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Abstract 

 

This study examined the impact of outdoor play on the social and physical development of 

preschoolers in a community-based learning center. A qualitative case study design was 

employed to gain in-depth insights into children’s experiences during outdoor play. Data were 

gathered through observation, semi-structured interviews with teachers, and document analysis, 

and were analyzed thematically to identify patterns related to social and physical development. 

The findings revealed that outdoor play significantly enhanced preschoolers’ social skills by 

encouraging interaction, cooperation, communication, and participation in group activities. 

Children became more confident and socially engaged, particularly those who were initially 

shy. In terms of physical development, outdoor play promoted active movement—running, 

jumping, climbing, and balancing—which contributed to improved motor coordination, 

strength, and overall physical fitness. The study further found that social and physical 

development are closely interconnected, as increased physical confidence frequently led to 

greater social participation. Outdoor play provided a natural and supportive environment where 

children developed holistically through active exploration and peer interaction. These findings 

underscore that outdoor play is an essential component of early childhood education that 

supports both developmental domains in meaningful and engaging ways. It is recommended 

that educators, parents, and school administrators promote and institutionalize regular outdoor 

play to enhance children’s overall growth and well-being. 
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Outdoor play and its impact on preschoolers’ social and physical development: A case 

study of a community-based learning center 

 

1. Introduction 

During the first eight years of life, children experience significant growth and development, both socially and 

physically, and will play in a variety of ways in this early life stage, but most importantly through outdoor play. 

Opportunities for outdoor play provide children with a chance to explore, move, and develop their social skills 

with peers. Research indicates that when children engage in play, their cognitive, physical, social, and emotional 

development is enhanced because of the ability to explore their surroundings, find solutions to problems, and 

develop meaningful relationships with peers (Ginsburg, 2007; Pellegrini & Smith, 1998). Additionally, outdoor 

play contributes to the physical development of preschool-age children by allowing them to run, jump, and climb, 

which helps to develop motor skills, coordination, and overall health (Frost, 2010; Gallahue & Ozmun, 2006). 

Outdoor play will also enhance social development through opportunities for cooperative and communicative 

engagement with peers (Miranda et al., 2017). Outdoor play generally has been correlated to children aged 

preschool age who regularly engage in outdoor play demonstrating a higher level of social skills and psychosocial 

well-being than those children who do not engage in outdoor play (Hinkley et al., 2018). 

Research studies have shown a positive correlation between outdoor play and long-term child development, 

including school readiness and overall psychosocial development (Nature and success, 2024). Preschool-age 

children who have higher levels of participation in outdoor play will have higher levels of cognitive and social 

skills, which are key to their transition to traditional school settings (Bento & Dias, 2017). There is a growing body 

of literature regarding preschool programs and the positive correlation between the design of outdoor learning 

environments and visits by preschool-age children (Cakan & Acer, 2024). Barriers to outdoor play opportunities 

for preschool-age children exist, especially in community-based learning centers, due to factors such as lack of 

access to sufficient outdoor play spaces, safety concerns, and excessive focus on providing children with academic 

instruction. These barriers may have an adverse effect on children’s overall development by limiting their growth 

physically and developmentally through social engagement. Providing community-based learning centers with the 

means to create opportunities for children in under-resourced communities to support early childhood education 

must include a robust understanding of the role of outdoor play in contributing to their overall development. 

In the Philippines, more and more people are becoming aware of the importance of outdoor play for early 

childhood development. According to DepED and ECCD Council, play-based learning is a major part of the 

national kindergarten curriculum (DepEd Order No. 47, s. 2016). But while these policies exist, there have not 

been enough studies examining how outdoor play is done at community-based learning centres in the Philippines. 

For example, many studies looking at low-resource, community-based settings in the Philippines have found that 

outdoor play has low priority compared to structured teaching. This is especially true where there is a high demand 

from communities to show improvement in early literacy and numeracy (Yazon & Callo, 2021). This lack of 

locally-based research shows that more work needs to be done in understanding how Filipino preschool children 

experience learning in community-based environments, and how outdoor play opportunities in these environments 

differ from those found in private and urban schools.  

