws and guidelines that apply to their research with children.

Informed consent 

Informed consent is making sure that participants have a full knowledge of the studies purpose, risks, benefits and the procedures that will be carried out before they agree to take part in the study. (Levine, 2004). The sample participating in the study has the right to withdraw at any point. 
When carrying out research with children researchers must obtain consent from both the child and the parent or guardian. The child’s age and capacity to understand the research must be taken into consideration. (American Psychological Association, 2017). 

Minimisation of harm

Researchers must ensure that no participants are harmed during their studies. This includes safeguarding them from physical and emotional harm. (Buchanan and Warwick, 2021).

Participants or their guardians have a right to know of any potential harm that may occur due to them participating in the research. If any harm comes to the participants, they or their guardians should be told immediately. It is the researchers responsibility to take all of the appropriate steps to ensure the risk of this happening is minimised. If a participant is vulnerable, the researcher needs to take greater responsibility for their protection. (BERA, 2018). 

Privacy and confidentiality

The respect for the privacy of participants involves protecting their personal information. Participants have the right to know where the data collected is stored and their personal information must be confidential. (American Psychological Association, 2017).
Measures must be taken to protect a child’s responses and personal information. (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2013). 

Beneficence and Non-Maleficence

The benefits of the research should be maximised but the potential risks to participants should be minimised. Ethical research requires a balance between the risk of harm to participants and the potential benefits (Beauchamp and Childress, 2013). 
Society for Research in Child Development (2018) suggests that in research with children, their safety and well-being should be the primary consideration. The potential risks to their physical and psychological health should be minimised. 

Fair treatment 

Resnik (2020) explains that there should be fairness within research in the participant selection to ensure there is no discrimination. Factors such as, race, gender and background,  needs to be considered to display equality in research. 

Communication 

This is key in any type of research. When the participants are children the language used must be age appropriate and the methods used must be easy to understand to ensure they can provide meaningful answers. (European Network of Ombudspersons for Children, 2014). Parents and guardians should also be kept informed in regards to their child’s participation and ensuring they have the knowledge that they are able to withdraw from the research at any point. 

Code of ethics

Early Education (2011) explains that when researching with children, there is a code of ethics that should be followed as well as these ethical considerations. The code of ethics should be used to guide professional behaviour. It is used to define the core values of the early years and allows professionals to have guidance on what to do when they encounter conflict or difficult responsibilities within their role. Ethics are the study of what is right and what is wrong. This study involves critical reflection and being able to make choices surrounding the dimensions of relationships. 

Respecting privacy and confidentiality 

Privacy is the right to have no interference from others. Children are allowed to only share the information they wish to in the research. Children and any other participants in a research study will have their privacy and confidentiality respected in order to keep the research ethically correct. Children have the right to privacy, so researchers need to be mindful that this is respected during the study in which they are participating in. When planning research involving children, their rights to privacy and confidentiality needs to be considered. (Powell, et al., n.d.) 

Exclusion from research 

It is important that children’s voices are heard in research and that their differences are accepted to prevent them being excluded from research. Studies from NSPCC (2023) found that young people with severe difficulties are more likely to be excluded from research. Some of these are, vulnerable children who may have experienced abuse, children from different ethnic backgrounds, boys and children with physical or learning disabilities. Ethical ways in which their well-being and safeguarding is protected need to be found to ensure they can participate in research. Empowering young people to speak up about their experiences and professionals engaging in this will allow the children’s voices to be heard and make them feel valued. 

Gray (2022) describes ethics in education in four segments, being the need to avoid harm to participants, ensure consent is obtained and understood, privacy of the participants is ensured and to avoid dishonesty.
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