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Introduction

In this chapter, we consider current thinking about young children’s learning when they engage in
outdoor play. The role of the teacher, parent and/or caregiver (hereafter ‘adult’) and the
importance of cultural context in relation to the learning that takes place outside is explored.
Recent research, noting the reduced opportunities for unsupervised outdoor play, centres upon:

Subject 

Young children’s learning is the focus of attention globally and is seen as the route by which
countries can invest in their futures1 as part of Sustainable Development Goals.2 Within this global
conversation, the position of play in young children’s learning, the forms of play that support
learning and ‘effective’ provision for young children’s playful activity as a part of their

The child’s developmental outcomes, e.g., physical, socio-emotional, cognitive, creativity
and imagination; as well as connections with the non-human natural world.  

The adult’s role in children’s play, learning, access to and engagement with the outdoors.  

The setting, i.e., urban spaces, natural/non-built spaces, pedagogical spaces.
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care/education experiences are debated and contested.3-7 Discussions about the place of the
outdoors as a site for young children’s play and learning are now commonplace in international
literature.8-13

The content of research and literature relating to children’s learning outside is wide ranging, and
includes, for example: 

Problems 

An essential feature in the field of outdoor play provision is the orientation of the adult, since this
will shape the learning experiences of the child. Key issues are:

Research 

The issues above are addressed across a range of research paradigms, often through small scale
qualitative studies and, increasingly, through interdisciplinary research which can be influenced

the impact of outdoor play provision on children’s motor skills development, health and
fitness;14

risk negotiation skills;15,16,17

early scientific enquiry through hands-on engagement with the natural world;18  

participation and sense of self through playful experiences in the outdoors;19 

the attunement of young children with the physical world around them in order that they are
‘at home in the world‘20,21 and 

post-humanist and post-colonist ‘common world’ understandings which take account of
children's relations with all living and non-living others in their worlds.22 

Adult understandings of and orientations toward play, children’s competencies and the
outdoor space;

Tensions between ‘free play’ and play as a directed learning activity, between structured
curriculum goals and play-based approaches; 

Availability and quality of outdoor play spaces;

Decreased opportunities for outdoor play, the causes of which are socially, culturally and
historically situated.
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by turns in philosophical thinking. This includes, for example, children’s geographies;23,24 early
childhood education considering children’s inter/intra-activity with materials;25,26 ecological and
environmental psychology;27 and socio-cultural perspectives within the field of education.28

Key Research Questions

Research questions in the area of outdoor play and learning are similarly wide-ranging. Some key
questions include: 

Recent Research Results 

The results of the small-scale qualitative studies typical of the field are localized to specific
contexts. The evidence base includes few larger scale quantitative studies, and those available
tend to relate to physical health and activity.32-35 However, children’s experiences in the outdoors
are shaped by their specific social-cultural context, the perceptions and attitudes of adults
towards their competencies and the specific affordances of the outdoor space. Therefore, the
existing evidence base can provide some relatable insights for planning for children’s outdoor
play-based learning. 

The orientation of adults who provide access to, and shape interaction with, the outdoor space is
emphasized throughout the literature.36 If adults are risk averse, or underestimate children’s
competencies, then children can be deterred from overcoming fear of new challenges;37

conversely, adults can support children’s engagement in risk-taking to gain mastery over
challenges and adjust understandings of their own competencies.38-40

Children’s access to outdoor spaces may be increasingly limited as a result of risk aversion, the
perception that children lack competency to engage with the world alone, and are in danger when
outside.13,24,41-43 The corollary to such cultural understandings is that those providing care and

1. How does outdoor learning take place? What is the role of the adult and peers? 

2. How do we understand children’s engagement with their surroundings, adopting a ‘common
worlds’ approach?29

3. What is the contribution of play in nature to children’s development? 

4. How do children participate in different spaces? How is their participation related to the
adult conceptualizations and intended purposes of the space?30,31
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education for young children may be risk averse and fear litigation.44 Similarly, those designing
play equipment for young children can create unappetizing play spaces lacking challenge.45 Such
adult orientation can mean that children’s play, if understood as being freely chosen, personally
directed and intrinsically motivated,46,47 may be severely curtailed, especially outdoors.48 Cultural
aversions to inclement weather can also limit children’s access to outdoor play,49 rather than
expecting children to experience weather conditions as part of their development as capable
citizens.50