The current study will help fill a gap in early childhood education research in the Philippines by reporting 

findings on outdoor play and preschool children’s physical and social development (in this context, it is important 

to note that "outdoor play" is a broad term that includes any kind of physical activity that takes place outside). To 

be able to make this contribution, this research study aimed to answer the following questions: (1) What are the 

social developmental benefits of outdoor play? (2) What are the physical developmental benefits of outdoor play? 

(3) What is the relationship between social and physical development through outdoor plays? 
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2. Methodology 

An overview of the research design, research setting, study participant groups, data collection method, and 

data collection procedures as well as an overview of collected and analyzed data will be presented in this section. 

Research Design - The purpose of this research was to explore the impact of outdoor play on young children’s 

physical and social growth by conducting a qualitative case study at a community based learning centre. A 

qualitative case study provides insights beyond what we see on the surface through observation; it helps to provide 

context and meaning to how children are developing and interacting in real life situations (Yin, 2018). 

Research Setting and Participants - The study was conducted at a community learning centre where young 

children (aged 3-5) typically attend their first level of formal education prior to enrolment in primary school. The 

Community Learning Centre had been selected as it had plenty of resources available to support young children 

in having structured outside play on a regular basis during their education. The children that participated in the 

research were either enrolled at the Community Education Centre or were the teachers or helpers of the children 

who participated in structured outside play. The participants in this research study were selected through purposive 

sampling, and as a consequence, all participants in the study were currently involved in or had previously 

participated in structured outside play as well as providing rich and meaningful context for data collection 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Data Collection Methods - Three distinct means of collecting data were used to ensure that the data collection 

process yielded comprehensive and triangulated results. The first method included the direct observation of 

children engaging in outdoor play to look at social behaviours that occur during play, including sharing and 

cooperating with each other; communicating with each other; and engaging in physical play such as running, 

climbing, jumping, etc. Researchers have indicated that observation is an effective way to look at children’s 

behaviour during play in their natural environment (Pellegrini & Smith, 1998). The second means of data collection 

included conducting semi-structured interviews with teachers and facilitators to collect qualitative data related to 

how outdoor play supports the development of children, as well as any changes teachers have observed in 

children’s social and physical skills as a result of children playing outside. Lastly, documentation of lesson plans, 

developmental records, activity schedules, etc. were reviewed in order to validate and support the data collected 

from both the interviews and observations. 

Data Collection Procedure - Data collection was authorized by the Learning Center’s administration. All 

parents/guardians provided informed consent, while child participants provided assent. Observations were 

conducted during the scheduled outdoor play periods over a period of two (2) to four (4) weeks. Interviews with 

consenting teachers were conducted at times convenient for the teachers. All data collection was based on field 

notes and audio recordings collected from participants with their explicit consent. 

Data Analysis - Thematic analysis was done through Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6-PHASE PROCESS: 

familiarization with the data; generation of initial codes; searching for themes; reviewing themes; defining and 

naming themes; and final report preparation. Data from interview transcripts were coded upon their arrival, while 

data collected during observations were organized chronologically and analyzed by repeated patterns relating to 

children’s social and physical development with the research purpose and theoretical frameworks. 

Ethical Considerations - Obtaining consent from the parents or guardians of child participants and from adult 

participants was an integral part of the informed consent process for this research. All participant contacts and data 

were kept confidential and anonymous. All participants in this project voluntarily agreed to take part in this project, 

and all participants were free to withdraw from participation in this project at any time with no consequences. The 

child participants’ safety and wellness were of the utmost priority throughout the entire research process, in 

keeping with the ethical guidelines for research involving the young child. 
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3. Results and discussion 

In this section, the research findings will be interpreted based upon the impact of outdoor play on children’s 

social and physical development during preschool. The data will be organized (grouped) and presented according 

to the questions posed in the study and supported through the review of current literature. 

3.1 Benefits of Outdoor Play on Preschoolers’ Social Development 

Results point to outdoor play positively impacting preschoolers’ development socially. Through observations 

of preschoolers engaging in outdoor play, researchers noted many children in group play situations are engaged in 

cooperative play, role-forming in pretend play, running as a group, using teamwork, etc. Children had many 

chances to play and to develop their skills of interacting together, such as sharing, taking turns, cooperating and 

effectively communicating with each other. Children who were initially shy or had participation challenges would 

begin to engage more fully in outdoor group activities and developed confidence in their ability to do this as well. 

