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The Importance of Outdoor Play and Learning in Early Years 

Outdoor activities provide significant benefits for a child’s overall development and is viewed by many as a fundamental aspect of early childhood learning experiences. Froebel strongly believed that outdoor play and learning opportunities were essential for a child’s holistic development. Froebel Trust (no date) provides us with an insight to Froebel’s mindset by explaining that the word ‘kindergarten’ means ‘garden for children’ which led the theorist to believe that the outdoors should be a space offered to children to play and explore. Ramsden et al (2025) illustrate that early year’s settings are the most influential environments in a child’s life for outdoor play to arise and that many health and development benefits are associated with outdoor play. However, these authors revealed that due to circumstances such as increased screen time, structured activities, families working longer hours and other situations, children have less time nowadays to engage in outdoor activities. Montessori is another theorist who developed a theory which revolves around the concept that individuals learn best through hands-on experiences that encourage independence and allows children to explore their environments. Isaacs (2018) highlights that Montessori’s theory recognises that children are active learners who need choice and independence whilst under the watch of an appropriate adult who will facilitate their learning by providing an environment that with support their development and needs. Froebel and Montessori are both respected and appreciated with the early year’s community, Froebel’s approach is focussed more strongly on children’s experience and relationship with the outdoors. Montessori’s theory can be practiced in multiple locations which makes it very versatile and valuable however, for this specific research project, Froebel’s theory is much more relevant. 

Each and every child is different and has their own individual set of needs which professionals should meet for that child to develop and succeed. Neurodivergent children may have more requirements than other children, however they still deserve to be treated with the same care and respect for them to develop and succeed in the same way. Outdoor experiences can have many benefits for neurodivergent children such as sensory regulation through natural light, fresh air, sounds of nature and natural textures such as sand, water, mud, etc. Some children find this environment much calmer than the typical, overstimulating classroom. This result can result in less stress and anxiety which is optimal for learning and reaching full potential. Social interactions can be difficult for any child but especially a neurodivergent child as they are not as aware of social cues or the need for interactions. Outdoor spaces can offer a less pressured environment as there can be communication during group activities such as den building, gardening and exploring. Nature can often be overlooked when it can provide some of the best opportunities for holistic development for every individual child. The Outdoor Classroom (2024) explains that introducing outdoor learning, they can create a more inclusive and supportive environment for all individuals and that the sensory-rich, versatile and engaging atmosphere that supports holistic development. 
Occasionally, outdoor play may not be accessible to every individual for certain reasons. Some childcare settings have limited outdoor area and equipment which results in less outdoor experiences for the children. This could be due to lack of funding from the government, unsuitable storage or lack of staff training. These factors all effect the time a child could have explored the outdoors. Another barrier which can disturb outdoor opportunities is the attitudes of the parents and carers of the individuals; they may be concerned of risky play that could lead to injuries as well as the public being able to come into contact with the child. Little (2013) highlights the reality that is over-protective parents are restricting children’s activities and a child’s independence. This indicates that parents and carers have become more concerned regarding outdoor and risky play; although this style of play encourages the child to be curious and explore boundaries. Moreover, technology has become a large part of everyone’s lives in recent years, especially children’s. This contributes massively to the reason children do not 