The conflict between child-directed activity and adult-driven agendas and interpretations are
evident.46,51,52 Children’s playful activity may contrast with adults’ expectations as children interact
53 with materials and concepts. Importantly, playful activity does not necessarily only happen
within the allotted time,54 or within the allocated spaces.55

Adults adopting a ‘playful pedagogy approach’56-58 in which interactions are directed responsively
toward the interests and activity of the child appears to enhance opportunities for learning,59-61

including increased responsive communication between adults and children, opportunities for joint
attention and depth of engagement.36,62 

Research Gaps 

Further empirical work would benefit our understanding of the impact of professional learning, and
differing employment routes into the early years education-care sector, on the provision for, and
outcomes of, children’s playful engagement in the outdoors.  

While the value of large-scale quantitative studies in the area of early childhood is contested;63

there is a gap in the empirical evidence base which lacks systematic large-scale studies
comparing children’s learning for those engaging in regular outdoor play compared to no such
engagement.  

There are also research gaps pertaining to the impact of, and mechanisms by which, children with
multiple needs engage and learn through play in the outdoors. 

Conclusions 

The literature related to children’s outdoor play and learning suggest that children benefit from
opportunities to regularly engage in playful activity in a variety of outdoor spaces. It also
demonstrates the relationships between adults’ attitudes and actions and the learning outcomes
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of children resulting from playful engagement in the outdoors. Children’s learning outside is
supported by adults who are responsive to the child’s interests and can support the development
of them, without taking control of the activity. 

This evidence base is not conclusive; however, play in varied outdoor spaces that is exploratory,
includes opportunities to be social, and is supported by responsive adults appears to support
children’s enquiry skills, sense of self-efficacy, well-being, connections in the world, and their all-
round physical competency. These benefits seem to be enhanced when adults are oriented
towards and responsive to children’s enquiries and interests, supportive of children’s managed
risk-taking and mastery of physical challenges, and feel confident enough to not restrict children’s
activity unless their safety is genuinely threatened.  

Implications for Parents, Services and Policy 

The implications of the above are wide ranging. Parents may want to consider providing
experiences outdoors in which children can explore the world around them, challenge themselves
physically and play with others, without overt and limiting surveillance that restricts opportunities
to successfully negotiate risk and gain physical competence. Parents may wish to consider
children’s opportunities for playful engagement in varied natural and built outdoor spaces
balancing concerns about risk with opportunities for learning and exploring.  Those providing early
childhood services should equally consider these issues.  Policy providers should consider whether
regulatory requirements or guidelines for early years’ service providers should include an explicit
expectation for children’s outdoor play. Those who regulate, inspect or assess such provision
should be mindful of what appears to benefit children when they engage in outdoor play and
learning, as set out above, supported by adults attuned to, and responsive to, children’s interests. 
Those providing professional learning for the education-care workforce should consider their
provision in the light of the above.64  

References

1. OECD. Starting Strong: Key OECD indicators on early childhood education and care. 2017. doi:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264276116-en 

2. United Nations. Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. A/RES/70/1. October 2015.

3. Fleer M. . New York: Cambridge University Press; 2010.  Early learning and development. Cultural-historical concepts in play

4. Isenberg JP, Quisenberry N. A position paper of the association for childhood education international play: essential for all
children. . 2012;79(1):33-39. doi:10.1080/00094056.2002.10522763.  Childhood Education

©2019-2023 CEECD | OUTDOOR PLAY 5



5. Leggett N, Newman L. Play: Challenging educators’ beliefs about play in the indoor and outdoor environment. 
. 2017;42(1):24-32. doi:10.23965/AJEC.42.1.03. 

Australasian
Journal of Early Childhood

6. Moss P. Why can’t we get beyond quality? . 2016;17(1):8-15. doi:
10.1177/1463949115627895.  

Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood

7. Wood E. Free choice and free play in early childhood education: troubling the discourse. 
. 2014;22(1):4-18. doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2013.830562. 