The researchers believed the findings were congruent with Vygotsky’s (Vygotsky, 1978) theory that without 

social interaction, children will not learn; by playing and engaging with other preschoolers who were socially more 

advanced than they are, they were able to internalise what they learned and improved their social competence. 

Parten (Parten, 1932) saw the tendency for children to use cooperative play as their most common interaction style; 

children were more likely to use cooperative forms of interaction when playing in open, unstructured ways in 

outdoor settings. Pellegrini and Smith (Pellegrini & Smith, 1998) indicated that children gain social competence 

through play and by interacting with other children in active, social environments. 

In addition, outdoor environments were found by Miranda, Holk, and colleagues (2017) to foster social play 

and to encourage children to develop social skills by playing and engaging with peers; and Hinkley, Okely, and 

colleagues (2018) documented a positive association between outdoor play and social skills, thereby demonstrating 

that children who play more often and/or to a greater extent (i.e., spend more time engaged in outdoor play) exhibit 

more prosocial behaviours than children who spent less time engaged in outdoor play. Collectively, the findings 

from these studies demonstrate that the physical environment is a major contributor to supporting social 

development during a child’s early development. 

Table 1 

Summary of Observed Social Behaviors During Outdoor Play 

Social Behavior Frequency of Observation Examples Noted 

Sharing and Turn-Taking High Waiting for a turn on the slide; sharing 

play materials 

Verbal Communication High Directing play scenarios; negotiating 

roles in group games 

Cooperation Moderate–High Working together to complete obstacle 

courses 

Conflict Resolution Moderate Negotiating disputes over play 

equipment 

Social Inclusion of Shy Children Moderate Peers inviting withdrawn children into 

group activities 

Note. Frequency ratings are based on researcher observations across the four-week data collection period. 

3.2 Benefits of Outdoor Play on Preschoolers’ Physical Development 

The results show that participation in physical arms on the outdoor playspace can facilitate the overall 

development of preschoolers. Preschoolers were often heard playing outside during the observation period and 

engaged in a variety of play using many different movement patterns (such as running, jumping, climbing, and 

maintaining balance). The children exhibited improvements in gross motor skill development, coordination, 
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strength, and overall fitness due to the variety of outdoor play they participated in. Children who had the 

opportunity to engage in frequent outdoor play had greater body control and confidence in how they moved than 

those who did not participate in frequent outdoor play. 

These results are consistent with previous studies on how participating in physically active play influences a 

child’s physical development (Gallahue & Ozmun, 2006). The early childhood years are the most productive time 

to develop motor skills in young children through regular physical activity (Tremblay et al., 2012). Participation 

in early childhood physical activity is linked to increased muscular strength, improved bone density, and enhanced 

cardiovascular health. Frost (2010) also stated that participation in outdoor play will assist with children’s 

development of spatial awareness and coordination through the opportunity for them to perform movement 

patterns, which they cannot duplicate in indoor play. 

The findings from this study corroborate the findings from Bento and Dias (2017), who found that 

opportunities for gross and fine motor development depend on opportunities for outdoor play. Furthermore, Cakan 

and Acer (2024) demonstrated that children have more varied and intense physical behaviour when they engage in 

outdoor play as compared to what they do indoors. This finding also supports the current research that provides 

enhanced opportunities for children to participate in motor activities when they engage in outdoor play activities. 

Table 2 

Summary of Observed Physical Activities and Motor Skills During Outdoor Play 

Physical Activity Motor Skill Targeted Developmental Benefit 

Running Gross motor coordination Cardiovascular fitness; leg strength 

Jumping Balance and lower limb power Bone density; spatial awareness 

Climbing Upper body strength; core stability Risk assessment; confidence 

Balancing Vestibular and proprioceptive 

development 

Postural control; coordination 

Throwing and Catching Hand-eye coordination Fine motor refinement; bilateral 

coordination 

Note. Physical activities were documented through structured observations across all outdoor play sessions. 

3.3 Interconnection Between Social and Physical Development 

Another notable finding in this study was the interdependent nature of social and physical development. When 

children increase their overall physical confidence through outdoor play, they are also more likely to engage with 

their peers and be socially active by joining clubs or groups. When children experience positive social interactions 

while engaging in group-based physical play, they are also more likely to participate in group-based physical 

activities. This finding suggests that outdoor play has a bidirectional relationship with holistic development; and, 

furthermore, there is evidence that outdoor play addresses multiple developmental domains at the same time (i.e., 

holistically) and synergistically. This study’s findings support Coplan and Rubin’s (2010) social development 

framework for children, which recognizes the significance of physical activity contexts for developing social skills. 

