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Supporting learning and development in early childhood through physical play in the outdoors
Outdoor physical play is widely recognised as a critical contributor to children’s holistic development. Outdoor environments provide unique opportunities for children to develop gross motor skills, refine fine motor skills, and engage in exploratory learning that supports cognitive, social, and emotional growth. According to White (2019), high‑quality outdoor provision enables children to maximise their learning, development, enjoyment, health, and education. More recent research continues to emphasise the importance of outdoor play in early childhood settings, particularly in relation to physical health, wellbeing, and executive functioning (Brussoni et al., 2023; Tremblay et al., 2021).
Physical play outdoors supports children’s motor development through activities such as climbing, running, balancing, and manipulating natural objects. These experiences strengthen core muscles, improve coordination, and enhance spatial awareness. Outdoor play also contributes to bone density, cardiovascular fitness, and muscular development (Early Years Alliance, 2026). Recent studies highlight that children who engage regularly in outdoor physical activity demonstrate improved physical literacy and movement competence (Cairney et al., 2022), which are essential foundations for lifelong health.
Beyond physical development, outdoor environments support children’s emotional wellbeing. Exposure to natural light, fresh air, and green spaces has been linked to reduced stress, improved mood, and enhanced self‑regulation (Mygind et al., 2023). Outdoor play encourages curiosity, imagination, and creativity, offering children opportunities to explore freely and develop autonomy. Practitioners play a vital role in facilitating these experiences by modelling skills, asking open‑ended questions, and extending children’s ideas without dominating their play. This balance between supervision and independence is essential for fostering confidence and resilience.
Despite its benefits, children’s access to outdoor play has declined in recent years. Lambert et al. (2022) identify several barriers, including limited access to safe outdoor spaces, increased traffic, parental safety concerns, and rising screen time. More recent research shows that digital device use continues to displace physical activity, with children spending significantly more time indoors than previous generations (Rosen et al., 2023). Socioeconomic factors also influence access to outdoor environments, with children in deprived areas often lacking safe, green spaces (Smith et al., 2021). These barriers highlight the need for early years practitioners to advocate for equitable access to outdoor play and to design environments that are safe, stimulating, and developmentally appropriate.
Piaget’s constructivist theory emphasises that children learn actively through exploration and interaction with their environment. Outdoor play aligns with this theory by enabling children to investigate natural materials, test ideas, solve problems, and engage in imaginative thinking. Exposure to natural environments has been linked to improved memory, attention span, and executive functioning (Psychology Notes HQ Editorial Staff, 2026; Mygind et al., 2023).
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory also supports outdoor play, highlighting the importance of social interaction, collaboration, and guided participation (Vygotsky, 1978). Outdoor environments naturally encourage cooperative play, communication, and shared problem‑solving.
Unstructured outdoor play is particularly valuable. Little and Wyver (2008) argue that risk‑taking supports intellectual growth, resilience, and self‑confidence. More recent studies confirm that manageable risk in play helps children develop risk‑assessment skills, independence, and emotional regulation (Brussoni et al., 2020).
Outdoor environments support experiential learning by providing hands‑on opportunities that strengthen early science, mathematics, communication, and problem‑solving skills. Activities such as den building, gardening, water play, and wildlife exploration encourage children to observe, experiment, and make connections. These experiences align with early years curriculum that emphasise active learning, exploration, and play‑based education (DfE, 2023). Recent research shows that outdoor experiential learning enhances children’s engagement, motivation, and concentration (Waite et al., 2021). Natural environments also promote sensory development, which is essential for cognitive processing and self‑regulation.
Choosing an appropriate research design is essential when investigating outdoor physical play in early childhood, as children’s behaviours are dynamic, context‑dependent, and influenced by multiple environmental, social, and developmental factors. A robust research design ensures that findings are reliable, valid, and reflective of real‑world practice. In early childhood research, three major designs are commonly used, qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods, each offering distinct advantages depending on the research aims.
Qualitative research focuses on understanding children’s lived experiences, interactions, motivations, and emotional responses during outdoor play. It is particularly valuable when exploring how and why children engage in certain behaviours. This approach uses non‑numerical data such as observations, photographs, field notes, interviews, and video recordings.
Qualitative designs are well suited to early childhood contexts because young children often communicate through actions rather than words. Methods such as naturalistic observation, participatory drawing and child‑led conversations allow researchers to capture rich, contextual insights into children’s thinking and social interactions (Hassan, 2024; Flewitt & Clark, 2020).
Recent studies emphasise that qualitative approaches help uncover children’s perspectives on risk, autonomy, and enjoyment in outdoor environments (Brussoni et al., 2020). They also support an ecological understanding of play by examining how space, materials, and adult involvement shape children’s engagement.
Quantitative research involves collecting numerical data to measure physical activity levels, motor development, behavioural patterns, or environmental influences. This approach is useful when the aim is to identify trends, compare groups, or make predictions.
Common quantitative tools include, structured observations using coding systems, accelerometers or pedometers to measure movement intensity, standardised motor-skill assessments, and questionnaires or rating scales completed by children or practitioners
Quantitative designs are increasingly used in outdoor play research due to advancements in digital tracking technologies. For example, accelerometer‑based studies have shown that outdoor environments significantly increase children’s moderate‑to‑vigorous physical activity (Tremblay et al., 2021; Gray et al., 2022). These methods allow researchers to produce objective, replicable data that can inform policy and practice.
However, quantitative designs may overlook the emotional, social, and imaginative aspects of outdoor play, which is why they are often complemented by qualitative methods.
Mixed‑methods (triangulation) designs combine qualitative and quantitative approaches to provide a more comprehensive understanding of children’s outdoor play. Triangulation strengthens validity by allowing researchers to cross‑check findings from multiple sources.
There are four key types of triangulation which are data triangulation which is collecting data at different times, locations or from different participants, investigator triangulation which is involving multiple researchers to reduce bias, theory triangulation which is interpreting findings through different theoretical lenses and methodological triangulation which is using multiple data collection methods, for example interviews, observations and activity tracking
Mixed‑methods designs are increasingly recommended in early childhood research because they capture both the measurable aspects of physical activity and the experiential, emotional, and social dimensions of outdoor play (Bryman, 2016; Waite et al., 2021).
Longitudinal studies are valuable for examining long‑term developmental outcomes, though they can be time‑consuming and vulnerable to participant attrition.
Observation is widely used because young children may struggle to articulate their experiences verbally. However, outdoor environments present challenges such as rapid movement, large play spaces, weather conditions, and noise. Observer bias may also affect data accuracy.
The chosen method for this research project is a quantitative approach, as it is appropriate for investigating children’s physical activity patterns. This is because you can carry out structured observations over several days and child‑friendly questionnaires exploring attitudes toward outdoor play. This combination allows researchers to identify patterns and make informed predictions about children’s engagement and preferences.
Ethical practice is essential when conducting research with young children. However, key considerations need to be considered such as informed consent from parents or guardians, child consent which is communicated to the child in an age appropriate manner, confidentiality especially when referring to the child, using video recordings or digital tracking tools, safeguarding procedures to protect children’s wellbeing and minimal disruption to preserve natural play behaviours. Researchers must ensure that children’s identities and personal data remain protected at all times (BERA, 2018; Alderson & Morrow, 2011).
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