International Journal of Early Years
Education

8. Coates JK, Pimlott-Wilson H. Learning while playing: children’s forest school experiences in the UK. 
. 2018;45(1):21-40. doi:10.1002/berj.3491

British Educational
Research Journal

9. Grindheim LT, Ødegaard EE. What is the state of play? . 2013;2(1):4-6. 
doi:10.1080/21594937.2013.769819.

International Journal of Play

10. Maynard T. Forest Schools in Great Britain: an initial exploration.  2007;8(4):320-
331. doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2007.8.4.320.   

Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood.

11. Pacini-Ketchabaw V, Taylor A, eds. Unsettling the colonial places and spaces of early childhood education in settler colonial
societies. New York, NY: Routledge; 2015.

12. Somerville M, Powell SJ. Thinking posthuman with mud and children of the Anthropocene. 
. 2018:1-12. doi:10.1080/00131857.2018.1516138

Educational Philosophy and
Theory

13. Waller T, Sandseter EBH, Wyver S, Ärlemalm‐Hagsér E. Maynard T. The dynamics of early childhood spaces: opportunities
for outdoor play? .
2010;18(4):437-443. doi:10.1080/1350293X.2010.525917

European Early Childhood Education Research Journal. Outdoor play and learning special issue

14. Bjørgen K. Physical activity in light of affordances in outdoor environments: qualitative observation studies of 3-5 year olds
in kindergarten. . 2016;(5):950-961. Springer Plus

15. Sandseter EBH. Affordances for risky play in preschool: the importance of features in the play environment. 
. 2009;36(5):439-446. 

Early Childhood
Education Journal

16. Sandseter EBH. Restrictive safety or unsafe freedom? Norwegian ECEC practitioners' perceptions and practices concerning
children's risky play. . 2012;18(1):83-101. doi:10.1080/13575279.2011.621889.Child Care in Practice

17. Sandseter EBH, Kleppe R. Outdoor Risky Play. In: Tremblay RE, Boivin M, Peters RDeV, eds. Brussoni M, topic ed.
 [online]. http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-

experts/outdoor-risky-play. Published May 2019. Accessed May 2, 2019. 
Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development

18. Waters J, MacDonald N. Using ‘quality’ measures of children’s learning experiences to target professional learning in early
years pre-school staff: the experience of one local authority in Wales. European Early Childhood Education Research
Association (EECERA) annual conference: Budapest, August 2018. 

19. Rekers A. Affordances for children’s participation within the reception year classroom and at forest school, PhD thesis.
University of Wales Trinity Saint David; Feb 2019.

20. Chawla L. Childhood place attachments. In: Altman I, Low SM, eds. 
. Vol.12. Boston, MA: Springer; 1992:63-68. 

Place Attachment. Human Behavior and Environment
(Advances in Theory and Research)

21. Waite S. Knowing your place in the world: how place and culture support and obstruct educational aims. 
. 2013;43(4):413-433. doi:10.1080/0305764X.2013.792787

Cambridge Journal
of Education

22. Pacini-Ketchabaw V, Clark V. Following watery relations in early childhood pedagogies. .
2016;14(1):98-111. doi:10.1177/1476718X14529281 

Journal of Early Childhood Research

23. Holloway SL, Pimlott-Wilson H. Enriching children, institutionalizing childhood? Geographies of play, extracurricular
activities, and parenting in England. . 2014;104(3):613-627.
doi:10.1080/00045608.2013.846167.

Annals of the Association of American Geographers

©2019-2023 CEECD | OUTDOOR PLAY 6

http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-experts/outdoor-risky-play
http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-experts/outdoor-risky-play


24. Horton J, Kraftl P. Three playgrounds: Researching the multiple geographies of children’s outdoor play. 
. 2018;50(1):214–235. doi: 10.1177/0308518X17735324.