spend time outdoors, they have everything they need on their devices. Children can communicate with peers through their devices however, not in the conventional way. Children are not going outdoors and exploring the world around them as they are engrossed with their games and devices. A survey taken in 2025 indicates that 33% of children play outside for one to two hours a day, 30% play outside fewer than four times a week and 26% spend three hours or more a day on screens, according to Kenny (2025). These statistics support the statements regarding the amount of time children spend on screens rather than outdoors. 
The Welsh Assembly Government (no date) support the concept of outdoor experiences for children and believe that being outdoors enhances the child’s holistic development. The Foundation Phase is a framework used in Wales for children ages three to seven which aims to support children with physical development, social and emotional development, creativity and problem-solving skills. Outdoor learning, child-led play and experimental, explorative learning is a significant aspect of the framework. The Welsh Assembly Government (no date) explains that the Foundation Phase framework recognises the importance of outdoor learning that are fun and stimulating which promotes the child’s holistic development and natural curiosity. 
In conclusion, the ability to promote outdoor learning and play experiences proves to be an important factor in a child’s development. There are also benefits for neurodiverse children as well as the ‘typical’ child which support all areas of development. However, there are barriers to consider which can affect the ability to use an outdoor space to provide opportunities. On the other hand, there are policies and frameworks such as The Foundation Phase that encourage and provide support for outdoor experiences which can help childcare settings to provide the best possible care for the children within their care, indoors and out. 




To conduct this research project, I will be observing children aged three to five in a childcare setting as they explore the same activity on two separate occasions, one indoors and one outdoors. This will be to gather information regarding how the children react, learn and play in the different environments. I will also be interviewing the practitioners within the setting to obtain their views on the importance of outdoor learning. I have chosen this age range as they are rapidly developing in multiple areas, for example their communication and social interaction skills, imagination and creativity, and they show signs of readiness for independence. Children within this age group are ideal for observing as their independence allows for uninterrupted play meaning the professionals can observe the problem-solving skills, interactions between peers and the way in which they react to the activity. To ensure a fair experiment, the activities will take place within the setting the children attend to allow the children to focus on the task at hand rather than the new environment and surroundings. 
Observations are one of the most insightful ways in which a professional can monitor development and behaviours in children. Bruce (2014) highlights that record-keeping is an essential factor to working with young individuals. This reinforces the concept that observations allow a professional to get a richer understanding of the child’s behaviours and interactions. Whilst preparing for this project, there are many aspects that must be considered such as the ways in which to conduct the observations. Whether or not the research is going to participate during the observations can have a major effect on the data obtained. Participating can allow the children to feel more relaxed and behave how they naturally would, although the researcher may not be able to take notes and recall key information due to interacting with the children. This interaction can prove helpful to the researcher as it enables them to have a richer understanding of the children’s actions and behaviours. Non-participant observations however provide more accurate recording as the researcher can note almost everything they see or hear and there are less disruptions to the children’s play environment. As the researcher is only observing, the children may recognise this and potentially feel uncomfortable and change the ways in which they act. For the purpose of this project, I will be using a participant observation approach to be able to understand the children’s play methods and how they react to each activity, indoors and out. George (2023) describes this type of observation as gaining in-depth knowledge of the children’s culture, beliefs and practice form an internal view, which is precisely the way I believe the data should be collected to fully understand and analyse the behaviours of the children. During the observation, I will be focussing on the way in which the children approach the activity, the length of time they are stimulated for and what they are able to learn from the activity. I will record this by videoing the children, ensuring the correct consent forms have been acknowledged and approved by parents or carers. I will also use notetaking as a form of recording data to collect important and striking aspects from the activity. This technique will ensure that the moments from the activity are accessible when looking back is necessary which is valuable paired with the field notes to back up what can be found on the recordings. I would argue that the methods that will be used for this project are superior when compared to others such as questionnaires. This is due to the purity the observations can offer as you are able to experience the behaviours and actions that are displayed first hand unlike a questionnaire where there is no room for elaboration, especially for a young child who may not understand the question or could answer clearly. 
To carry out the next section of this research project, I will be interviewing the practitioners within the setting in a semi-structured manner to allow for flexibility regarding follow up questions and relevant discussions based on the research project. The same interview questions will be asked to each of the practitioners which will allow for fair and non-biased opinions as a variety of ages, qualifications and experience. The interviews will be carried out in a private room to provide a calm and confidential environment where the practitioners are free to voice their opinions. Similarly to the observations on the children, I will be taking notes during the interviews to ensure the data collected is accurate. Additionally, I plan on voice recording the interviews for multiple reasons. Voice recording enables me to re-visit the discussions to hear key aspects as many times as needed. This also protects myself as well as the interviewee as the whole conversations is on a recording which will prevent any allegations against either participant. 