The finding of the interdependent nature of social and physical development validates the notion of outdoor play 

as an integrated developmental experience rather than traditionally being described as a domain specific event. 

4. Conclusions 

Research indicates that outdoor play is instrumental in helping preschool children grow and develop in all 

ways. Children gain social skills through outdoor play, such as sharing, cooperating, and communicating and gain 

physical skills through outdoor play, particularly through gross motor development using large muscle groups. 

Moreover, the research found that several of the factors in the research, such as physical confidence and social 

engagement, supported the hypothesis that outdoor play creates holistic development in children. The implications 

of the findings from this research can and should influence how children are educated and how early childhood 

education policies are made. Therefore, outdoor play should not only be considered free play time away from 
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formal activities but as part of the preschool curriculum. To promote the whole development of children, outdoor 

play should be integrated into daily routines through both organized (e.g., group games) and unorganized (e.g., 

free exploration) activities and provide children with developmentally appropriate opportunities to learn. 

According to this research, practitioners and educators should design outdoor spaces to create outdoor learning 

environments (as opposed to getting a break) and create measurable developmental outcomes. For example, each 

week, teachers can change and rotate outdoor play areas, such as a balance beam area, cooperative building area, 

or dramatic play area using natural materials, to purposefully enhance gross motor development and social 

interaction skills. In addition, outdoor time can be used for authentic assessment of children and their 

developmentally able to take turns, solve conflicts, and coordinate their large muscle groups, rather than relying 

only on a traditional classroom-based assessments. This may reflect the ECCD Checklist being used in early 

childhood programs in the Philippines, as the developmental milestones associated with physical, social, and 

emotional development are monitored holistically. 

For children, regular access to “quality” outdoor play will help improve school readiness. For example, 

children who develop stronger gross motor skills by climbing and running are better able to handle the physical 

challenges of formal schooling, such as sitting up for long periods or controlling a pencil for writing. Children 

who practice social negotiation while playing outdoor group games are developing cooperative and communicative 

foundations for participation in a classroom setting. Finally, the research also found that shy or withdrawn children 

have been found to develop greater social engagement when they have access to outdoor play. This suggests that 

the outdoor environment may provide less stressful social opportunities for children who struggle to interact and 

participate when within more formal structured indoor environments. Therefore, schools and community-based 

learning centres should ensure that they dedicate at least 30 to 45 minutes of supervised outdoor free and organized 

play time on a daily basis to each child. Schools with limited outdoor space can implement creative strategies to 

achieve quality outdoor play for their children, such as establishing play areas on rooftops, creating circuits in 

hallways for children to participate in movement for physical activities, or working with the community for 

regularly scheduled use of outside play areas in their community. For community-based learning centres in the 

Philippines, they typically operate in limited physical environments; therefore, even small investments in outdoor 

materials can yield significant increases in gross motor and social learning opportunities for preschool children. 

Recommendations - Based on the results of this research, the following recommendations are made. 

 Early educators and instructors should include both purposeful and free outdoor play as part of their 

daily plan and provide an outdoor learning environment that is safe, stimulating, and inclusive in which 

all children can learn and grow. 

 Administrators are encouraged to invest in the development of more outdoor spaces for children, 

provide child-sized equipment, and provide appropriate safety equipment in outdoor areas. 

Administrative support will provide the infrastructure needed to institutionalize outdoor play as a 

component of the educational process. 

 Caregivers are encouraged to prioritize and provide outdoor play at home and within the community 

environment. Limiting screen time and encouraging active participation in outdoor play will reinforce 

the development of physical and motor skills that children are learning in school. 

 Policymakers and curriculum developers need to include outdoor play as part of the early childhood 

education framework. Legislation and policies that require and encourage structured outdoor play 

opportunities will result in equitable development opportunities for all early childhood learners. 

 Future research should continue to look at the long-term effects of outdoor play on cognitive and 

emotional development and use a combination of quantitative and mixed-method research designs with 

a larger and more diverse sample size. 
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