Environment and
Planning A: Economy and Space

25. Lenz Taguchi H. 
. London and New York: Routledge; 2010.   

Going beyond the theory/practice divide in early childhood education: Introducing an intra-active pedagogy

26. Lester S, Russell W. Turning the world upside down: playing as the deliberate creation of uncertainty. . 2014;1:241-
260. doi:10.3390/children1020241 

Children

27. Kytta M. The extent of children’s independent mobility and the number of actualized affordance as criteria for child-friendly
environments. . 2004;24:179-198.Journal of Environmental Psychology

28. Waller T, Sandseter EBH, Wyver S, Ärlemalm‐Hagsér E. Maynard T. The dynamics of early childhood spaces: opportunities
for outdoor play? European Early Childhood Education Research .
2010;18(4):437-443. doi:10.1080/1350293X.2010.525917

Journal, Outdoor play and learning special issue

29. Taylor A. Reconfiguring the Natures of Childhood. London & New York: Routledge; 2013. 

30. Holloway SL, Valentine G, eds. Children’s Geographies: playing, living and learning. London and New York: Routledge; 2000.

31. Rekers A. Exploring children’s participation and motive orientation in the reception year classroom and at forest school,
PhD thesis. University of Wales Trinity Saint David; Feb 2019.

32. Bundy AC, Wyver S, Beetham KS, et al.  The Sydney playground project- levelling the playing field: a cluster trial of a
primary school-based intervention aiming to promote manageable risk-taking in children with disability. .
2015;15:1125. doi:10.1186/s12889-015-2452-4  

BMC Public Health

33. Bundy A, Engelen L, Wyver S, et al.  Sydney playground project: a cluster‐randomized trial to increase physical activity,
play, and social skills. . 2017; 87(10):751-759. doi:10.1111/josh.12550Journal of School Health

34. Barber SE, Jackson C, Akhtar S, Bingham DD, et al. “Pre-schoolers in the playground”: an outdoor physical activity
intervention for children aged 18 months to 4 years old: Study protocol for a pilot cluster randomised controlled trial. .
2013;14:326. doi:10.1186/1745-6215-14-326. 

Trials

35. Gray C, Gibbons R, Larouche R, et al. What is the relationship between outdoor time and physical activity, sedentary
behaviour, and physical fitness in children? A systematic review.

. 2015;12(6): 6455-6474. doi:10.3390/ijerph120606455
 International Journal of Environmental Research and Public

Health

36. Waters J, Bateman A. Revealing the interactional features of learning and teaching moments in outdoor activity. 
 2015;23(2):264-276. doi:10.1080/1350293X.2013.798099 

European
Early Childhood Education Research Journal.

37. Little H, Wyver S, Gibson F. The influence of play context and adult attitudes on young children's physical risk‐taking during
outdoor play. . 2011;19(1):113-131.
doi:10.1080/1350293X.2011.548959. 

European Early Childhood Education Research Journal

38. Sandseter EBH. Restrictive safety or unsafe freedom? Norwegian ECEC practitioners' perceptions and practices concerning
children's risky play. . 2012;18(1):83-101 doi:10.1080/13575279.2011.621889. Child Care in Practice

39. Little H, Wyver S. Individual differences in children's risk perception and appraisals in outdoor play environments.
. 2010;18(4):297-313. doi:10.1080/09669760.2010.531600. International Journal of Early Years Education

40. Bateman A., Waters J. Risk-taking in the New Zealand bush: Issues of resilience and wellbeing. 
. 2018;12(2):7-29. doi:10.17206/apjrece.2018.12.2.7

Asia-Pacific Journal of
Research in Early Childhood Education; Special issue

41. Little H. Children’s risk‐taking behaviour: implications for early childhood policy and practice. 
. 2006;14(2):141-154. doi:10.1080/09669760600661427. 

International Journal of Early
Years Education

42. Gill T. No fear: growing up in a risk adverse society. London: Caloustie Gulbenkian Foundation; 2007. 

©2019-2023 CEECD | OUTDOOR PLAY 7



43. Wyver S, Tranter P, Naughton G, Little H, Sandseter EBH, Bundy A. Ten ways to restrict children’s freedom to play: the
problem of surplus safety.  2010;11(3):263-277. doi:10.2304\\ciec.2010.11.3.263.Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood.

44. Gill T. Nothing ventured: balancing risks and benefits in the outdoors. Nottingham, UK: English Outdoor Council; 2010.

45. Little H, Eager D. Outdoor play and learning risk, challenge and safety: implications for play quality and playground design.
 2010;18(4): 497-513. doi:10.1080/1350293X.2010.525949European Early Childhood Education Research Journal.