Although there are many benefits to these research methods there are also limitations. When observing a child, it is sometimes difficult to know if the child is acting true to their character or behaving differently as they are aware that someone is watching them. This is known as the Hawthorne Effect, which Nikolopoulou (2022) defines as the change in a person’s behaviour when they are aware that they are being observed. A child may act out of character due to unforeseen reasons such as being tired or unwell. These aspects can affect the results of the project and lead to an answer that may not be as accurate as it could potentially be. There could also be an understanding issue between child and researcher, whether that is communication or the understanding of the child’s feelings and behaviours. The child may display one action however the research is unaware of the reasoning for it, which can cause complications within the results. Another limitation to observing children can be the sample size chosen whether the group is large or small. Choosing a small sample size means that not all children can be recognised meaning the results may not reflect the children with different backgrounds, personalities or needs. 
There are also limitations they arise whilst conducting interviewing an individual such as the amount of time this method involves, influential factors and the level of difficulty to analyse. To make the interviews consistent, it is common for the same researcher to conduct all the interviews which can be rather time-consuming when all aspects are considered from arranging the interviews to the conduction and analysis. This is another limitation that must be considered as the analysis can be one of the most difficult to organise and understand, especially with large amounts of qualitative data from open-ended questions. An influential factor that may affect the research project may be the researcher’s body language and tone, along with the possibility that the professionals being interviewed may not answer honestly and respond in a way that they think is the best way or give answers they believe are more socially acceptable to their own beliefs can lead to false results and compromise the project on a whole. 
To collect this qualitative data, I will be using a combination of methodological and data triangulation to form an unbiased and neutral conclusion to the research project 

statement. I believe that the use of this method can prove to be important for a research project such as this one as it allows for an integrated evaluation of all the data. This enables the researcher to analyse and form a well-rounded opinion with as much data as possible. 
In order to carry out the researcher, consent forms from all participants will need to be collected which enables the research to commence. Within this form there will be an explanation of what the participants will need to do, which will be different depending on what their role is, as well as, how long they are needed for and their rights to withdraw. The participation throughout the research will be voluntary meaning that individuals involved are able to withdraw at any point. BERA (2024) emphasise the importance of researchers recognising the right to all participants withdrawing with no need to explain a reason why. Each participant and the parents/carers of the young individuals taking part will be aware of their rights and will be made aware of how to act upon it if they feel they need to do so. This ensures that all participants and fully voluntary and do not need to feel pressured or obligated to take part. If this was the case for any of the individuals taking part, all data would need to be removed to allow the data to be consistent throughout the research project. The consent forms will also entail how the data will be used, stored and who is able to accesses the data collected. Voice recording will also be a section that participants will be encouraged to read to make them aware of the possibility that, with consent, there will be voice recordings of interviews and videos taken of the children whilst they are engaging in the activity. A risks and benefits section will be included to give the participants the opportunity to develop their knowledge on what the project involves. Finally, the consent forms will conclude with an area where participants and their responsible adults are able to agree to them/ their children to taking part in the project. 
Throughout the research project, I will be keeping all personal information about the participants confidential, including their names, ages, genders and where the research took place. I will be doing this by using pseudonyms to conceal the true identities of the individuals as it is not necessary to use the participants names as well as to protect the individuals taking part, especially the children. Participants will be made aware of this decision to enable them to speak and act as freely as they like. Confidentiality helps to build the trust between researcher and participant which will allow the data collected to be more truthful and reliable. As for the data collected, I will be following General Data Protection Regulation guidelines and the key principles that they stand by. GOV.UK (no date) explain that anyone who is responsible for the use of personal data should follow these principles and ensure that the information is used fairly, lawfully and transparently, used for specific reasons only, is used in a way that is relevant and handled with appropriate security and protection and finally ensure that the information is kept no longer than necessary. 
In order to protect the identity of participants and the data collected, I will be storing the data on a fingerprint locked computer which only I, the researcher, will have access to. This will limit the amount of people who that are able to access the data and the computer. By using fingerprint technology, it reduces the risk of others being able to attempt to unlock the computer using a password. As an added layer of protection, encrypting digital files means that if an individual did get through the password protection, the files are not easily accessible. Documents that are made via pen and paper, for example the notes made during the observation and interviews, will be stored in a locked filing cabinet which again will only be accessible by the researcher as the code to get into said locker will only be known by them. Limiting the people who can access the data will also avoid the risk of data being discussed unnecessarily which could lead to the public hearing sensitive information. As mentioned previously, the use of pseudonyms will help to protect the participants identity, for example, Child A or participant B. Finally, data will be deleted in the correct manner once used to ensure that they are no longer used after the data is retrieved. 
There can be numerous areas of risk when taking part in a research project, however the utmost must be done to ensure the risks are limited. To do this, the participants will remain in their environment where they are settled, comfortable and familiar with to ensure they feel safe and relaxed. To keep the positive atmosphere alive, there will be no sensitive topics brought up which will aid the participants in feeling comfortable. Also, to reinforce this, clear and age-appropriate communication will be used throughout the duration of the project so that all ages can have a say in what they would like to happen; to voice their opinions and so they can easily understand the order of events. 


As for the researcher, there are various risks that need to be eliminated for the project to run as smoothly and efficiently as possible. Conducting research in an appropriate setting to avoid unsafe situations. Lone working can come with its own set of risks meaning that the researcher should always make a college or superior aware of where they will be working and a time frame so that there is another person who is aware of the researcher’s schedule. To stay neutral and unbiased is large part of staying professional and maintaining clear boundaries. This is helpful when participants may attempt to discuss the project and when analysing the data as the researcher has stayed professional and has not bonded with any participants which could affect the reliability of the project. Attending training in relation to safeguarding and ethical practice can enable individuals involved to feel more at ease as they know that the researcher has qualifications that keep their data safe and protected. Researchers should read, understand and follow the safeguarding policy of the setting so that they are aware of how to handle a safeguarding issue if one was to arise during the observation. Researchers need to abide by a ‘do not harm’ principle, meaning that they should not provoke emotional distress, embarrassment, pressure or risk of harming the participants wellbeing; this means to avoiding discussing sensitive topics or personal questions. To reduce the risk of the researcher feeling emotionally and physically drained, the project should be carried out over a slightly longer schedule so that the researcher can have time to properly rest and focus on the data with adequate sleep. In order to protect the research, the researcher should ensure there are enough participants involved so that if an individual decides to withdraw, the research project can still carry on. Finally, there could potentially be a risk of reputation if there is a breech of data. There is a potential loss of trust which could lead to the risk of the project having to stop research. 


During the research project, the university may face several potential risks whilst carrying out research that involves practitioners and children. One of the main risks is a breach of data protection, similarly to the researcher. If this happens, the data and personal information collected could be accessed without authorisation, lost or shared without permission. This could potentially lead to legal consequences as there would have been a failure to comply with the General Data Protection Regulations and the Data Protection Act 2018. There is also a possibility of reputational risks if the ethical guidelines are not followed correctly, as there could be a lack of trust from all parties involved in the research project which may impact future partnership working. 
Furthermore, if the methods used are poorly executed, the data found may be lacking in reliability which could harm the universities credibility. To reduce these potential risks, the university would need to ensure that all researchers have undergone ethics, safeguarding and data handling training to allow them to fully understand the risks within the research project. It is mandatory for researchers to follow the General Data Protection Regulation guidelines as well as using strong passwords to protect the data sensitive information collected. Taking these measures help top ensure that the research conducted is in a safe manner and in line with professional and legal standards. 
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