46. Else P. Making sense of play: supporting children in their play. Maidenhead: Open University Press; 2013. 

47. Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group (PPSG) Playwork Principles, Cardiff: Play Wales; 2015.
http://www.playwales.org.uk/login/uploaded/documents/INFORMATION%20SHEETS/The%20Playwork%20Principles%20-
%20an%20overview.pdf. Accessed April 30, 2019. 

48. Waite S. Teaching and learning outside the classroom: personal values, alternative pedagogies and standards. 
 2011;39(1):65-82.

doi:10.1080\\03004270903206141

Education 3-
13: International Journal of Primary, Elementary and Early Years Education.

49. Maynard T, Waters J. Learning in the outdoor environment: a missed opportunity? 
 2007;27(3):255-265. doi:10.1080/09575140701594400. 

Early Years: An International Research
Journal.

50. Einarsdottir J, Wagner JA. 
. Greenwich: Information Age Publishing; 2006.

Nordic childhoods and early education: Philosophy, research, policy and practice in Denmark,
Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden

51. King P, Howard J. Free choice or adaptable choice: Self-determination theory and play. .
2016;9(1):56-70. 

American Journal of Play

52. Rekers A. The nature of children’s participation within the reception year classroom and at forest school, PhD thesis.
February 2019. University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

53. Lenz Taguchi H. 
. London and New York: Routledge; 2010.   

Going beyond the theory/practice divide in early childhood education: Introducing an intra-active pedagogy

54. Rekers A. Exploring children’s participation and motive orientation in the reception year classroom and at forest school,
PhD thesis. February 2019. University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

55. Ingold T. Bindings against boundaries: entanglements of life in an open world. . 2008:1-16.
doi:10.1068/a40156.

 Environment and Planning

56. Goouch K. Understanding playful pedagogies, play narratives and play spaces. . 2008;28(1):93-102.
doi:10.1080/09575140701815136.

Early Years

57. Goouch K. Forging and fostering relationships in play. Whose zone is it anyway? In: Papatheodorou T, Moyles J, eds.
 London: Routledge; 2009:139-151.Learning together in the early years. Exploring relational pedagogy.

58. Wood E. Developing a pedagogy of play. In: Anning A, Cullen J, Fleer M, eds. .
London: SAGE; 2008:27-38. 

Early childhood education: society and culture

59. Broadhead P. Developing an understanding of young children’s learning through play: the place of observation, interaction
and reflection.  2006;32(2):191-207. doi:10.1080/01411920600568976 British Educational Research Journal.

60. Chen F, Fleer M. A cultural-historical reading of how play is used in families as a tool for supporting children’s emotional
development in everyday life.  2016;24(2):305-319.
doi.org/10.1080/1350293X.2016.1143268

European Early Childhood Education Research Journal.

61. Fleer M. . New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010.Early learning and development: cultural-historical concepts in play

62. Bateman A., Waters J. Asymmetries of knowledge between children and teachers on a New Zealand bush walk. 
. 2013;40(2):19-32.

Australian
Journal of Communication Special Issue on Asymmetries of Knowledge

©2019-2023 CEECD | OUTDOOR PLAY 8

http://www.playwales.org.uk/login/uploaded/documents/INFORMATION SHEETS/The Playwork Principles - an overview.pdf
http://www.playwales.org.uk/login/uploaded/documents/INFORMATION SHEETS/The Playwork Principles - an overview.pdf


63. Moss P, Urban M. The organization for economic cooperation and development’s international early learning study: what’s
going on. . 2018;00(0):1-6. doi:10.1177/1463949118803269Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood

64. Dietze B, Kashin D. Building Capacity to Support Outdoor Play in Early Childhood Education. In: Tremblay RE, Boivin M,
Peters RDeV, eds. Brussoni M, topic ed.  [online]. http://www.child-
encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-experts/building-capacity-support-outdoor-play-early-childhood-education.
Published May 2019. Accessed May 2, 2019.

Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development

©2019-2023 CEECD | OUTDOOR PLAY 9

http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-experts/building-capacity-support-outdoor-play-early-childhood-education
http://www.child-encyclopedia.com/outdoor-play/according-experts/building-capacity-support-outdoor-play-early-childhood-education

